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Kathryn,
This book has been yours from the start.
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DARIA
Daria knew the moment her mother left this world. Not because of some internal instinct built by their loving bond. No, she knew because in the next moment, she was no longer alone in her head.
“No. No, no, no. You’re not real. This isn’t happening.”
While her mind reeled and the room spun, she grabbed the edges of the sink, biting down on the toothbrush between her teeth. Grounding herself as her life spun out of her control.
At first, they didn’t speak, but they were there all the same. A buzzing in her head, moths fluttering by a night-light.
A voice slid across her mind like a fingertip across the top of a coffin. Soft, with a rasp. “Well, Daria. It’s nice to meet you.”
Her hand shook as she turned the water on, spitting into the sink and resisting the urge to gag as grief threatened to puncture a hole in her heart, and guilt clenched her gut.
“You’re not real,”
she argued—no, begged.
“Oh, we’re very real.”
A gruff voice grated across her senses, the words heavy with anger.
Ignoring the voice, she squinted under the fluorescent lights of her bathroom, eyeing her reflection to see if anything had changed. She still looked the same. Maybe she was dreaming?
When she hit the lock button on her phone, it lit up to show the correct date, exactly thirteen minutes after her alarm had gone off. It was still the day of her interview. She was still Daria Locke.
When she spoke, she met her own gaze in the reflection as if that made talking to herself less weird, “No. You’re not fucking real!”
But her voice shook with the declaration.
Gritting her teeth, and ignoring the voices in her head, she dressed her best and curled her hair. By the time she’d applied her makeup, her hands were almost steady. Adjusting her shirt one last time in the mirror, she nodded her head in confirmation. She could do this. She had to. It didn’t matter she now heard voices, just like her mother claimed she’d been hearing for years. For a half second, she considered checking herself into the nearest psych ward.
“Don’t you fucking dare,”
the gruff voice warned.
No, she’d just ignore them. If she ignored them, they weren’t real, right?
Trying to convince herself of that fact, she made her way downstairs to find caffeine. Were crazy people supposed to drink caffeine?
“Oh, you can drink whatever the hell you want. You’re not crazy.” This voice was different from the gruff one, lighter, teasing.
Daria braced her hands on the counter and hung her head, chanting, “Not real, not real, not real,” three times to match the three different voices she’d heard, speaking louder when the voices in her head argued.
They stopped. She sighed a breath of relief and reached for her coffee mug. At the last second, she veered to the right and grabbed the larger, stainless steel travel mug.
When a damning realization hung at one’s subconscious, one needed more than eight ounces of caffeine to jolt into motion. She sat at the kitchen table, staring out through the window to her left as she grappled with her situation, the truth creeping closer with every second that passed.
Her phone alarm went off far too soon, warning her she had fifteen minutes to make the seven minute walk to the office, and for just a moment, she considered not showing up. Crawling back in bed and crying the day away, letting pity swallow her whole.
But just because she was going crazy, didn’t mean the rest of the world would wait on her. If she wanted to keep this roof over her head, she needed to leave.
With hands a little more steady but a head no less swirling, she grabbed her travel mug and messenger bag before heading on her way.
The demons talked back and forth in her head as if her mind wasn’t threatening to shatter, and her chin quivered as she lifted her face to the sun. She’d have to get used to it.
The longer she walked and passed everyday people on the street with the demons’ bickering her soundtrack to the morning, the longer the obvious threatened to dawn on her. It loomed just on the precipice of her mind, but she refused to accept it. All she could do was grit her teeth and hold tight to her denial.
“No.”
They were her secrets now, and she’d have to protect them with her life… just like her mother, her grandmother, and great-great-grandmother… according to what her mom had told her so long ago.
“No,” she argued against the glaringly obvious, ignoring the strange looks from passersby.
All the way back to her first ancestor, Pandora.
“No!”
“Yes.” That smooth, light voice slid through her mind again, daring her to recognize it as truth.
Daria blocked him out, wiping tears away before they fell, her flats whispering across the concrete as she walked a block over to the downtown area of Maleston.
On Main Street, homecoming banners waved proudly while kids held hands with their parents and yelled excitedly over the promise of pancakes. Down by the bay, gulls called, and sailboats creaked at their moorings. And behind her, three blocks west, where the hill curved and the shadows began, the darker side of Maleston flourished, bars and tattoo parlors crammed side by side with pawnbrokers and payday lenders... as well as Daria’s apartment building.
Her breath was only a puff of heat as she chanted to herself, trying to rein in her emotions before she spiraled out. This interview was everything. She wanted out of the seedy life she’d subjected herself to.
The metal and glass building loomed before her and she took a deep breath before wrapping her fingers around the cool metal handle. Today, she was applying for a personal assistant job at yet another communications firm. You are superwoman.
Rent was due. Unless Daria had a paycheck to hand over, she’d be getting an eviction notice. And she’d been jobless for far too long.
Hopefully today that would change, voices be damned. A personal assistant was a piece of cake compared to what she used to do and was definitely something she could handle. Daria was organized and totally knew how to order coffee. She could do both of those things in her sleep, so why not get paid for it? Even if the thought of working in public relations again made her sick to her stomach.
As she walked through the lobby, she exuded confidence with her shoulders held back and head high, while the demons in her head chattered about every person she passed.
“He’s gonna die in three weeks, what’s his job? Apply for his job so you can get a promotion,” one of the demons announced when she passed a handsome young man carrying a travel mug. She raised hers in a good morning cheers, and he returned it with a blinding smile.
That one must be Death. “Can you not say things like that?”
she thought back at him, her cheeks flushing with anger and embarrassment. “Now, all I want to do is go warn him.”
No! Don’t entertain them, she chastised herself.
A soft tsk fluttered across her senses. “Accept it, Daria. We’re real.”
By the time she made it upstairs to the glass offices and carpeted lobby, she was mentally exhausted from the arguing and all the random facts she’d learned about her, hopefully, future coworkers. The pretty brunette at the central desk greeted her when she arrived, and Daria approached the round partition with a smile pasted on her face.
“Good morning. My name is Daria Locke and I’m here for the interview with Mr. Bowman.”
“Ah, yes, he’s been expecting you. If you’ll have a seat, I’ll let him know you’re here.”
“Thank you.” Daria smiled politely and took a seat in one of the cushioned chairs.
It was cold in the lobby, and she was thankful for the cardigan she’d worn over her button up blouse and black skirt. As she stared out the window, she studied the passersby below; jealous they were able to spend their time out in the sunshine rather than tearing their hair out in nerves over an interview. Rather than hearing voices and wondering if they were crazy or worrying if they would be homeless this time next week.
Please let me get this job.
She really didn’t want to leave her apartment.
Thoughts rushed in when she only wanted to focus on the meeting ahead. But they slipped through any attempt to block them out.
Her career had crashed and burned months ago, she’d eaten through her savings, fallen behind on her bills, and now a truth too blinding and painful threatened to crumble whatever kind of life she had left.
“Ms. Locke?”
A deep voice called her name and she jerked her head away from the window to find her future boss. Hopefully.
He was older, maybe in his fifties, with graying hair and a belly that could do to cut back on the breakfast muffins, but as bosses went, he wasn’t bad looking.
Nope, not going down that road again.
With a smile on her face, she stood and greeted him, and he introduced himself as Chester Bowman, owner and CEO of At The Top Communications. As he showed her into his office, she noticed his hand strayed awfully low on her back, and she tensed before forcing herself to relax. Then, the lock snicked and she rolled her eyes while his back was turned.
When he seated himself across from her, she noticed a dash of color on his shirt collar and fought the frown that threatened to cross her lips.
Then the interview began. Bullshit questions that she answered perfectly, brown nosing the entire time. She hated to admit it… but she leaned forward so Mr. Bowman could get a good shot of her cleavage. Anything to help, right?
Well, not anything, she thought with a grimace.
One would think her extensive resume from working in PR would be enough for this guy, but he seemed unimpressed with the paper in front of him and more focused on her legs and breasts. She ground her teeth, but as long as she had a roof over her head and a paycheck in her account, she was better off. If she had to flirt a bit, it wasn’t the worst.
“So, Daria. What could you contribute to the team here at ATC?”
“Besides wearing short skirts and grabbing your morning joe?” the lighthearted demon answered in her head.
Her smile tightened before she gave Mr. Bowman a better-suited answer about fresh ideas and excellent organization. He seemed to like her words, or maybe it was the way she crossed her legs in her pencil skirt. A weight settled on her chest and she couldn’t tell if it was nerves or a warning.
“Hey, look at the bright side. He’s only got four years, three weeks, and two days left before you can have his job,” the one who must be Death muttered in her head, bitterness flavoring his teasing words.
After a few more grueling questions, Mr. Bowman sat back with a sure smile on his face. “So, Daria,” he said, waving his arms around the office with a grade-A view of the city below, “what do you think?”
Daria didn’t know why the words came out of her mouth, but she couldn’t stop them if she tried, like something pulled them off her tongue and slapped them down on his desk. “What do I think? Well, I can tell you’re a lawsuit waiting to happen. From the lipstick on your collar, and the sense of desperation wafting from the last few virile years you have left, the last assistant probably wasn’t the only one you’d fucked out of the job. Quite literally.”
Daria’s mouth dropped open as Mr. Bowman processed her words, a look of shock blanketing his features. Then the anger rode in on the wave of red color in his cheeks and Daria stood hastily, hands waving in the air as if to disperse the words she’d just spoken in a moment of… truth.
“You bastard!” she cursed at the demon in her head. The lighthearted one she knew now to be Truth.
Turning at the last second, she almost pleaded with Mr. Bowman but the look in his eyes was unforgiving. “I should just—I should probably go, right?” She paused in a moment of hope, desperation leaking from her features, but he only met her with a dry look. She grabbed her travel mug and pointed to the door. “Yeah, leaving.”
“Motherfucker!” she cursed, once she was outside the building. Ignoring the looks she received from the late morning crowd around her, she stalked down the sidewalk, fingers clenched around the mug in her hand.
Anger felt good. Sadness, the guilt that loomed, it was all too much, but she opened her arms wide to the anger and annoyance that flooded through her. Daria steamed all the way home, and the demons in her head were dead silent. Of course, now they were silent. She couldn’t even catch a breath for how angry she was.
At least the weight on her chest was gone.
The walk to her apartment wasn’t far from the office, which was why it’d been such a perfect place to work.
“Dammit!” she yelled as she slammed the door to her living room. “You motherfucking bastards! You couldn’t just keep your influences to yourself for thirty minutes until I was employed? I can handle a few ass gropes if it means I can keep a roof over my head! My god, you unbelievable, terribly timed bastards—”
She went on for a while, pacing around her living room as she thoroughly berated the demons in her head.
When she ran out of steam, she collapsed on the couch, tears welling at her misfortune. It was all too much. Every responsibility was weighing on her, and Daria had counted on getting that job to lift some of it. Instead, rent would come due and she’d be another month behind, and Jimmy would come knocking, and she’d have to move. Tilting her head back on the cushion, she stared up at the ceiling until the tears died and then stood, hands on her hips.
“You are superwoman,” she stated, trying to convince herself.
“Not quite,” Truth murmured.
“You, shut up. You’ve lost speaking privileges until I find a job.”
Daria stomped into her room to change clothes, something less office-Barbie and more going-to-the-bar-Daria. So, naturally, she settled for jeans, a basic black top, and a pair of boots that honestly had seen better days. Daria felt the same way.
Why do you think drinking will solve all your problems? Hope asked from inside her own head, gleaning her intentions as she fluffed her hair.
“I don’t know. It won’t. I just don’t want to sit here all night and watch reruns of another TV show,” Daria spoke out loud, but knew the five demons could hear her just fine.
She stood in front of the floor-length mirror and turned to the side, feeling good in her simple outfit. “Well, how do I look?”
“Like you’re dressed for the most casual funeral ever,” Death purred.
“Gorgeous,” came from a soft, deep spoken one.
“Sexy,” a gruff growl answered.
One of them just moaned and mumbled something about how he wished he was able to go out. But the lighthearted one… she should’ve known better.
“Eh, I don’t know. Your hips look a little big.”
Daria’s arms dropped as the others hushed him and glanced once more in the mirror before shaking her hips back and forth.
“That’s okay. I think I can still convince someone to come home with me, right?”
They all chorused agreements, but she was already on her way out the door before they could make her change her mind.
At the last second, she grabbed the newspaper, her favorite purple pen, and slammed her door behind her as if she could leave all her demons behind.
Too bad she was stuck with them forever.





DARIA
Black marble gleamed pristine and beautiful beneath her newspaper. Copper coiled lights hung from the fixtures above her. Quiet chatter filled the peaceful bar. This was Daria’s favorite place to come, to block out all the things in her life and sip on over-complicated drinks and lunch special alcohol.
Girl’s best friend.
“I thought that was diamonds?” the gruff one asked her.
“No, idiot, it’s cats,” Death answered.
And of course, these fucking demons were stuck with her forever. She sighed a little heavier than intended, and winced under the bartender’s long side glance, then avoided her gaze by glaring at the wall beside her. An ad caught her eye and she appreciated the marketing logo meant to get a customer’s attention. “Let us be The Beginning to your night tonight, tomorrow night, and every night after.” Clever.
Frowning, she turned back to her newspaper full of disappointment. Circling, crossing out, and underlining until she thought her pen would run out of ink and her phone would die from researching, she’d narrowed it down to five jobs. Five.
And she’d applied for every damn one of them online.
Another PA. A hostess at a local restaurant. A shoe saleswoman. A secretary, which really, how was that any different than a personal assistant? And an executive assistant... for a fraternity at the local college.
At this point, Daria hardly cared how low she had to stoop to pay the bills. As long as she could tell Jimmy she had a job, and promise him money was coming, he’d let her stay in her apartment. That’s all she needed. Otherwise he might list other acceptable forms of payment.
With a sigh, she slapped her pen down on the paper, and leaned back in her bar stool. Maybe one of these would prove fruitful.
Speaking of... Daria noticed her drink was empty and lifted her glass when the bartender caught her eye. She grinned at the pretty brunette when she came near.
“Another French 75?” she asked. Allegra, according to her nametag, glanced down at the paper Daria had murdered in purple ink before meeting her gaze again.
“Actually, I have a question for you,” Daria said with a silly grin.
Allegra returned her smile and tilted her head in question. “Yeah?”
Pointing to her nametag, Daria resisted the urge to laugh. “Allegra? Like the allergy medicine?”
“If you had any idea how many times a day I get asked that… ” But her laugh was genuine and Daria knew she hadn’t hurt her feelings.
“I’m feeling something a little stronger. Do you know what a Diplomat is?”
For a split second Allegra’s smile tightened, but she nodded and said, “Absolutely! That’ll be just one moment.”
Then she disappeared.
For a... while.
When she came back in sight, she had her cell phone in front of her, and once it was flat on the mixing bar behind the customer partition, Daria saw it had her list of ingredients on the white screen. Her face was no longer cheerful, and now held a mixture of frustration and concentration.
Daria glanced around and noticed all the waiters and waitresses were busy. But she covered her mouth and whispered at the panicked woman.
“Pssst! Allegraaaa!”
Her green eyes bounced to Daria and she placed a customer service grin on her face as she moved closer. “Hey, how can I help?”
“I collect them.” At her confused look, Daria continued with, “The drinks. I collect the weird ones. The recipes, I mean.”
“Oh my God, have you ever spoken to another human before?” the gruff one laughed in her head.
“Shut up! She’s pretty and cute, and she seems really, really nice. I get weird around pretty people!” she hissed to the demons in her head.
Daria refused to learn their names if she didn’t have to. They weren’t real anyway, right?
“If we aren’t real then why are you talking to us?” the light one just had to ask.
She ignored him, focusing back on the dark-haired bartender. The fancy drinks were her guilty pleasure, one she’d indulged in after her career crashed and burned, and by god after the day she’d had, she needed them.
“Oh! Well that’s... cool.” Allegra seemed to think it was the opposite of cool.
“I can tell you how to make it. It’s really not so bad, I promise. Or... you can make me a simple, little, ordinary Cosmopolitan,” she challenged. And Daria bet it would be bright ass pink, just like in the movies. A good cosmo wasn’t supposed to be that bright—more like a blush color or a light rose.
Allegra’s eyes narrowed at the challenge and she leaned back to lock her phone before sliding it into her back pocket. “Hit me.”
“Cocktail shak—” before Daria even finished her words, Allegra grabbed the silver item and slammed it onto the counter. A little too loudly, and it drew the gaze of a customer nearby. She winced and Daria hid her giggle into her hand as she faced the wall.
“Got it,” Allegra whispered.
“Okay, simple, just fill it with ice.”
Swish of silver, a crunch of dipping, and the clink of ice against metal. “Done.”
“Two ounces dry, one ounce of sweet vermouth.”
Allegra turned to the wall of liqueurs and paused for a moment, her finger tapping her cheek. Once she spotted the bottles, she grabbed them and expertly measured and swished them into the shaker.
“Now add two dashes of maraschino liqueur.” Daria indicated the dashes with a pinch of her fingers. “It’s not supposed to be sweet.”
Two splashes later, Allegra turned with a grin.
“Now stir, don’t shake.”
The ice swirled in the shaker, clanking against the sides in a refreshing little harmony.
“Strain it into a chilled martini glass and toss in a little orange peel twist.”
Allegra reached under the bar to pull out a glass, frost condensed on the outside, and strained the pale copper liquid into her glass. The garnish was sliced and balanced over the rim, and the drink was placed on the marble bar in front of her.
Daria took a sip and winked before she told her job well done.
“Just be happy I didn’t order the Commonwealth.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I dare you.”
“What? 71 ingredients? That’s nothin’.”
Allegra rolled her eyes before greeting the woman that walked up. After she served her a mimosa, she came back over and glanced at her artwork again.
“You know, we have a job opening.”
Daria’s heart fluttered in her chest. “Really?”
“Mhmm... ”
“Allegra, don’t play with me. I don’t care if it’s washing dishes—”
“It’s not. We need another happy hour bartender for the evenings. I assume you can make a lot of drinks like that?”
“Absolutely! And I’m really great with customers.” Daria tried not to seem so eager, but her heart was flipping in her chest and for once the demons seemed quiet. They weren’t telling her when Allegra would die, so she took it as a good sign.
“Well, let me grab an application, be right back.”
Daria took a deep breath when the bartender disappeared around the corner and then frowned at the martini sitting in front of her. When Allegra returned, Daria gripped the papers with fingers just shy of desperation and glanced coolly at the glass in front of her.
“So, it doesn’t bother you that I’m here at two in the afternoon drinking my problems away?”
Allegra laughed before handing her a pen with black ink. “Trust me, after the happy hour shift here at night, you’ll be sleeping well past two in the afternoon. No time to drink.”
Daria grinned and sipped the drink in front of her.
We’ll just see about that.
    
“SO, does this mean I can speak again?” the light one asked as she returned home for the night. The rest of her evening had been... easy, she thought as she went through the motions to ready herself for bed.
Especially when she considered how she’d first started her day.
“Check back with me tomorrow,” she teased him.
“We could be easy if you wanted us to,” another voice promised.
Rolling her eyes as she turned back the covers on her bed, she otherwise ignored him.
Her stress hadn’t washed off quite as easily as her makeup. And even as soft as her bargain bed was, found at an estate sale months ago, she was still wide awake even as she clicked the light off and the darkness settled around her. Her apartment was quiet, always had been. She didn’t know if she was already getting used to the constant chatter of the guys in her head, but maybe it seemed too quiet.
Not real.
This apartment building was nice, even though it straddled the border between the middle-class neighborhood to the north and the rough edge of town to the south. She didn’t want to leave, and worry swirled inside her and made her stomach cramp as she thought of the interview at the bar the next day.
Mixing drinks was no problem, so she didn’t know why she—
“Has anyone ever said that you worry too much?” Truth hummed through her mind.
Actually yes. Once before, and it was just as warranted as it was right now.
Nope. Not rea—oh, fuck it.
“So… Truth. The lighthearted one?”
“That’s me.”
“Death, obviously… ” The one with the voice like smooth fog.
“Indeed.” A shiver still trailed down her spine at his low tone.
“Who’s the angry one?”
The demons in her head laughed, and before she could stop herself she felt her lips curl into a matching smile.
“Betrayal,” the gruff voice growled, making the others laugh all over again.
“Who am I missing?” Daria tried to pull from her memory information her mother had shared. “There’s five of you?”
“I’m Hope.”
The voice that spoke was the same one she’d heard only in front of the mirror, and just a moment ago. He’d called her gorgeous.
“You think you’re going to be easy?” she couldn’t help but tease him.
But Truth was the one who answered, “Well… not easy, but we most certainly can try not to make your life miserable.”
“Easy for you to say,”
another voice she’d only heard a few times, laden with despair and dipped in sadness, replied. “I’m Misery. Don’t forget about me. Or do, I don’t care.”
“So... Death, Truth, Betrayal, Hope, and Misery? Am I missing anyone?”
“That’s us.”
Great. They sounded just lovely.
Releasing a slow breath, she clenched her eyes shut in the dark.
This was real.
Which meant… “Is she really dead?” her voice cut through the dark like a knife, even though the question was barely breathed past her lips, and she prayed she was wrong.
“Yes, Daria. She’s gone,” Death answered with a solemn voice, no hint of teasing or joking.
God, how she wished it was all a joke.
“How?”
“Daria, that’s not important—”
“How?” she asked again, teeth gritted as she dared to face the truth.
She needed verbal confirmation, even as the heavy weight of certainty settled deep, emotions shifting and sliding as though the demons were making themselves at home.
Truth’s voice cut through her head, sharp and blunt, a solid punch to the gut. “Freak car accident. Instant death.”
Even though she was already laying down, she sagged against the mattress, the fight going out of her, the hope that it was all a lie finally abandoning her. Tears welled in place of it and she sniffed them back.
You don’t deserve to mourn her, she thought.
“Daria, I know this is a lot to take in, I know how you feel—”
“How could you possibly know how I feel?” she inquired softly, tears finally tracking down her temples to soak into her hair.
They were quiet for a moment, before whispered murmurs bubbled in the background. She could picture them muffling Truth before he said too much, and in spite of the heaviness that threatened to break her heart, she wanted to know what they were attempting to hide from her. A knot of confusion tangled itself and an ache formed behind her eyes.
“We can see what you see, feel what you feel, and experience everything you do.”
Daria sat straight up in the bed. “You can what?” she shrieked.
“Look what you did now! She’s angry!” Misery hissed, and despite it all, her lips twitched at the vehemence.
“Everything?” she spoke aloud, dread growing heavy in her stomach. Her mind raced. Would they really feel everything she did? They truly felt her sadness? Her anger? They’d feel everything. Her sorrow, her annoyance, her happiness, pleasure…
Oh God. They were going to be the ultimate birth control. Her hymen was going to grow back. She’d die a born-again virgin.
“Stop freaking out. We can turn it off and disappear at will. Not indefinitely, but if you needed space or some... private time, we have a way that we can kind of fade away.” Once again, it was Death doing all the explaining, and she wondered how their dynamic worked.
Apparently, Daria needed to ask them a lot of questions.
“Well, it’s good to know that I still have privacy if I need it.”
“Of course. This... curse isn’t a fun one, but it’s bearable. If your mother did it, you can too.”
If your mother did it, you can too.
Yeah, not to mention her mother, and her mother before that…
But what if she couldn’t?
Don’t go there. Not now.
Overwhelmed, Daria needed to be alone. The sweet oblivion of sleep called to her, the black numbness that would, at least for a few hours, allow her to pretend that this wasn’t her life.
“Okay, that’s enough of that. I need to try to sleep, my brain hurts. Uhm... Goodnight?” she murmured to the darkness hesitantly as she settled back down.
There was a pause, as if they wanted to explain more, but they acquiesced, and choruses of goodnight, night, and sweet dreams floated through her head, each in a different timbre of voice. Somehow, Daria knew exactly which one was which.
The sudden silence was almost too much to handle as they faded away. It made her thoughts, her doubts, her emotions too loud, and she tried to swallow against it, but the knot in her throat ached and her sinuses burned before her tears poured over. Hopelessness, sorrow, grief. It all washed over her in the same way her tears washed away what little sanity she had left.
This is crazy.
And Mom hadn’t been.
But Daria felt crazy for entertaining all of this. Everything she’d believed to be lies was all true.
This was her life now.
The depressing thought brought on a new wash of tears, and Daria wondered how her mom had done it for so long. It’d only been one day.
One fucking day.
She was a lot stronger than Daria had ever given her credit for.
The question was, how long would it be before they realized she couldn’t live up to the legacy?
    
“YOU LOOK JUST LIKE HER,” Truth whispered through her head.
Her hands faltered and fell to her sides as he spoke, halting her work to tame the frizz into a manageable and tasteful bun.
Daria stared at her blue eyes, puffy from crying, and dark hair that was just this side of wavy, bordering on curls, and gulped. “I do?”
“Yep. You have the same eyes, hair, and even the same nose.”
Daria wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She’d seen pictures of her mother, of course, but maybe she’d never paid close enough attention. Or maybe it was hard to capture their likeness in a still photo.
“Tell me about her?” she requested, not sure she wanted to know now that she was already gone. A pang squeezed her heart and she brought her hands back up to smooth her hair into some semblance of order.
“Your mom was... a great woman. I mean, we’d been with her for... how many years was it?”
“Something like forty-five years,” Misery answered.
“Yeah, but that’s nothing to you guys, right? I mean, you’ve existed for thousands of years.”
“Sometimes it’s not about the quantity of time you spend with someone, but how you spend it.” Death’s voice was soft and with a certain note to it, one that inspired a pang of hurt. Longing?
“Oh my God, were you in love with her?”
“Dora’s box—no! That’s so—why would you ask something like that?” Death sounded absolutely appalled and Daria barked out a laugh at his stumbling words.
“You just sounded so... ”
“Heartbroken? Yeah, Daria, that happens when someone you care about dies.” His tone cut at her like an expertly wielded knife, and she flinched away from her own image in the mirror.
I don’t deserve to mourn her. The thought crossed her mind again and she couldn’t help but agree wholeheartedly. She’d hardly known the woman outside of written letters, and here these… demons had spent a lifetime with her. Daria had been so caught up in her own crisis—she hadn’t even paused to consider that they might need time to adjust.
To mourn.
Daria hadn’t even given herself time to mourn, and in the next second she felt silly for comparing the two. The bond that the demons must have had with her... Her little notes in the safety-deposit box suddenly seemed like nothing and she blinked away more tears against the buzzing, fluorescent light above her vanity.
“You’ve upset her,” Misery scolded, and an image of dark eyes cutting a stern look at another figure flashed through her mind.
“No, it’s okay. If you guys need time to... should I do anything?” she asked, and switched the light off with the flick of a finger as she left the bathroom, bun tight against her head and pulling her roots taut. A headache was sure to settle soon.
“Daria, your mom loved you. She hated this curse for the sole reason that she couldn’t be with you. Please don’t shortchange your relationship.”
The relationship I ruined? she questioned bitterly, and hoped they didn’t hear her before she spoke again. “It’s fine, but are you? I didn’t even pause to think that you guys might be hurting from her loss even more than… ” She let the thought trail off. Daria didn’t feel like she even had a claim to her mother. The woman hadn’t raised her, hadn’t been there for her first bike rides or dates or kisses or... anything. Her mom had only seen the highlights.
And you thought she was crazy.
“We’ll be okay, Daria. We’re all in this together now, whether we like it or not. Would you like some space today for your interview?” Death again, so reasonable and forward with his words.
Daria wanted to say yes—that she’d like them to go away until she could return home again, employed and without the threat of homelessness. But then she imagined the gaping space of silence that would be left in their wake, and she couldn’t quite curl her lips into verbalizing an answer.
So she didn’t, and grabbed her purse on the way out the door, heading to her interview with five demons bickering in her mind.
    
DARIA STARED at the logo of the bar on the glass door, the copper colored martini glass winking at her in the afternoon sunlight. The Twist. Nodding to herself, she grabbed the metal handle and pulled the door to the bar open. Allegra was working again, and the cheerful woman greeted her with a blinding smile as she approached. The few patrons around didn’t pay her any mind, and their low hum of chatter was as comforting as the guys’ had been in her head all morning.
“Hey! Welcome back. Dave is our bar manager, and he’ll be back in just a bit for your interview.”
“Great! Thanks again, for giving me the application.” Daria swallowed her nerves, and again, why the fuck am I so nervous?
“Need a drink to calm the nerves?” Allegra winked.
“Uh, wouldn’t that be... frowned upon?” Daria inquired.
“Not if you get back here and make it.”
“Wait... behind the bar? Right now?”
“That’s what I said, wasn’t it?”
“Well... okay then.” Daria tucked a flyaway strand of hair behind her ear and followed Allegra’s pointing finger to the side door. Her stomach fluttered at the letters on the front, employees only.
The bar was even more impressive when she stood behind it. A clear walkway was spread with cushioned mats, to help the bartenders on their feet for hours at a time, all framing a round island with shelves for the alcohol. It rotated, according to Allegra, but after a frustrated employee had slung it too hard and broken some really expensive bottles, they’d locked it from future use.
Ouch.
The area behind the island led to the back room, with a door leading to the right that took them into a hallway to the break room, and of course the back door opening into the alleyway.
Allegra showed her where most everything was kept, and they made their own drinks in comfortable silence. Once the low lights reflected in their full glasses, they tapped the rims together in a clink of celebration, to future coworkers. Hopefully.
The door smacked shut at the entrance, and Daria stashed her drink in the back, on the other side of the island after taking a small sip. When she glanced back out, a man was approaching the bar. He was handsome, dressed in a dark shirt and tie, and matching black pants. Seating himself in one of the bar stools, he waited patiently as he glanced at a drink menu. Allegra knocked her hip against Daria’s, sending her around the corner and landing in front of the stranger.
“Hello, what can I make for you today?” Was she supposed to say welcome to Twist? Or The Twist? Or just... the bar?
He barely glanced at her before calling out his order, the Martinez.
Daria almost frowned at his curt tone, but kept her customer service smile on. “Can I see your ID please?”
He frowned at her, but complied with a heavy sigh, and she kept her smile firmly in place. Daria knew he was over twenty-one, but bartenders could get in serious trouble for violating the golden rule.
She nodded at the date and turned to make his request. It was similar to the drink she’d gotten the night before, consisting of sweet vermouth and maraschino liqueur. The similarities ended there, though, as she went on to mix gin and angostura bitter, and then garnished with a lemon twist. Thankfully, Allegra had given her a quick tour earlier, and Daria slid open the refrigerated container to grab a lemon and sliced it fresh. She pinched it to release the flavor and then slid it around the rim of the glass before twisting it over the edge.
She slid the martini glass across the bar with a smile, her hand sticking to the slick spots and ruining her smooth glide. “Just one, or would you like to open a tab?”
“Just one for now. I can see you’re going to fit in nicely here.”
Daria faltered as he slid his wallet back in his pocket, and she glanced at Allegra for help. “What?”
“Hi, I’m Dave, the bar manager here at The Twist. Welcome to the team.” His smile was framed with laugh lines.
“Really? I got the job?” she asked, and hope bloomed in her chest.
“The Martinez is his favorite drink. He asks all the new employees to make it for him to see how they do.” Allegra appeared from behind the island and nudged her in the side again in a job well done.
“Oh! Well... then how’d I do? One out of ten?”
His dark brown eyes held her gaze for a long, tense moment as he sipped the drink again, his lips curving around the edge of the glass.
“I’d say this is a close tie for the best I’ve ever had.”
Daria arched a brow at that. “Who am I tied with?”
“Me.”
Eyes widening slightly, she cleared her throat. “Oh! Well, that’s good then, I hope.”
“You rang?” Hope’s voice curled through her head like smoke and she almost laughed out loud.
“Not quite,” she responded internally.
“Very. Now, I know you were only here for the interview, but how do you feel about shadowing Allegra the rest of the night? You seem to have mixing down, but the card machine can be a bitch, and Allegra is a wizard with that thing.”
“I’d love to.” And she wasn’t even lying when she said it.
The rest of the day went down smoother than the drinks she and Allegra had made when she’d first arrived. The longer she worked the bar, the more she adored it. It was classy, with gleaming dark marble countertops, coiled copper lights, and tasteful plants and art dotting the walls. Sunlight streamed in through narrow windows that were more for lighting than actually showcasing the scenery outside. The bar was located in the downtown district, a high-class area filled with more hipsters than Wall Street briefcases. It was clear that the prices not only covered the cost of the drink, but also the atmosphere.
A far cry from the bars on her end of town.
Daria finally got the bar clean enough that her hands didn’t stick to the surface when she slid someone a drink across the marble. That was her favorite part—seeing their faces light up when they caught sight of whatever Daria had mixed them. Such a simple thing brought her a tiny bit of happiness. It was something to focus on when her emotions tried so hard to overwhelm her.
The best part about the job though? She wouldn’t have to take it home with her at the end of the night. No marketing planning, no creative designing. No backstabbing assholes…
Grimacing over her bitterness, she forced her thoughts elsewhere. She had enough to worry about, demons and deaths and drinks for customers. Focusing on making drinks was easy, and it was about damn time Daria had something easy on her plate.
Though that was easier said than done.
The last woman that had come inside? Truth decided to share she’d just lied to her boyfriend about where she was. Daria gritted her teeth and swallowed her annoyance, flashing the woman a smile as she took her drink order.
The businessman who’d sat down after her? He was due to die next week—shellfish allergy according to Death. It was hard to see his friends pile in, celebrating the promotion he’d just gotten, and watch them laugh and joke around while she knew the ugly outcome.
Daria smiled as she moved to check on the middle-aged woman at the end of the bar. “Hey hon, you doin’ okay over here?”
She smiled sadly and motioned for a refill, and Daria got to work.
Purple Lamborghini was her drink of choice, and Daria had to admit it was a pretty drink. As she slid the martini across the bar, she faltered as Death’s voice purred through her head. “Cancer. Terminal. Twenty-five days.”
Daria was surprised when she didn’t completely knock the drink over with shaking hands. When the woman tried handing her a few bills for the drink, Daria waved it away and patted her hand instead, flashing a sad smile. Then she excused herself and told Allegra she’d be right back.
Under the bathroom lights, she cursed, “You’ve got to keep it to yourselves. It’s hard enough knowing you’re here, watching my every move. I can’t fucking handle knowing everything about everyone.” Even in her head, her voice was rough with unshed tears. Her teeth ground together as she glared in the mirror at her reflection, hoping the demons could feel how serious she was. “I don’t want to hear another word until after my shift, got it?”
They didn’t answer, and she was a little worried she’d hurt their feelings, but hell, they could just get over it. She had a job to do and several hours to go before she could go home for the evening. Her problems were enough to deal with; she didn’t need to worry about everyone else’s on top of them.
But even while her stomach clenched in empathy, the whole thing made her appreciate life a little more. Every time Death pointed out the end of someone’s life, it made Daria more thankful that she was still here. She’d survived something that, at the time, had seemed like the worst thing that could ever happen. And despite it all, she was still strong and had a roof over her head. And now with the demons, and the revelation about her mom… she hadn’t given up, and she didn’t plan to. Each day was hers and she planned to live it to the fullest.
Rinsing her hands and taking a deep breath, Daria returned to the bar with her smile firmly in place.
Just in time too, it seemed, because the hottest guy had just walked in. He sat down at one of the bar stools, and Daria got to him before Allegra did, gliding across the mat on the floor to stand in front of him. “Hey, there. What can I get for you today?”
When he glanced at her, Daria wished she was wearing something other than a simple black button up and matching pants. Or that her hair was flowing and free, because as much as she disliked the frizz and the mess, her hair was her best feature and looked great around her shoulders.
“No,” Betrayal mumbled in her head, as if it’d slipped out and he hadn’t actually meant to put sound to the words.
Her eye twitched at the two-letter word and she hoped the handsome stranger hadn’t seen.
“I’ll just have an old fashioned, please.” His words curled around her like fingers around her wrist, tugging her places she really wanted to go.
She couldn’t even remember what she’d responded, too caught up in his clear blue eyes and studying the natural fall of his dark hair, the shadow framing his jaw. His shirtsleeves were even rolled up—a personal weakness of hers.
“Wow, do you need a room or something?” Betrayal snapped.
“I don’t know, maybe with luck on my side, I might.”
As a bartender, wasn’t it like a rule that she had to come home with someone at the end of the night? Live life to the fullest, and all that?
When his glass clinked against the marble bar as she sat his drink down, he grinned at her and Daria swore her breath got stuck in her chest. Did she even ask him to pay for the drink? She’d be damned if she could remember.
Then she was standing in front of the card machine, holding a card belonging to... Andrew Lukens. Oh, guess I did ask him to pay.
Or did he want to open a tab?
Shit.
“He wanted to open a tab.” Truth saved the day with what she imagined was a smug smile.
“Thanks.” Now, she didn’t have to look like an idiot and have to ask again.
Remembering Allegra’s instructions from earlier, she tapped the appropriate buttons. The screen smudged under her fingers, and she promised to wipe that down later too.
After entering his drink and swiping the card into the tab system, she turned and narrowly avoided crashing into Allegra, whose hands were occupied with drinks filled to the brim. She squeaked and backed up, avoiding the catastrophe of a cleanup.
More carefully, she tapped Allegra on the shoulder as she passed behind her, letting her know not to back up until she cleared the space. Then she was sliding Andrew’s card back across the bar with a smile on her face—hopefully not too stunned as she focused on him again.
Damn, he’s handsome.
“I’ve seen better,” Truth said.
“You have? I’d like to see them.” And almost laughed again, her lips twitching.
“What’s so funny?” Andrew asked as he sipped his drink and leaned forward, his forearms cutting into the edge of the bar.
“Oh, nothing. Just thinking about something I said earlier.”
He cocked his head as if trying to read her. “So, you’re laughing at yourself?”
“Well... no, I mean—it was something someone else said, obviously. It’s just funny and it happened to pop back into my head and—I’m gonna stop talking now.” Daria quickly turned back around, shaking her head to herself and stepping away from the bar.
“What the fuck was that?” Betrayal asked her. Their laughter trilled through her head and she gritted her teeth against their amusement.
“I told you, pretty people make me weird! I’ll get over it in a minute!”
For a while, Daria tried navigating the intensity of Andrew’s gaze. Once she had a lull in customers, she moved back over to check on him. “How’s it going over here, Andrew?”
He cocked his head at her use of his name, but she shrugged. “Noticed it on your ID.” A grin twisted his lips and she smiled in return. Before he could answer her question, his phone buzzed on the counter by his drink, the glow of the screen cutting through the low lighting of the bar.
“Gotta take this,” he muttered before slipping out the front door.
Daria watched him go the whole way, shamelessly checking out his ass in his tight, dark wash jeans and boots. Then her gaze caught on another handsome customer staring her way and she offered a polite smile.
An odd pressure built in her chest, and Daria lifted a hand to massage the pain away. Movement caught her attention, and Daria glanced over, noticing Allegra was making her way across the floor with a tray full of beers. Right before her eyes, Daria watched a customer clip her shoulder as she walked, ruining her steady balance. With wide eyes, she stared as one of the tumblers teetered on the edge of the tray, before falling over and crashing to the floor in an explosion of foam and yellow, sticky liquid. The resignation pulled Allegra’s shoulders down as every single tumbler glass followed suit. Allegra groaned before she slung the tray down beside the shattered glasses, annoyance evident in the stiffness of her shoulders.
Daria made a drink quickly for the customer who’d just walked up, before grabbing the mop bucket out of the back and meeting her beside the scene of the accident. The pressure in her chest subsided, but with all the craziness, she hadn’t even noticed.
After squeezing Allegra in a tight hug in the back room, and wiping her frustrated and embarrassed tears off her face, Daria returned to the front. It had to be mortifying for her. Once, Daria had dumped a mug of coffee on herself during a promotions meeting. Most embarrassing moment of her life, and she’d never forget it. Allegra deserved a few minutes to let the flush fade from her cheeks.
When Andrew returned, he flagged her over for a refill once he sat down again.
“Sorry about that, work.”
“Understandable. Where do you work?” He gave her an odd look and she motioned around the bar before shooting him a flirty smile as she made his drink. “What? It’s only fair. You know where I work.”
His deep chuckle made her breath catch before he answered, “True enough. I work at a PR firm.”
Daria stiffened, but tried to speak as if otherwise. “Oh yeah? I used to be in PR. What firm are you with?”
He tilted his head to study her before answering. “I’m in the IT department of J & J Marketing.”
Breathing a sigh of relief, she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear before flashing him a genuine smile. It wasn’t her old firm, so she was in the clear. “I’ve heard they’re pretty good. Don’t take this the wrong way though… ” Daria made a spectacle of checking him out, well, what she could see of him above the bar. “You don’t look like an IT guy.”
“Oh no?” he asked with a smirk. “What do I look like then?”
“Like you’re no good for me.” Crossing her arms, she leaned on the bar to press her cleavage together after she slid his drink to him.
He took the bait, and something dark flashed over his eyes. “You’d be right about that.”
Before she could take the flirting further, a group of young women approached for refills and Daria excused herself to pour another round of tequila shots.
SHE DIDN’T KNOW if it was just because he was so fucking hot or if it was the way his eyes tracked her as she made drink after drink for new customers, but she flushed every time she met his gaze. The constant attention of someone so handsome was throwing off her game.
“Dora’s fucking box, can you stop with the lovesick glances?” Betrayal grumbled in her mind.
Unbidden, her eyebrows arched as she scooped ice into the drink mixer.
“Excuse me?”
“Just do your job and stop trying to eye fuck the guy at the bar. It’s your first day.”
“Really? I expected Truth to be this much of an asshole. Congrats, you can carry the crown now.”
Her gaze slid to Andrew’s again, and she thought of the hours he’d spent there, ordering drinks. As if he was prolonging his time at the bar. Her bar.
Okay, wow, maybe Betrayal is a little right.
It didn’t stop her from checking on him like every other person in the bar though. His phone kept lighting up, casting shadows across his face, and not even that was unflattering on his features. The frown was though, and Daria moved back in his direction when he sat his phone face down.
“Another drink for your troubles?”
“Sure, why the hell not.” He shrugged as he watched her, and ran a hand through his hair, stretching his shirt taut across his biceps.
Yum.
The night was winding down, and Daria’s enthusiasm with it. Her feet hurt, her hands were sticky, no matter how many times she washed them, and the constant socializing was exhausting.
But at least Andrew was nice to look at. She slid what was probably the last drink of his across the bar. His drink wasn’t on the specials menu, so he’d be forking over a pretty penny for the hours he’d spent sitting there.
“So,” she prompted when he took the first sip. “What are we drinking to this evening?”
Drinking to, drinking for... It’s all the same, right?
“Come on Daria, you can do better than that,”
Betrayal huffed.
Promptly ignoring him, she studied Andrew as his lips curled over the edge of the glass and sucked his drink down. Watched his throat work as he swallowed.
“And… I’m out.” Betrayal retreated to the back of her mind and she forced herself not to frown at the tone in his voice.
“Just some stuff at work that I’m not a fan of.”
Daria was sure the IT department was different from her neck of the woods, but she remembered plenty of things she wasn’t a fan of in the PR world.
“I relate to that.”
“Yeah… I suppose we all have our demons.”
As if they were corporeal, Daria felt all the demons in her head stiffen at his words, and she had to admit it threw her for a loop too, hitting a little too close to home. Then she shook her head and grinned. It was a common phrase, used every day, and she laughed at the accuracy.
“I’d drink to that, if I could.”
As if she’d read Daria’s mind, Allegra slid a shot her way and winked. At her startled glance, Allegra just grinned and downed her own drink.
Lifting the small glass into the air, she clinked glasses with Andrew. “Looks like I can drink to that.”
They exchanged cheers, their gazes tangling long enough for a flush to work its way onto her cheeks, before another customer tore her away.
When she turned back around, Andrew was gone, Allegra having taken care of his card and receipt. All he’d left was a sizeable tip in his wake.
Disappointment wormed its way through her that he hadn’t left her his number, but hell. He knew where she worked, he’d be back if he wanted it to move past flirting across the bar.
She could only hope.





DARIA
T  he next day, with a storm rolling in on dark clouds carrying thunder, rain, and lightning, Daria took a deep breath as she ran an errand. The weather in its current condition was her favorite. It was humid, yes, and definitely not good for her hair. The breeze was fierce, the sun was hidden, and the trees swayed with the wind.
She remembered her foster mother used to say that even nature knew to hide in the face of a storm when the leaves flipped over and hid their faces.
This is not her time, Daria thought as she shook the thoughts away. She laid a palm against the door and pushed into the bank, the cool air from inside rushing past her to escape into the humidity of the outside, blowing a few strands into her face.
The bank was quiet, like always, as she stepped up to the first teller’s window and presented her safety-deposit box key. The women here were familiar with her and her mother’s strange request and knew not to ask any questions.
It was appreciated.
The woman nodded with a genuine smile on her face, and Daria hoped she looked that sincere when she greeted her own customers at the bar. Not that they would really care that late in the evening, but Daria liked to put her best foot forward. Well, she guessed in this case it was her best face forward, but—
“You’re rambling,” Truth pointed out.
He was right, which was getting old, real quick.
Daria waited outside the gate while the teller walked around the back and met her in the safety-deposit box room, and used both of their keys to open the box. The teller left and Daria took it to the privacy room off to the right. The small room had windows, and she sat the box down and stalled for a bit as she watched the dark clouds roll across the sky outside.
Okay.
With a deep breath, she pushed in the tab and lifted, and the lid snapped open with a pop of plastic.
There was a new letter, and Daria’s heart pounded against her chest, in time with the thunder that cracked outside the window. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she knew it was the weather app telling her how close the lightning had been.
This safety-deposit box had been their only form of communication her entire life— and Daria’s heart stopped with the knowledge that this was the last letter she’d ever receive.
“Take a deep breath, Daria,” Hope insisted.
As she sucked in oxygen, she recognized it was time to come to terms with her mistake. One that had lasted a lifetime and spanned even the realm of death.
Carefully, Daria pulled out the last envelope, the others rubber banded together in the back of the large box. This envelope was a little heavier, and she learned why when she ripped the top open to reveal a key to yet another safety-deposit box, a smaller one in the same room.
Her brows knotted in confusion, but she unfolded the letter, and a few words jumped off the page and took the air from the room.
Cult. Accident. Death.
Her throat tightened as she began to read, the tears brimming in her eyes as she tried to swallow. The guys were silent, but she was sure they could feel the emotions threatening to spill over and rip her chest open. The handwriting was etched into the paper in a mess, barely legible, and Daria was left wondering why she’d been in such a rush.
Daria,
By the time you read this, you’ll know it’s the last one I’ll be able to leave. And I’m truly sorry for that. I wish we had more time together. Hell, I wish I’d been able to wrap my arms around you and tell you everything would be okay. I would have liked to say goodbye in person, but alas, this is the life we were dealt.
The last time I wrote to you, I told you everything was quiet on my end.
I’m sorry Daria, but that was all a lie, but one I would have much rather preferred to live. I know you never believed me, and I don’t blame you for that. I wish it was all a lie, a crazy tale all in my head. By now you know better and I’m sorry for that too.
I’ve mentioned the curse before in my letters, so go back and read, now that you know it wasn’t a lie. As the last of Pandora’s bloodline, you need to stay alert. The demons will help.
Things are different now, I don’t know what’s changed for the cult, but they’re after us. I’m assuming I’ve died in some tragic accident, but if you look below the surface, I think you already know it’s more than it appears.
They’ll stop at nothing to release the demons inside of us. You’re the last of the bloodline, and therefore they are closer than they’ve ever been. Don’t let them win.
I know life has been hard for you recently, so take the other key and access the new box. Inside, you’ll find a bit of cash to get you by until you can be safe again. Take it, run, and hide. Get to the other side of the world and don’t let them find you. By now, they’ve already located you and are just waiting for the right moment to strike. Don’t give them that chance.
I know you’re a strong, beautiful, independent woman, but take no chances—you can’t beat them. There’s a book in the box, a book on the hunters. Knowledge is power, and I only think it’s fair you know why you need to hide.
Take the demons, run, and live your life quiet, out of sight, and somewhere peaceful.
I love you, and I’ve always wanted nothing but the best for you. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to warn you sooner, prepare you more, but I always hoped this day would never come. I tried to protect you. Instead, I led them right to us and I am truly sorry for that. I would fix it if I could, but it seems I’ve run out of time.
Don’t make the same mistakes I did, Daria. I love you with all my heart, my little wish.
P.S. Go easy on the demons. They’ll be your best friends if you let them. That doesn’t mean they can’t be pains in the ass, but in the end it’s worth it—like the best brothers a girl could ever have. Embrace them. They’ve been better friends than I could have ever hoped for. Let them help you. Guide you. Take care of them for me, and let them know I loved them too, and I’m sorry I failed.
Tears streamed down her face as she read all the words once, twice, a third time before she folded it along the creases with shaking hands and tossed it back in the box. Her breaths shuddered past trembling lips as she tried to control herself.
Daria had always assumed her mom was crazy. Hearing voices, imagining demons, it had all sounded mental. Refusing to listen to the nonsense, Daria had shut out those parts of her mother’s life. Daria had felt abandoned, tossed aside, and never truly understanding why it was that she had to speak to her mother through a bank security box, even though it had been an open adoption from her birth. But now that everything had changed… she knew it to be because the bloodline of Pandora could never be kept in the same location.
Now, she believed the truth.
Now, she had to come to terms with the fact that she was the one who’d abandoned her mom.
Her mother had just been looking to protect her.
In a haze, Daria pulled out the older letters and stuffed them in her messenger bag, knowing the information stored inside was important.
Not here.
Wiping the tears from her cheeks, Daria shut the box. With the new key in hand, she went back into the lobby to grab the teller’s attention. Once they’d unlocked the new box and Daria was once again alone, she took a deep breath before opening the lid.
And immediately yelped before slamming it closed.
A bit of cash?
Holy fucking shit.
As if it would bite her, she gently opened the lid again and blinked rapidly. Maybe she was hallucinating. A bit of cash was a couple hundred or maybe a thousand to get a plane ticket out of the country. What lay before her had to be… fuck, it had to be hundreds of thousands of dollars. The five-by-eight box was crammed full with banded hundred dollar bills.
This has got to be a joke. What the fuck am I going to do with all this?





DARIA
Daria returned home with a sigh, holding the letter and… yeah, she’d grabbed a few hundred from the many stacks that were now in her possession.
She’d barely pulled it together enough to leave the bank, and now in the comfort of her home, the emotions that she’d forced to the back of her mind swarmed like sharks in the torrential waters of her mistakes.
Never again would she doubt her mother.
Her mom had said leave, so Daria would leave.
In her room, she jerked out her duffle and tossed it on the bed, grabbing handfuls of clothes to stuff inside. She had no idea where she would go, what she would d—
It wasn’t until she opened her nightstand drawer to grab her phone charger that she paused, the coaster on her nightstand holding her attention. The Twist decorated the front of it and she stared.
It was a bartending job. One that she could get anywhere…
A sane person would leave it behind without a second thought. Daria guessed she wasn’t quite as sane as she hoped, because all she wanted to do was stay. This was her home. Things were just turning around. Ever since her career had gone up in flames, she’d been struggling just to get by, barely making ends meet. This had been the light at the end of the tunnel for her, and she’d been on the cusp of digging herself out of the hole she’d found herself in. Now, she was expected to just abandon all that and run away? Start over completely?
“You wouldn’t be starting over from scratch. Your mom left you enough to make sure that didn’t happen.” At Truth’s words, her mind turned to the money her mother had left her. The money still sitting in the safety-deposit box. It would be plenty to last her… hell, probably the rest of her life. Daria was lying if she said it didn’t tempt her, the cash her mom claimed belonged to her. That she’d saved for her to keep her safe.
And I don’t deserve a single penny.
The thought dawned on her and she sat down hard on the bed, dumping her head in her hands as the thoughts swirled in her head and the guilt settled on her heart.
Daria had no words for how hard she wished she could go back in time and erase some of the things she’d written to her mother. The harsh, ugly words she’d scribbled down in moments of hurt and misplaced anger. Unbidden, tears welled, and she lifted her head to sniff them back before falling back on the bed and staring hard at the ceiling.
What am I doing? Mourning a mother I have no right to? A woman I turned away at every opportunity because I thought she was crazy?
Oh God…
“Stop that right now,”
Betrayal scolded in her head.
The command in his tone did make her pause, and she blinked through the tears as she sniffled. “What?”
“She was your mother. Of course you have to mourn her. It doesn’t matter what you said to her. You loved her. And she loved you,”
Truth spoke, and she didn’t know if it was because of who spoke the words, or the words themselves, but they hit. Hard.
“She loved you with everything she was,”
Death murmured.
An ugly sob escaped her throat and Daria curled up on the bed as if to hold it inside, but it spilled out in the form of her tears as she cried.
She cried for the way she’d felt abandoned. For the mother she’d never really known. For her mistakes, for not believing.
Her chest ached with the force of her sorrow, and she hiccupped for air as revelation after revelation slammed into her.
Her mother had always been open about the curse, but it was Daria who’d shut her out, who’d turned her away at every notice. Any time the demons, the voices, the cult, the curse came up, Daria had turned her head and scoffed.
Crazy. Mental.
Daria had felt abandoned, always wondering why her mother had given her up. The answer had been there all along. She hadn’t given her up, she’d been protecting her.
I ruined any chance I had of knowing her.
I abandoned her.
Tears soaked the pillow she pulled to her stomach and curled around. For just a split second, it seemed a finger trailed over her cheek to wipe away her tears.
“It’s not your fault. She still loved you,”
Truth promised.
“Stop saying that!” she begged.
“No. Because it’s true.”
That made it even worse. I don’t deserve it.
“You’re looking at it all wrong. Your relationship was so much more than curses and locked boxes. Don’t focus on what you didn’t have. Look at what you did have,”
Hope whispered through her mind, pulling with it an image of all the letters she’d brought home.
Their entire relationship lay inside those letters.
“Read them again, this time knowing the truth,”
Betrayal suggested, and she envisioned him elbowing a blond in the side.
Tears still tracked her cheeks, but she caught a breath and it eased some of the sting in her chest.
Everything she needed to know lay in the letters, years and years of her mother’s life. Daria could reconnect with her there; see everything differently now that she believed. It was all she had left.
Regret filled her up. If only I’d realized sooner…
“Good grief. Just go read the letters. You’re giving me a run for my money, Daria,” Misery mumbled, and it tore a laugh from her throat despite everything.
She sat up and wiped her tears away. “I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to stop living my life.”
“Then don’t. We’ll go wherever you go,”
Death told her.
“Not like we have a choice,”
Misery pointed out.
Misery might have had a point, but Daria didn’t miss the undercurrent of meaning in Death’s words.
It was a vow.
“I figured you all would be upset with me. It’s my job to keep you… ” Well, this just got awkward.
“Locked up?”
Truth asked bluntly.
She winced as she walked to the bathroom to wash her face.
“Well… yeah. I’m supposed to… protect you, in a sense. Aren’t you worried I’m making the wrong decision?”
she inquired in her head, the cold water a shock to her senses as she drenched her face.
“Daria, we’ve been around the block a few times. Are you comfortable here?”
Drying her face with the hand towel, she glanced around her bathroom, then looked back at her bedroom. This apartment was smaller than her first one, but she’d been happy to let that one go. Too many bad memories. Too much betrayal.
This one though? It might be smaller, but it was hers. She thought of the bar, and the coffee shop down the street that she loved. The movie theater she snuck into to catch reruns of the same movies she’d seen a hundred times.
This was her home. Maleston was her life. She’d built a life for herself outside of the disaster of her career. It was hers.
“Yeah, I am.”
“Then stay. Better to face them on your own turf rather than run somewhere unfamiliar to you.”
Hums sounded in her head, agreeing with Truth’s statement. All but one. Betrayal, she could sense, was not happy about her decision.
This was her life. She wanted to live it.
In the kitchen, she pondered his words while she brewed a pot of coffee, her gaze drifting to the messenger bag and the stack of letters within. The book on the cult. She had so much information at her fingertips; all she had to do was take it.
When the coffee pot dinged ready, she poured and doctored a cup before moving to the kitchen table and tugging the bag closer.
She pulled out stacks of letters rubber banded together, along with the thin leather book.
“Chaopadós... For a cult that’s existed thousands of years, you’d think the book would be bigger.”
“Yeah, well, the cult has done the same thing for thousands of years. No use in repeating what’s already been said,”
Death pointed out.
Daria sucked in a deep breath. “If that’s true, why did they… kill her?”
No one answered, and she sighed before tugging the letters closer. “Fine. I’ll find out myself.”
    
THE ALARM on her phone was the only thing to pull her nose out of the letters when all she wanted to do was keep reading.
“How bad do you think it’d look if I called in on my second day?”
“It depends, are you really dumb enough to stick around and find out? You read what your mother wrote. You need to get the fuck out of here,” Betrayal growled.
She ignored him and refolded the most recent letter, tossing it and the book into her messenger bag, then rushed to her bedroom to get ready.
“Was it really a jar?” she asked again.
Hope sighed loudly in her head, and she almost laughed as she pulled appropriate work clothes out of her closet.
“For the last time, yes! Pandora didn’t keep us in a stupid box.”
“Then why do you use it like a curse word?”
“Because it’s worth cursing over. It’s preposterous, the thought of her locking us in a little box on a shelf somewhere,” Death mumbled.
“So, instead she put you in a jar in her pantry?”
Oh, she’d done it now. She could practically see them glaring at her, and she laughed at her own joke as she continued getting ready.
Of course, she’d read the book—which even contained images of what the original jar was presumed to look like—so she was mostly teasing the demons. She almost laughed to admit she’d been picturing something along the lines of a mason jar, but ancient Greek ceramic jars actually looked like vases. No one had asked her, though, so she accepted it as fact.
The book had taken no time at all to get through, it truly was short. Apparently, the cult had been around since Pandora herself. Unlike the popular myth most people believed today, the book had told a different story about a jar, not a box. From her mother’s letters, Daria had always known it was Pandora’s husband who’d opened the jar, not Pandora herself. However, what she hadn’t known was her husband had been a plant from the cult, sent to infiltrate her life and release the evils into the world.
His mission accomplished, little did he know Pandora’s blood held a dormant curse, one to keep the demons locked away no matter what. Once she’d seen what he’d done, all she’d had to do was bleed on the lid of the jar, and the demons who had yet to escape were imprisoned once again. Her blood was the lock and her mind was their prison, locked tighter than any physical object. The world was safe once again, for millennia to come, because even in the twenty-first century Daria carried on the curse.
Now dressed, Daria took a look in the mirror and tucked a tendril of hair away into her bun.
Forget superwoman. I’m Pandora’s motherfucking jar.
The satisfaction of the demons in her head lit her up like a Christmas tree as she rushed for the door, grabbing her messenger bag and keys.
“See,” she couldn’t help but tease them one last time, “it just doesn’t have the same ring to it as Pandora’s Box.”
At the last second, she snatched the switchblade from the drawer in the side table. She might be living her life on her own terms, but she wasn’t going to be stupid about it.
It was hard for her to think about the demons as a burden, or even as… evil.
They didn’t seem so bad to her.
“Well, you’ve only known us for a few days,” Misery interjected into her musing.
“True, but from what I’ve seen so far, you guys don’t seem so bad. Even my mom referred to you as brothers. And if your inflictions are so terrible, why don’t I have the urge to kill people constantly if Death is so big and bad and scary?”
she teased, trying to lighten the heavy atmosphere that seemed to follow her like a rain cloud. A blue car cut her off and she yelled at them before flipping them the bird.
“Classy,” Betrayal chuckled.
“You haven’t seen me scary, little girl.” Death’s voice trailed through her mind like a caress and she swore she felt a smooth finger glide over the flesh of her arm with the daring words, pulling goosebumps to the surface. Thunder rumbled in the distance and she narrowed her eyes at the timing.
“Alright fine. But my question still stands, why don’t I have the urge to reflect your evils?”
“Simply because we don’t want you to.”
A frown pulled her lips down as she slammed into park behind the bar and climbed out with her bag in tow. Maleston was a smaller town, so it didn’t take her long to navigate the almost non-existent traffic. “So if you wanted to, you could make me?”
“We could make you do a lot of things, Daria, if we wanted,”
Betrayal answered her, and his voice was sticky like caramel, clinging to her and sweet on her tongue.
Nodding to Allegra as she ducked behind the bar and down to the hallway, she gulped and tried to collect herself from the racing thoughts and the demons with voices like candy.
“Okay, I have to work now, but I’m tabling this discussion for later. I’m assuming Truth wanted me to speak the truth in that first interview? I want to know if there’s a reason he didn’t want me to get that job.”
The steel in her tone must have scared them, and she had an image in her head of a blond-haired figure slinking down into couch cushions. It brought a smile to her lips as she locked her messenger bag away in her locker and found a nametag on the break table.
It was time to get to work.
ANDREW, the hot guy, came back to the bar that night, and Daria tried not to wish it was because of her. And failed. Failed in the way her cheeks heated every time he glanced her way.
It’s your life. Live it to the fullest.
This time he wore a dark blue collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing muscled forearms. His hair was chaotic messy in that sexy, I-just-woke-up way that he definitely did not wake up with. He ordered the same drink and sat in the same spot and smiled the same smile at her. It was busy, so she didn’t get to flirt like she so wanted to, but when he left halfway through her shift; he’d left a sizable tip in his absence. She grinned and tried not to be disappointed.
The night rumbled on with the storm outside as patrons sought solace in the bottoms of their glasses to escape the rain—and whatever else ailed their lives.
Her feet hurt when she returned home, and she smiled as she fell asleep that night.
The rest of the week remained the same, and she established a routine for herself as she grew accustomed to the later hours. Working until three in the morning wore a girl out.
Waking up each afternoon was easier. The gnawing pain in her chest from her guilt lessened with each word she read in her mother’s letters. What Daria had once seen as the ramblings of a crazy person, she now saw in a new light. The letters were nothing but attempts for her mom to share her life with Daria in the only way she knew how. The only way that was safe. If anything, it made Daria even more determined to carry on with her new perspective—to live her life the way she wanted it.
Daria held a letter in hands that shook from her laughing so hard, her mother recounting a story of Death and Truth embarrassing her in front of prospective dates.
“Sound familiar?” she’d teased them.
The entry brought a question to her mind, and Daria gave into her curiosity that evening.
“Did she ever say anything to you about who my father is?”
An uncomfortable silence had settled in her mind before they’d admitted that she’d never brought him up.
“We were already with your mother by the time you came along. She... ah… ” Death trailed off awkwardly, and the panic in his voice brought a smile to Daria’s lips.
Truth took over. “She didn’t hook up a lot, is what Death is trying to say. But when she did, we made ourselves scarce. I’m sorry Daria, but we have no idea.”
Andrew came back every night, and she learned a little bit about him with every drink she served. Their interactions went a little further each night, Daria growing empowered by the two feet of armor the glossy bar top provided. It wasn’t until her final night of work before her off day, just when Daria felt her flirting was for naught, when he grabbed her hand across the bar, his palm warm on her wrist where he rubbed across her racing pulse at his proximity.
“Go out with me.”
It wasn’t a question, and that made it all the more appealing. Daria was a sucker for bad and broody.
Live life to the fullest.
“Thought you’d never ask. I get off at midnight tonight.”
He winked, left another tip, and said he’d be back to get her.
Butterflies raced in her stomach, almost cramping with the force of the flutters, and she grinned through her whole shift, unable to hide the excitement flushing under her skin. When the clock struck midnight, she’d be damned if she didn’t feel like turning into a princess. Instead, she had to settle for wiping away the smudged eyeliner from a hard night’s work in the blindingly bright but small bathroom of the bar.
A tiny can of travel hair spray helped tame some of the frizz of her not-so-curls, and a dash of lip gloss made her look almost like she didn’t just get off work.
It would have to do.
“Or you could, oh, I don’t know, wait until a man asks you on a proper date? You’d have all the time in the world to get ready then, if you’re so concerned about it.”
Death’s sarcasm rang heavily in her ears and her smile twitched in her reflection, the gloss glimmering on her lips below the light as she grabbed her bag and headed for the door.
“I could, but then again where’s the fun in that? Let’s be spontaneous.”
“Once again, no choice here… ” Misery groaned.
Daria chuckled before asking them to leave her alone for a bit. She had a feeling she’d need a little privacy for the evening.
“Fat chance of that. Dude could be a psycho.”
Truth’s voiced curled through her mind, lacking his usual breeze, and she frowned.
“Are you sensing something off about him?”
She could almost see the pout in her mind, big blue eyes blinking at her. “No. He hasn’t told you a single lie so far. But I think I’ll hang around a while longer until we know his motives.”
Daria snorted, ignoring the glance from the group of girls she passed as she headed for the back door, waving goodbye to Allegra. “Motives? Please, I think we all know his motives are to get in my p—”
“Hey!” Andrew grinned at her from where he waited for her, across from the alley door, and effectively derailing her train of thought.
“Hey,” she murmured, struck by the way the streetlights accentuated his cheekbones in the night.
“Ready to get out of here?”
“Absolutely.”
His slow grin eclipsed even the moon. “Great, I’m parked a few streets over, do you mind walking?”
It had rained earlier in the week, but all signs of the storm had long passed, and now only the warm summer night remained. A slight breeze warded off any lingering humidity.
“Not at all. It feels great tonight.”
“That it does. Especially with a pretty girl like you on my arm.”
Swoon.
“Oh please, he can do better than that,”
Betrayal muttered, and she ignored him.
Her nerves fluttered, settling into a tension behind her rib cage. Warmth enveloped her when he wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her into his side and slowing his steps to match her gait as they walked side by side, first past one alley, then two. Their idle chitchat was soft as the breeze that ruffled her curls, but nothing could distract her from her nerves. His warmth seeped into her skin where he pressed against the entire left side of her body.
She got so caught up in his presence, his energy, she didn’t even notice how far they’d walked. That pressure tightened, and she rubbed a hand over the spot that hurt.
“How close did you say your car was?”
He sighed, his arm tightening around her and he flashed her another smile, but this one she knew very well.
Fake.
“Run, Daria,”
Death whispered through her mind in a voice hushed by revelation.
Pressure burst in her chest, and with a release of energy, she listened, tore herself from Andrew’s grasp, but only stumbled away when his hold proved tighter than she first thought. Her bag fell to the ground as she caught her balance, and she took off without looking back, leaving it there in the alley.
Feet slapping against the pavement in her black tennis shoes, Daria flew down the alley, brick blurring in her peripherals as she ran for her life.
The demons had gone silent in her head, but she felt their hope, their worry, and their urgency like a physical wave.
One that fell short and dissolved into nothing, while footsteps grew too loud and something crashed into her, the pavement rushing up too quick to stop. Her hands scraped against the ground as she scrambled, but the person on top of her was too heavy, too aggressive. Her head bounced on the asphalt, helped by the palm on the back of her head, and the world around her swam as the breath left her lungs. She rolled over, ready to reach for the switchblade in her pocket that she’d started carrying.
Andrew’s face still eclipsed the moon, but in a way so different than when the night had first started. Now his grin was replaced with a flat line of anger, the lines in his face bunched up in hatred and a mocking victory denting his features.
Before she could even dream of reaching for her pocket, a gleam of silver reflected in the moonlight and death screamed in her head.
Not death… Death. His cry of outrage.
Echoed by the others in her mind, and for a split second she wondered what they were so upset about, but then the agony hit, and her body jerked when Andrew’s fist met her side, the blade gripped in his hand slammed into her. She gasped, wetter and heavier than when she’d hit the ground, and Andrew withdrew the blade to plunge it in again, her blood spattering across his neck and getting lost in the midnight blue fabric of his shirt.
The breeze still blew and the night was still warm, and it rained again, not drops from the sky, but streaks of her own blood as the blade sliced through skin and organs and muscle and—her life.
The demons in her head went quiet and so did the rest of the world.
Darkness took her.





TRUTH
T  ruth had always wondered what it would be like to feel gravity hold his feet to the ground again. To feel the breeze on his skin or the humidity in the air. The moonlight shining down from above.
Spoiler alert: it was fucking terrible.
Yeah, sure, the night was cool and it was fucking awesome to feel the breeze again, even buck-ass naked, but what pissed him off? The dead beauty left on the pavement like the trash around the alley.
Fury flooded through him, lighting him up from the inside out, and his fingers tightened into fists.
His brothers, by experience, not by blood, stood by him for the first time in millennia, and those cult bastards surrounded them. None of their powers had manifested yet.
Fuck.
And not only that, but his body was heavy. After millennia of existing as a thought, suddenly he had weight and flesh and blood and it felt awful at first.
For only a split second was he able to study his brothers’ familiar faces. The dark defiance in Misery, the dangerous intensity of Death. His fury palpable in the night, Betrayal ground his teeth together. The scrape was audible from where Truth stood beside him. A blank emotionlessness was carved into Hope’s golden-brown features, while his namesake was far from their minds as the cult swarmed the alley.
Double fuck.
In the next second, the assholes surrounding them attacked. One launched at Truth, and he barely stumbled back in time as the fucker swung a leg out in some move practiced more in a gym than an actual life or death situation. It was only this reason Truth was able to grab his extended leg, twist around and pull forward, before shoving an elbow back into his face and knocking him out. He dropped the guy’s leg like dead weight, met Misery’s eyes where he took out another one, and darted off down the alley, grabbing up Daria’s purse as he ran.
He needed Daria’s car if they had any hope of getting out of there. They were too… fresh in the world. Truth’s fucking skin hurt, too sensitive with the new form. The emptiness in his chest from their missing powers weighed him down even heavier than the body itself.
His muscles cramped as he ran, but thankfully Daria wasn’t parked too far away, just a few streets down, next to the bar. The employee parking area was empty, so he hunted down her car and slid behind the wheel, tossing her purse to the floorboard. His adrenaline was off the charts, and it felt good as the leather of the wheel warmed under his hands.
Sitting behind the wheel through other bodies was nothing compared to his own, but it had been enough to teach him how to operate a car.
God, it’d been too long since he was able to feel his blood rushing through his veins, his heart pounding in his chest. He floored it, tearing through the side streets and empty alleyways, until he found the same one they’d been fighting in. The headlights illuminated the dirty scene before him. His brothers fighting for their newfound lives, their poor Daria discarded on the ground with sightless eyes and rimmed in a pool of blood.
His gaze turned to the bastards overpowering Misery, and Truth gunned the car forward, blowing the horn until Misery jerked his head up. Just in time, he leapt out of the way, but the two assholes who’d been beating on him weren’t too lucky, and Truth slammed on the brakes right before he hit them. Their bodies thudded on the hood of the car before rolling off into the alley.
Jumping from the car, he lunged forward to leap right back into the fight, but Death caught his eye and shook his head.
Truth’s steps stuttered as his brother went down, shackles cuffing his wrists behind his back. His lips moved and Truth barely deciphered their words before he nodded, and an understanding passed between the two.
He yelled at Misery to get in the car, and leaned down to lift Daria into his arms, her blood sticky and harsh on his bare skin. She was so… empty, without her snark and spite to light up her eyes.
It was a fucking tragedy that it’d ended this way. If it was the last thing he did, he’d avenge both Daria and her mother.
Hope was cuffed and on the ground by the time Truth situated Daria in the backseat, and he hopped in just as Betrayal fell last. His teeth clenched so hard against one another, Truth feared they might crack before he threw the car in reverse and burned rubber out of the alley.
He wasn’t surprised when a set of headlights pulled out behind him, the engine roaring in the night as it sped up to trail them. Misery scoffed, “Think you learned enough in the last millennia to outrun them?”
Truth turned a droll look on his brother before grinning, distracting himself from the regret and agony clutching his heart. “Wanna find out?”
“Shit.” He buckled his seatbelt just in time for Truth to cut a sharp right at the next alleyway, tires skidding across the wet asphalt as he gained enough traction to make the turn. Their car cleared the next alley down before the headlights were behind him again, and he grunted.
“Little cult bitches,” he cursed as the enemy sped up, got too close, and bumped the back end of Daria’s little Ford.
Truth thought about heading into the middle of the city, the populated areas, but at this time of night it was more risk than he was comfortable with. Once he got there, what chance did they have of outrunning them amongst traffic? And what if the cult wasn’t even concerned about revealing themselves to the public?
He cursed and made a split-second decision, cutting a sharp right toward the main street, pressing the pedal to the floor and feeling the jerk of Daria’s little car engine as it struggled to keep up with his demands.
Misery was turned around in his seat, staring at Daria’s body as if willing her to wake up. The emotion he was famous for poured off him in waves and even Truth wilted a little under the force of it. His power was returning.
“Dude, get it together. Let me get us out of this and then you can be as sad as you want,” he muttered, as he turned them onto another side street.
The cult’s SUV turned a few seconds after them, far too close for his liking. They were two streets away from the main strip, and Truth needed some distance between them if his plan was going to work.
“When I say duck, get down, okay?”
Misery nodded, and Truth pressed the gas pedal down once again, the SUV behind them falling smaller in the rearview as closed shop fronts flew past the windows. Before it could catch up to him, he swung a tight left and swerved to miss an oncoming car, ignoring the honk from the irritated driver. Immediately, he spotted a parking spot for a nightclub right in the front, a vacant handicap spot. He flew into the spot with a screech of tires as he braked, slammed the lights off, and jerked the keys out of the ignition.
“Duck.”
They froze, their breaths loud in the quiet of the car as tires screeched across pavement, headlights illuminating the interior of the car, and Truth sucked in a breath.
The headlights passed by, and he dared peek up to see the SUV tear down the street, narrowly missing a pair of crossing pedestrians. His sigh of relief was nothing compared to the intensity of the emotion in his chest.
He placed a hand on Misery’s shoulder to keep him down for a few more minutes before he sat up, making sure the SUV was gone.
“Now what?” Misery asked, flicking another glance in the backseat.
“Now… I guess we go back to her place. And wait.”
    
DARIA
Consciousness fluttered around the edges of Daria’s mind, teasing and taunting her, like clouds passing over the moon on a dark night. Flashes of light blinded her, and she winced against them before she realized they only hurt because she was blinking. When she kept her eyes closed, the pain was more bearable.
Her head hurt, and she didn’t know or remember why. Any memory of last night was just out of reach, and if she stretched too far toward it, her entire body cramped. She let it float out of sight and mind, and relaxed back into the soft surface beneath her. A small groan left her throat as she stretched a bit, surprised to find it was only her head that hurt.
She’d apparently had too much to drink after work last night, because she hadn’t had a hangover like this in… years.
Frowning, she once again tried to remember the cause for such a celebration, and then it hit her. Flashes like lightning. Of Andrew, asking her out. Running for her life. The fear. Her eyelids snapped open, and once she was aware of her surroundings, she recognized her own apartment, but the soft murmurs coming from across the room sent a shiver of panic through her.
She listened to their conversation for a moment and realized they didn’t know she’d awoken. Her eyes darted around the room, searching for the nearest weapon and she landed on…
The broom, balanced against the doorjamb that led to the short hallway to her room.
Desperate times called for desperate measures.
She gathered her courage and panic close like armor and waited until their conversation intensified, their hushed whispers growing a little louder, harsher, with the words she still couldn’t hear, and then she sprang into action. Vaulting off the couch in the center of the room, she darted for the broom and grabbed it like a scythe, wielding it like a deadly weapon instead of an everyday household item.
Their voices stopped dead, the two figures turning her way, and she gulped as their eyes narrowed on her. Blue so bright she could drown and a dark so deep she feared she’d get lost in it.
That is, if they didn’t kill her first.
She had mace in her nightstand, and if she could just get to her room, she’d be okay. Backing up, she held the broom between both hands, warding them off with a glare full of threat and a weapon she wasn’t afraid to—
Daria jolted when the broom got caught horizontally against the doorway, keeping her from moving any farther. She flushed, cursed, and dropped it, darting to her room where she slammed the door and locked it before dropping to her knees in front of her nightstand and fumbling around for the mace. Knocking aside Bob, her best friend, she grabbed the slim pink tube and unlocked the spray feature. Just in time too, because the door cracked open in a boom, and the two men stalked through, shaking their heads at her.
“Who are you?” she demanded, and backed across the room, putting the bed between them and holding the mace in front of her.
“Daria, calm down—”
“What do you want? Are you with Andrew?”
A low growl cut through the room for a split second before the blond one with the swirling blue eyes elbowed the dark-haired one in the chest. He rubbed over the spot and frowned at the other, before his eyes cut toward her again, concern etched in the lines of his face.
Yeah, he should be concerned. I can totally take them. Even if I am dressed in…
She looked down and gasped, swaying on her feet as she took note of the black pants she’d been wearing to work, the matching black top that was once flowy and tasteful, now stiff with blood and slashes in the fabric, playing peekaboo with the flesh beneath. The flesh covered in blood.
Wavering, her voice came out but a whisper. “Oh God, what happened?”
Daria clearly remembered the glint of metal in the night, the searing pain and the manic expression on Andrew’s face as he stabbed her again and again. Shaking the images from her mind, she met the gaze of the men across from her and spoke louder. “What happened? What do you want?”
The last was yelled with a dash of mania, and the blond one stepped forward with his arms outstretched.
“Daria, calm down and listen to my voice.”
She didn’t know how that was possible with her pulse in her ears, and her breath sawing in and out of her lungs and a scream bubbling in her throat, but he kept speaking and somehow it got through to her. Not a word stuck to her, but it was the sound. The cadence. And the truth of his words that stalled her.
Her head. It hurt, but not with a headache. With emptiness.
There was a gaping hole where the demons should be.
Her gaze focused on the two across from her. The blond hair and the blue eyes and the honest face and the cadence of his voice.
“Truth?”
A blinding grin crossed his face and her arm fell to her side, the can of mace dropping to the hardwood with a thud. They didn’t move and her eyes flitted to the other one. Dark eyes, dark hair standing on end as if his hands had been tearing through it.
“Misery?”
A solemn nod confirmed what she feared, and she laughed, an incredulous sound, and maybe a little manic again. “What the fuck are you wearing?”
Truth’s lips parted in another grin, sucking the breath from her lungs at the sight he made with a smile on his face and nothing but a—a fucking apron tied around his waist and hooked around his neck. Warning: Contents Are Hot was
emblazoned on the front in bright pink letters. With his arms crossed as he leaned against the wall, he only accented the bulge at the apex of his thighs.
“Whatever we could find.”
Misery was sporting a sheet. That was all. Just a sheet, tugged over one shoulder like a fucking toga, which did nothing to hide the lean figure or smooth muscle.
“Are those from the guest room?”
His gaze lightened just a smidge, and he nodded with a smile in place. It seemed even Misery could find humor in their fucked-up situation.
“Oh my God, you’re real.” As if it had just hit her, she slumped forward and sat hard on the bed.
“Well, yeah. Haven’t we always been?” Misery replied, and she ignored the sliver of hurt that slipped in his tone.
Her chin trembled with the weight of her failure and she swallowed the lump in her throat. “Of course. But being… in here,” she said, waving her hands around her head before motioning to them, “versus out here! It’s different. It’s… bad.”
Isn’t it?
“Do you think we’re bad?” Misery asked.
“Aren’t you?” Daria whispered, thinking of how many centuries her bloodline had fought to keep them contained. Her eyes darted between the two of them, trying to see inside them the way they’d lived inside her for a mere few days.
That’s all the time it’d taken her to ruin centuries of work and sacrifice. Her mother had sacrificed their relationship, her life, and she’d failed in no time at all.
What did I do?
“Where are the others?” she whispered to the comforter, her mind racing for ways to fix this. The weight of her problems clouded over her, just above and ready to slam down and crush her in a matter of seconds.
“That’s what we need to talk about. They were taken.”
Her own dark eyes bounced between sky blue and dark night. “Taken? By who?”
“The cult. Chaopadós.”
“Fuck.” The word dripped from her lips with disdain and disappointment in herself. Her carelessness. This was all her fault.
“Don’t worry, Daria. We can get them back.” Misery’s soft voice soothed her, and she blinked to find him sitting on the bed with her.
“We have to. But how?”
“We just have to find them.”
“Sure. Let me put a new shirt on and we can hunt down Death, Betrayal, and Hope. No biggie.” She doubted the Sahara was drier than her tone.
“Don’t be like that. Let’s make some coffee, find some new clothes, for all of us, and catch you up on what’s going on. We can go from there.” Misery blinked at her, his voice holding her attention and she swayed closer, seduced by the darkness in his eyes, the swirling sadness that threatened to suck her under. The thing was, she didn’t mind—she wanted to go with him. Wherever he’d take her.
“Hey, break it up!” Truth’s hand intruded between their faces with a cutting motion, and she pulled herself out of wherever she’d been.
“Right. I need a shower. Clothes. Coffee.”
“Great. I’ll get the coffee started. We also need clothes, but… you know, at your convenience and all. I’m sure you like this view better anyway.”
With that, Truth turned and left the room and sure enough, her gaze fell to his ass. She groaned at the disaster that had suddenly become her life and averted her gaze. Truly, she tried to block the vision of his ass from her mind, but she couldn’t help but send up a silent appreciation of the muscle that apron covered, or not covered, as was the case.
Really, how many girls could say their demons were hot?
    
HER MIND REELED while she showered. The water cascaded down her body, carrying with it flakes and rivers of dried blood, swirling around the stopper in a pink stain. It was the first time in what seemed like forever that she was alone in her own head.
Even though she’d only had them for a week, Daria hated the silence now.
Every time she blinked against the water pouring from above, a gruesome image flashed across her mind and she couldn’t stop them.
Dark night and a bright glint of a weapon in the dim light. The pain.
She winced at the memory of the blade buried in her flesh, the hilt slamming against her body and splattering blood across Andrew’s face.
With a gasp of air, she shook her head and finished quickly. No time for rejuvenation or relaxation in this shower. She had things to do, demons to find, cult worshipers to be stopped.
Just another day in the not so simple life of Daria Locke.
In the kitchen, the gurgling and sputtering of the coffee maker was music to her ears, and she watched the liquid slowly eat up the white measuring lines of the pot.
“Did you guys like the way my coffee tasted?” she asked the demons, interrupting their murmurs as they sat at the table on the other side of the cracked laminate bar.
“It was perfect.”
“It seemed a little sweet.”
Misery’s words brought her lips into a small smile and she poured him a hot cup of coffee, black. She made Truth a cup matching hers before they piled into the living room. To fight off the chill that wouldn’t seem to leave her, Daria grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch and wrapped it around herself before she sat across from them.
“So... I actually died?” Daria gulped a mouthful of coffee down after her question.
Truth, still sporting that damned apron, sat on her couch as she curled up in the accent chair.
Her focus kept drifting to other… areas.
Even as her mind wandered to the night before, she couldn’t help but curse that damned apron. It wasn’t meant to cover much, okay?
His hand waved back and forth in the air and he grimaced. “Yeah? I mean, it was your death that triggered our release. But what I’m not sure about is why you’re... ” He motioned to where she clearly sat.
“You’re so elegant with your words” she teased dryly.
“What, like you can do a better job of explaining it?” he shot back. “Too bad Death isn’t here to ask about this.” His eyes lit up. “You didn’t happen to see him, did you?”
Cocking her head at him, she asked hesitantly, “See him? No… why?”
“Huh. Weird,” he mumbled, his gaze taking him to a faraway place.
She ignored him and swallowed against the emotion that threatened to choke her with her next words. “What happened after he… after I died?”
Misery’s jaw clenched from the other end of the couch, and she studied him for a moment. He didn’t talk much, she’d already learned, but his emotions were always the strongest.
“For lack of a better word,” Truth said with a wink. “We blinked and were in the alley. Suddenly tons of guys appeared, wrestling us to the ground, cuffing us like fucking perps, but these weren’t cops. They were cult members, doing their job.”
“I can’t believe Andrew was one of them.”
“I knew there was something off about him,” Misery muttered.
She winced and focused back on Truth. “So you two got away, and… what?”
“We fought a few of them off, and got out of there. Were in a car chase.”
“Naked?”
“Yup.” He popped the p.
“And the cops weren’t called?”
“No, Daria, it was pretty late at night and my skills got us to safety.”
A little bit of the tension in her shoulders released itself at his words. For a moment, she’d been worried the cops would be after them. They didn’t need the police to worry about too.
Rolling her head back on the cushion, she studied the texture pattern on her ceiling as her mind swirled like the paintbrush must have done once upon a time.
Guilt pulled at her again over what she’d assumed about her mother, and she wished she could turn back time and redo everything. Growing frustrated with the stubborn emotion, she pushed all that aside again and tried to focus on the issue at hand—the three missing demons.
Worry cut right through her, sharp as the weapon from the night before. They’d killed her for Dora’s sake. What would they do to her demons? “What does the cult want with them? I mean, they completed their mission, getting the demons—you guys—out in the open by killing me. What now?”
Daria wasn’t even sure she wanted to hear the answer. Too afraid of what it might be.
Misery and Truth shared an indecipherable look before they turned to her. “They wanted us out because they want us to do what we were created to.”
Her throat dried up and she croaked the words, “Like what?” though she already knew.
Truth looked down at his mug of coffee, his teasing nowhere to be found.
“Bring death. Misery. Betrayal. Hope. Truth. But not just in a single person or community. They want us to inflict it all over the world. To bring… chaos. That’s what we are. That’s what they worship.” He looked up suddenly, as if he could drill his point home with the intensity in his gaze. “It’s why we have to stop them.”
She felt small... hopeless, and not only because Hope had been taken. “Why do you want to stop them? Don’t you want to bring… chaos?” Isn’t that the whole reason for the curse?
It was weird not having someone to answer her question in her own head. Instead, she stared at the two of them and waited for a response.
However, at the look on their faces, she wished she’d kept her mouth shut. Truth slumped back into the couch and Misery glared down at his coffee mug.
“Is that it? You think we’re evil?” Truth’s voice was soft, surprised, and Daria hated that she’d put the hurt in his tone.
“No… but I’ve only known you for a week, and the curse has been upheld for thousands of years.” Truth be told, hah, Daria didn’t think they were evil at all. If they were evil, why would they have brought her back to her apartment, cared for her, and waited around for her to… wake up? It made no sense. There had to be more to them than the book led her to believe.
“That’s fair… I guess,” Truth conceded.
“If you’re not evil, or chaos bringers, what’s the point of the curse?”
Truth and Misery shared a glance, and Daria narrowed her eyes. “What was that?”
“What?” Truth turned an innocent look her way.
“That! That look. What’s the point of the curse?” she demanded.
Holding up his hands in a placating gesture, Truth nodded. “Fine. We weren’t always this… nice.” He looked to Misery for guidance, who seemed extremely uncomfortable with the subject at hand. “The curse was obviously created to stop us, because at one time we did want to bring chaos.”
“It hasn’t always been sunshine and rainbows,” Misery drawled, and Daria couldn’t help but smile at his dull tone.
“Misery, no offense, but I can’t imagine you ever being rainbows and sunshine.”
He didn’t even look offended. “You got me there.”
“So you all were once… not good? What happened?”
Truth’s lips tilted at her. “What? Don’t sound so disappointed, Daria. I’m sure there’s enough bad boy to go around.”
Color rushed into her cheeks and she waved off his comment, hopefully before he could notice. “Don’t distract me. I want to know.”
Dropping the act, Truth looked down and sighed, unable to meet her gaze. “We started living. Through humans.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” she inquired.
“Well, before that, we just kind of existed. Looking down, for lack of a better phrase, on humanity. When you’re separated from something, it’s easy to pass judgment, to think you know the truth, to think you understand. It wasn’t until we got up close and personal with humans that we realized…”
He trailed off, seemingly at a loss, but Misery picked up his trail of thought. “How precious life is.”
Daria gulped. “And you all feel this way?”
They nodded.
“Even Betrayal?”
At that, Truth smirked, but still agreed. “Yes, even that asshole.”
A thread of fear tightened her spine and she sat up straight. “So, what’s going to happen when the others don’t do what the cult wants?”
The two of them shared another look and Daria feared the worst.
“We don’t know. But we need to find them as soon as possible.” Truth leveled with her.
“And then what? We put you back? Is that possible?”
At least then my head wouldn’t feel so empty.
Misery sighed. “Can we just… one thing at a time? I think it’s enough that we find them first. We can cross the next bridge when we come to it.”
Daria gulped more of her coffee, determined to fix her mistake. “What can I do?”
But really, what can I do? I couldn’t even uphold the fucking curse. I broke it. What good am I?
“Stop it,” Misery scolded, and her gaze jerked to him, swimming in the darkness of his eyes. “I can sense your misery.
What can you do? Save them.”
Her heart thundered against her chest and her breath ran short as she thought of them. Death, Hope, and Betrayal. Misery was right.
They were her fucking demons.
It wasn’t like she didn’t have a horse in this race either. She’d been fucking murdered. She’d be damned if that asshole Andrew could just get away with it. Like she meant nothing, was nothing.
“I think the best thing we can do is let them continue thinking you’re dead. I think at this point we can assume your immortality is part of the curse? And thankfully they don’t know about it, else they would’ve taken you too. That means we need to lie low and work behind the scenes,” Truth suggested, cutting through her internal thoughts.
“Lie low? How low?”
Truth was suddenly in front of her, with that damned apron on, and lifted her chin with a single finger. “I know your job means a lot to you, but this is more important. Just get a few days off, and we’ll go from there.”
It felt stupid to think it, but Daria liked her job. It was hers. “How?”
His lips curled in a sad smile. “Just tell them the truth.”
Daria groaned and leaned her forehead into Truth’s chest. “Dammit.”
    
“OH MY GOD, Daria, I’m so sorry.” Dave’s voice was solemn and sweet as he offered his condolences. To give her as much time as she needed to get her mother’s affairs in order.
“Thanks Dave. I’m really sorry that I—”
“Don’t apologize. We don’t have control over things like this. Just let me know when you’re ready to come back. Allegra and I can handle it just fine.”
She breathed a sigh of relief and murmured her appreciation into her cell phone before saying goodbye. Propping the edge of it against her chin, she stared at the two demons on her couch. “There. Happy? No more work.”
Truth groaned before making a move to come to her again, and she shooed him away. “I know you’re independent, and want to make your own way, but you can do that after we save the others.”
She caved, nodded, and motioned for him to sit back down. “First thing we need is clothes for the both of you. You can’t very well wear that damned apron forever.”
“But I look so good in it, don’t you think?” He winked her way before sitting back down on the couch.
Rolling her eyes to the ceiling, she asked for patience, and tried not to think about Truth’s bare ass on her couch cushions.
“Okay. Clothes. I need to get you clothes.” She thought of the bills she’d snagged from her mom’s box and sighed. “Actually, I’ll need more money for clothes and rent. So first, back to the bank.”
“And then?” Truth prompted with a raised eyebrow.
“And then… ” She narrowed her eyes at him. “And then we can save the world. Or something.”
“Or something,” Misery droned from the couch.





DEATH
C larity came to Death like the first toss of dirt on a grave. Expected, but jarring. Bright lights pierced his eyes when he tried to lift them, and he slammed his eyes closed with a groan. His entire body hurt, but he wasn’t sure if that was due to his return to flesh and blood, or if it was the ass kicking they’d gotten.
Turning his head, he glanced to the side and found Hope staring right at him. Then he glanced at the rest of his body.
“Well, that was fun, huh? Fuck,” Death cursed.
“Ditto,” another voice answered, and Death turned his head to find Betrayal to his left.
They were all strapped down to tables by the wrist and ankles, in a white room with white lights and matching walls and floors.
“The fuck are we?” Betrayal growled.
“Think it’s safe to say we’re at whatever compound the chaos fuck faces run,” Death replied with a grim look on his face. “Truth and Misery got Daria out. That’s all that matters.”
“What’s she gonna do? She’s dead.” Betrayal’s bitterness grated on Death’s nerves. A growl tore from his chest before he could stop it, and he gritted his teeth in Betrayal’s direction.
“No, she’s not,” Death admitted, and the shackles rattled as Betrayal jerked his head to stare at him with shock.
“What are you talking about?” he barked.
“I didn’t see her. She didn’t come to me.” The information still puzzled him. Everyone that died, Death got a sense of. Even if it was just a niggling in the back of his head letting him know. For Daria? Nothing.
Which was... strange. With the number of times she’d been stabbed, there was no way she pulled through, especially without medical attention. That left a question he wasn’t quite ready to ask. Death didn’t like change.
The clench of his jaw must have warned Betrayal he wasn’t ready to delve deeper, so the demon grunted before returning to staring at their five-star view.
Death’s chest squeezed tight at the memory of her limp body on that alley ground.
He hated to admit it, but those fuckers had planned it perfectly. They’d attacked the moment him and his brothers had materialized, before they’d even had a chance to adjust to fucking existing again. Smart. He’d known it was only a matter of seconds before they were overpowered. Truth knew it too, and thank fuck he’d followed Death’s command and gotten Misery out of there.
If Daria didn’t, at least Truth and Misery could figure out what the hell was going on. Though he didn’t know why she’d want to help. He hoped she didn’t, honestly. Maybe she’d wash her hands of them and take the money and run.
He wouldn’t exactly blame her.
But even Death knew that was too far from the truth. She might not owe them anything, but she felt she owed her bloodline, her mother. Daria wasn’t the type to just walk away. No, she’d throw herself into the mouth of danger just to prove she was strong enough to do it.
Just like how she had refused to leave even when her mother’s last wish had been to take the money and run. She had to dig herself out of her own financial hole, without the aid of others. That was how Daria’s brain worked—he would know, he’d been in there long enough.
Stupid.
And he wasn’t even there to protect her. His heart pounded at the thought of her getting hurt again. “Hey! Earth to Death. You in there?” Turning his head to face Betrayal, he glared at his brother in answer.
Only then did Betrayal speak. “Truth and Misery will find a way out of this. We just have to put up with whatever shit they’re gonna throw our way.”
He nodded, but Hope was suspiciously quiet, and Death rolled to look at him before his attention was drawn to the door opening behind their heads. He refused to give them the satisfaction of his interest, so he lay still and stared at the bright lights above their heads. It gave him a twist of satisfaction to know this bastard’s time here on earth wouldn’t last much longer.
“Demons. Welcome to chaopadós.”
They ignored him, but he continued, “I think you’ll be very pleased with what we have planned next for you.”
“I do remember you guys used to throw some pretty wicked parties.” Betrayal laughed harshly before tugging at his manacles. “But something tells me we’re past those times, so it’s doubtful.”
The man moved around to their feet so they could see him, but Death barely glanced before he turned his attention elsewhere. It was long enough for a frown to curl the man’s lips down before he recovered with a bright smile. Too bright.
“We’ll just have to see about that, won’t we?”
Death rolled his head to share a look with Hope. Even the bright green in his eyes couldn’t inspire a fuzzy feeling in Death’s chest.
If this was the cult he remembered from so many millennia ago, they didn’t have a leader—instead, they functioned as a democratic group and let chaos decide their course of action.
Whether that meant chaos, the natural imbalance of hectic energy in the universe, or Chaos, the thing that had existed before even Death, he didn’t know.
He sighed and rolled his head to the ceiling, closing his eyes and readying himself for whatever came next.
Who knew what these crazy fuckers had in mind.
    
DARIA
The storm from the night before had finally departed, leaving the sun shining without cover. As Daria paid the pizza guy for delivery, she glanced at the bright orb above and wished everything was as simple as the clouds parting. As she shut the door, her thoughts kept trailing back to… God, was it really just the night before? That she’d been… murdered.
Shaking her head against the remembered glint of a weapon, she dropped the pizzas on the countertop and lifted the top.
Double pepperoni was her favorite, the smell making her stomach growl, but at the same time, her stomach turned at the thought of food. Closing the lid, she grabbed a bottle of water and went to the couch to sit instead, listening to the running water in the shower as the guys got cleaned up. She’d brought them new clothes and they’d disappeared, eager for the thought of a modern shower.
She felt like screaming.
She just wanted the images, the glint of metal and the pain and fear out of her head. No matter how much she tried to turn her thoughts away, they crept back in and held on with determined fingers. Twisting the bottle cap, she tried anything to block the memories.
Her fucking creepy landlord finally got his money after she’d made a trip to the bank and the closest clothing store. He’d grabbed her money with greedy fingers and she’d waited, stomach swirling as he wrote out a receipt for her, his fingers lingering too long on hers as he’d pushed it into her hand.
At the store, she’d grabbed whatever clothes had been closest, until she could take the guys back to pick out their own.
Speaking of… Truth came down the hallway and clapped his hands together. “I smell pizza. Tell me it’s pizza.”
She smiled at his enthusiasm. “On the bar.”
His gaze traced her figure curled on the couch before he glided to the kitchen. He looked good in his clothes, if the comfortable fit was anything to go by. She had no idea how to shop for men’s clothes, but it seems she’d guessed right, because the light wash jeans looked fantastic on Truth, cupping his ass just right. White shirts had seemed simple enough, and the cotton stretched around his biceps like a second skin.
He turned with a plate in hand and she averted her gaze before he caught her staring. When the couch dipped beside her, she tried to pretend like the bottle cap was the most interesting thing she’d ever discovered, until something nudged her arm. Truth had a second plate of pizza in hand and nudged her with it again.
She grabbed it with a scowl and frowned down at the cheesy goodness. “I’m not hungry.”
“Yes, you are,” he challenged, and she went to argue before he tapped the side of his head. “Truth.” And then he grinned, and her breath got stuck in her throat as his smile reached his eyes and his blue eyes absolutely sparkled in her shitty apartment lighting.
“Fine,” she conceded, and gave into her stomach’s needs, moaning when the top layer of pepperoni crunched under her small bite.
“Are you okay?” he asked, and she knew not to even attempt lying.
But she still frowned, uncomfortable with having to admit the truth. “No. But I’ll get there. It… sucks.”
A dark chuckle came from him and she glanced over to find a shadow blocking the ease from his gaze. “That’s an understatement.”
Misery came out then, and she almost grinned at the sight of him in one of the black shirts she’d thought to grab, and the ripped black jeans she’d found. They were both barefoot, and her lips twitched at the thought of him wearing the men’s sandals she’d grabbed by the checkout.
Even with the money at her disposal, she wasn’t spending eighty dollars on two pairs of tennis shoes that probably wouldn’t fit anyway. The ten-dollar sandals would do until they could pick out their own shit.
He, too, beelined for pizza to grab some before sitting across from them. His dark hair was wet and dripping, and the black shirt doing nothing to hide the strength in his lean frame. But the misery wafting off him was enough to make her want to comfort him. She shifted in her seat to resist the urge and pulled her feet up on the couch as they ate in silence.
And more silence.
“So, now what?” she prompted.
“Now… we find our brothers and we take down the cult,” Truth spoke frankly.
Her bite of pizza went down too fast and she coughed, chugging water to wash it down. “Thanks, Captain Obvious. Do we have a plan for that?”
“We’ll get there. One thing at a time.”
“You’re ridiculous.” She focused on her pizza, trying to think of something, anything to help. “Do you have any ideas?” she addressed Misery. When she glanced his way, his stare was already trained on her, a frown painting his lips.
“Are you okay?” she asked suddenly, worried about the intensity in his gaze.
It seemed to shake him out of whatever trance he was in, and he shook his head. “No idea… yet.”
Silence reigned for a while longer before she glanced to their clothes. “I’ll take you guys to pick out some more clothes later, if you promise to behave.” Trying to lighten the mood, she kept her tone teasing.
“Now that’s just no fun.” Truth winked at her from his spot beside her and she blushed.
“What you picked out was good enough,” Misery murmured from his chair.
Truth rolled his eyes at his friend. “You’d be content with that fuckin’ toga. We need more clothes.”
He just shrugged, and Truth growled at him before stabbing the last piece of crust in his mouth.
Daria grinned at their back and forth, thankful for the reprieve from her own thoughts.
“Can I ask you guys a question?” she asked.
Spreading his hands wide, plate balanced in one, Truth gestured to himself. “Open book, babe.”
The ink under his shirtsleeve caught her eye. “How’d you end up with a tattoo? That’s a lot more modern looking than anything I would think capable back in… ” She trailed off, not sure if she wanted to insult his age just yet.
The twinkle in his eye told her he knew where her thoughts were going. “We didn’t. It’s true we’re demons, but we’re demons of concept. We aren’t demons of lore, who are humans who’ve died, gone to hell, and been corrupted by the darkness below. We’ve always just... been. So we weren’t born.” He paused, looking to Misery for help.
Misery, who sighed before mumbling through an explanation. “Since we weren’t born, we can create our forms when we materialize. But we can only do it at certain times. Such as... escaping Pandora’s jar and becoming flesh again.”
“So, how you look now, you haven’t always looked this way?”
“No. To be honest, I’ve forgotten how I looked so long ago, but I had an idea at least of how I wanted to look.” Truth motioned to himself again. “How did I do?”
Heat flooded her cheeks but she refrained from commenting, instead turning to Misery. “Did you come preloaded with any tattoos?”
“Preloaded? No. I plan to get some though.”
She winced. “Why? It’ll hurt. You could’ve just poofed them into existence with the rest of you!”
He sent her a droll stare. “Of course I could have, but there’s no fun in that.”
“Do you even know how to have fun?” she teased.
“Well, no probably not. But having a needle pierce my skin over and over again sounds like a good start.”
Well, now she wished she hadn’t asked. But had she expected differently?
Shaking her head at him, she let the subject drop, and focused on the pizza she had left. It didn’t take long for the memory of the night before to creep up and latch on with determined talons. She’d really thought Andrew was a nice guy—or at least… not the worst she could have chosen to take home.
What a mistake that was.
Isn’t that the truth?
A light bulb went off and she jolted with the idea. “Truth!” she shouted, and sat up, just scant millimeters away from dumping her pizza on the carpet.
“Yes?” he answered calmly, clearly not as excited as she was as he returned to his seat with an arched eyebrow.
“Andrew told the truth about all the stuff he told me, right? Else you would have said something.”
“Yeah, I would have mentioned it.”
“Well if this cult’s mission is to… find Pandora’s bloodline, then they know about the curse, which means they probably knew you were with me. He had to tell the truth so as not to set off any warning bells.”
Misery turned a half smile her way and nodded, following along. Truth seemed to feed off her excitement and practically bounced in his seat as he leaned forward, his eyebrows rising as he understood where she was going.
“We can track him down using what he told us.”
“I say we start with his workplace.” Daria placed her mostly empty plate on the table and sat back, her appetite gone in the face of her excitement. “He always came in the bar a little after seven, so I think it’s safe to assume he works normal hours… ”
Glancing at the time, she noticed it was just before the five o’clock happy hour rush.
“Guys. Guys!” she repeated when they didn’t answer, and they jerked their heads up in her direction. “If we go now, we can catch him at work. Maybe he’ll lead us to the cult.”
Truth arched an eyebrow before standing. “Do you often have stalker tendencies?”
Her cheeks flushed but she rolled her eyes to cover it up. “Oh, hush. Let’s go before he leaves work.”
    
“THIS IS a lot less exciting than I thought it would be,” Daria groaned as she slumped down in her seat.
They were parked underneath a tree across the street, eyes trained on the entrance to J & J Marketing, the company headquarters Andrew was stationed at. They’d circled the building to find that the only three cars left were parked right in the front. One of them belonged to Andrew, and now all they had to do was wait. And wait some more.
“How late does this guy normally work?” Truth asked.
Daria rolled her head to the right to look at him. “You know about as well as I do. He always came into the bar around seven.”
Misery scoffed from the back seat. “Yeah, and it’s already eight. What’s taking this guy so long?”
“This always looks a lot more interesting in the movies,” Daria complained.
“Everything looks more interesting in the movies,” Truth teased. It was a long moment of staring at the swaying trees before he backtracked. “I take that back. Not everything.” Daria turned to Truth with an eyebrow cocked, but his expression stopped her. “I can think of quite a few things worth experiencing in the flesh.”
Is it just me or is the demon of Truth flirting with me? On a stake out? Of the guy I was gonna sleep with before he killed me?
“Uh-huh?” The lilt on the end of her question disappeared into a different octave—a squeak instead of the casual coolness she aimed for. Because, fact of the matter was… Truth was hot. He had long blond hair that belonged on a surfer, and blue eyes she would’ve loved to swim in. Broad shoulders that tapered to a lean waist. An ass meant for grabbing and lips meant for kissing.
Daria was torn between scoffing, and jumping up and down to volunteer as tribute.
No. You have a fucking job to do. Focus!
But the longer Truth stared at her, the longer she wanted a distraction from… everything, and found herself swaying closer under the force of his gaze.
“Uh… guys, I think that’s him.” Misery’s dull voice broke through whatever trance Daria was in, and she jerked her head around to see Andrew finally exiting the building.
“It’s about damn time,” she grumbled, trying to erase the lingering pull she felt toward Truth.
All three of them watched intently as Andrew slid inside his car and started the engine. Daria waited, barely, until he’d turned out of the parking lot before following. Her hands tightened against the steering wheel, nerves getting the best of her. What if she lost him on the road by not following close enough? Or worse, what if she strayed too close, he noticed, and freaked out?
“Stop worrying so much,” Truth told her.
Daria risked a short glance at him before returning her gaze to Andrew’s Civic two cars in front of them. “How’d you know?”
“I could practically hear it from over here,” he teased.
Ignoring him, Daria focused on following Andrew. It wasn’t so hard, if she ignored the panic that bubbled up every time a car between them changed lanes and brought her just that much closer to him. When they pulled off the highway, Daria turned down the radio so she could focus better in the dark. She hated driving at night. And it didn’t help that this wasn’t your average joyride. The tension in the car was high, her hands were sweaty with nerves, and she didn’t know if it was the excitement over confronting Andrew, or the almost-miss between her and Truth.
With her luck? Probably both.
As if they could sense her anxiety, both Truth and Misery kept their mouths shut as Andrew pulled off the main road into a cul-de-sac.
“Turn the lights off,” Truth warned.
She didn’t even argue, even though she feared it would make them look even more sketchy, driving around this family area with no lights on.
Not suspicious at all.
But no one came out onto their porch to see who it was, no one yelled at them to stop, so she kept going. Past family homes, bikes abandoned in yards, sprinklers left running from the fun in the sun. The smoke of a barbecue lingered in the air and Daria’s nerves intensified as they drove deeper into the neighborhood. They rounded the corner just in time to catch Andrew’s brake lights cast their red glow across his concrete driveway as he pulled into a garage. He lived at the end of a half-developed suburb.
Please don’t tell me he has a family!
They rolled to a stop next to one of the empty lots, pulling around to the other side of an excavator to hide their car.
Lights flicked on inside Andrew’s house, and through the thin curtains, a shadow walked past and continued on in the rest of the house. The first light clicked off, and another clicked on within the second story of the home.
Truth eased out of the car and Daria followed suit when Misery mimicked him. They shut the doors carefully and quietly before peeking at the house.
An oddly familiar pressure returned to her chest and she frowned before pushing it away.
“This seems so out of character. Why does he live in a family house if it’s just him?” Daria’s brow knotted in confusion.
“Cult life must rake in the big bucks,” Truth quipped.
Daria grumbled at that, seriously considering changing her life plan as she eyed the two-story mountain stone home.
Not that I had a life plan in the first pla—oh
we’re moving! Okay, yep.
Truth and Misery took off across the street, and Daria gasped, following close before she was left behind. They landed against the far side of the garage, pausing to listen for any signs that they’d been caught. When a moment passed with no alarms or shrieks of intruders, they tiptoed around back.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she grumbled. In the backyard was a white picket fence encircling a pool, with a patio and glass doors that opened into the kitchen.
“I need to go into the cult life, apparently,” she joked.
Stalking along the side of the fence, they came to the gate, which by some turn of luck was unlocked.
“Wait, wait!” Daria jerked Truth back from swinging the gate open when the kitchen lit up, showing Andrew in nothing but a pair of boxers as he grabbed a beer from the fridge.
As if he heard her, Andrew’s shoulders stiffened as he turned to glance out the glass doors, surveying the pool and backyard area. Daria fisted a hand in the back of Truth’s shirt as she feared discovery, her breath catching in her throat as they waited.
Eventually, Andrew turned back around and abandoned the kitchen, the light flicking off, showing darkness. Seconds later, a flashing light bounced around the room, and she realized it was TV from the living room, past the kitchen.
“Okay, I think we’re good,” Truth mumbled before swinging the gate open. The hinges didn’t even squeak or grind, and she sent up another silent thanks for their luck.
“Are you okay?” Misery asked her. When she turned to him with confusion evident on her face, he nodded to her chest. It was only then she realized she was rubbing at the weird tension behind her breastbone.
Dropping her hand, she shrugged it off. “Yeah, it’s nothing.” Once again, they eased up to the siding of the house before peeking in, and she tried to see through the kitchen and over the counter. “What is he watching? How are we gonna… you know, surprise him?”
Misery chuckled suddenly, and Daria turned to look at him, the sound so out of place her mouth dropped open. “Are you… laughing?”
The sound abruptly cut off before he cleared his throat, pointing through the window. “I think the guy’s plenty distracted. He’s watching porn.”
Daria gasped and turned to look. Sure enough, from what she could see of the TV, a too-well-lit scene showed a blonde woman with glasses staring innocently up at a man as he traced her lips with the tip of his cock. Daria cleared her throat, her cheeks flaming red. “Yeah, he’s gonna be busy for a while.” Her hand flapped toward the door. “Shall we?”
The sliding glass door was silent as they pulled on the handle. But even if it had made a sound, it would have been drowned out by the moans and grunts from the overly enthusiastic couple on the screen.
As they entered the kitchen, Daria almost missed the side entrance that looped back around to the living room. When a figure cloaked in shadows caught her eye, a flash of metal reflecting in the night, she risked no chances. Before Truth or Misery even knew what was happening, she’d thrown herself in front of them as recognition flashed across the shadow’s features. But it was too late. He’d already pulled the trigger. Daria jerked, falling into Truth’s side.
“What the—” Truth’s mumbled curses were drowned out by the sudden growl filling the room.
Horror spread across Andrew’s face as he stepped forward, staring at her as if she were a ghost. She blinked, and Misery was a flash of black across the kitchen, a growl catching in his chest as he decked Andrew. He went down with one hit while Truth lowered her to the ground. She didn’t get why, at first, she was on the ground, but then she glanced down and saw the blood spreading out across her chest. The pressure had been replaced with a bullet.
“Oh,” was the most she could say in the moment. “Again?”
As Truth palmed the back of her head and gently let her rest on the ground, she glanced at him upside down.
His mouth was cut in a slash across his face, anger stamped across his features as he gazed down at her. “Don’t do that again, boo.”
“Boo?” she questioned, confused. But then again, everything was confusing right then, because her vision was getting darker.
His lips quirked. “Yeah, get it? Cause you’re like a ghost. Keep dyin’ on me.”
Daria wanted to laugh, really. But she couldn’t, because her heart stopped beating.
S’what happened when you got shot in the chest. And died.
Again.





TRUTH
A s soon as the life escaped from Daria, again, he exploded up from the ground, charging across the kitchen to the unconscious bastard who dared harm her. Again!
Instead, Misery grabbed him around the waist as he passed and gripped tight, keeping him from moving forward. “Hold up, big guy. We have questions for him, remember?”
Truth knew he was right, but he’d be damned if he could listen to reason just then. “He fucking killed her!”
Misery squeezed tighter, knocking the breath out of his lungs. “Yeah, but she’ll be back. It doesn’t work that way with him, so if you kill him now we’ll never know where they took the guys.”
Finally shrugging him off, Truth made no move for Andrew, although Misery planted himself between them as if he’d plow through him just to beat the unconscious asshole.
“It’s fine. Let’s just give it a bit and see who wakes up first,” Truth grumbled, and bent down to brush a few dark waves off Daria’s face.
“My money’s on Daria.”
“You don’t have any money.” Truth smirked but didn’t look up at Misery.
“Not the point.”
Truth chuckled before nodding to Andrew. “You grab him and I’ll situate her on the couch.”
“Why do I always have to move the bad guy?”
“Oh, shut up. You’d find something to complain about even if I had asked you to move Daria.”
“Doubtful,” he muttered, but did as requested and dumped Andrew in a chair in the middle of the living room. With a search of the garage, they found some rope to secure him with. They weren’t gentle with the knots. By the time they tied him up, the couple on the television had moved into full on intercourse, and Truth shut it off right as they reached climax.
Andrew came to only a few moments later, his dark eyes blinking up at them in confusion.
Truth watched the asshole’s memory kick in, stiffening before he began struggling against his ties. Then his gaze connected to Daria, who was still dead on the couch.
“Holy shit,” he whispered, disbelief coloring his tone.
Truth stepped into his line of sight, shielding Daria from his view. At the glowering look Truth was sure marred his features, Andrew sunk into his binds and stayed there.
Spotting the gold wrappers and the glimmering bowl of candy on the coffee table, Truth snatched a piece and popped it in his mouth. The sweet sugar hit his tongue and he grinned as he spoke. “Let’s cut to the chase, Andrew. I’d really like to have this whole matter situated and taken care of before our girl here wakes up.” At his words, Andrew’s eyes grew wide, the whites showing the panic Truth was sure bubbled in his veins. As it should.
“Wake up? She’s dead.”
Misery crouched down at his other side. “Yeah, I’m sure you thought that last time too.”
“So, who pays your mortgage for these fancy-ass digs you’ve got?” Truth wasted no time.
Andrew gave no answer, or even any hint that he’d heard the question, just stared forward and refused to make eye contact with either of them.
Misery tilted his head at Truth, seeking permission. With a nod, Truth granted it, and winced as he placed a hand on Andrew’s shoulder. Honestly, Truth could just force the information out of him, but he’d killed Daria. Twice. He deserved some pain.
It was some brutal shit, Misery’s namesake was. Truth didn’t know how he lived with it most days, but then again, knowing the truth wasn’t always that great either. But he sure as hell didn’t want to trade places with Andrew just then. The little bitch let out a bloodcurdling scream, a millisecond before Misery slapped a hand over his mouth to muffle it.
Now, with two hands on his skin, Andrew felt the full force of Misery’s power. There was no light, or bright colors fluttering around, but by the shaking of Andrew’s body, it was doing its job.
“Okay, ease up,” Truth told Misery, and clacked the candy against his teeth.
Misery removed his hands from Andrew’s flesh, and he slumped forward in his binds, his breath rasping past his lips in broken gasps.
Butterscotch.
Truth pointed to the bowl. “Misery, you should eat some candy. It’s delicious.”
Eyes wide, Andrew looked at Truth like he was crazy. As soon as he caught his breath for a second, Truth asked, “Who do you work for?”
They obviously knew the truth, but it was better to let him assume they were lost. It would make Andrew feel like he had an advantage over them, even though he was clearly the one tied and tortured. He’d relish taking that advantage away.
When he didn’t answer, Truth decided to get a little personal, his fist snapping forward to deck him across the face. A small groan slipped out when his head snapped to the left, echoing the blood that poured from his nose, but he remained silent otherwise.
Stepping back, he nodded for Misery to continue, and didn’t miss the sick grin on Misery’s face.
“Don’t you know, Andrew? Misery loves company.” Truth laughed at his own joke, but Andrew was too busy suffering to care.
Truth moved across the room to turn the overhead fan on as he gave Misery a little privacy and crunched his piece of candy into pieces.
For Misery, sharing always made him feel better, but not so much for his chosen victim. Misery was sullen most of the time, but he’d eventually learned how to laugh at his circumstances. In his own words, it was laugh or cry. Which made sense, when his mind was in constant distress. When it became too much, it would seep out into the world around them, affecting those nearby.
And then there were instances like this, when Misery was able to shove everything he felt into another person, choking them with the anxiety and crippling distress of his own mind.
When Andrew began choking on his own breath, Truth called Misery off again.
For once, Misery was almost smiling, and it had to be due to the emptiness of his own emotions. Unloading all of that was a release of endorphins for him, addicting if he wasn’t careful.
It was one of the things that made him the most dangerous of Pandora’s demons.
Truth got down on his haunches and gripped Andrew by the hair, jerking his head back. His eyes seeped tears like a fucking river, and his breath blubbered out as if he was in physical pain.
“Had enough yet? Ready to tell us all your truths?” Truth knew his grin looked evil just then, but he couldn’t find it in him to care.
Andrew nodded, but made no move to speak.
“Already? Fuckin’ pussy. I only touched him twice,” Misery complained.
Truth shot him a glance with a raised eyebrow. “I think that’s enough for you. Go sit by Daria. Eat some candy.”
“Shut up about the fuckin’ candy already,” he grumbled, but something akin to satisfaction glowed in his eyes as he sat on the couch and placed Daria’s head in his lap. He brushed her hair back from her face and stared down at her with reverence in his expression.
Jerking his attention back to the asshole at hand, Truth let go of his head and stood. “So, Andrew. Seems you’ve gotten real close with my friend Misery here, so allow me to introduce myself. I’m Truth.”
Confusion glazed his features as he stared up at him, but Truth didn’t give him a chance to talk. “That’s right, so I’ll know if you start spouting a bunch of bullshit. Don’t even try it.”
Andrew sucked in a shaky breath before he slumped in his bonds, absolutely defeated. The sight brought a smile to Truth’s lips.
“I work for the chaopadós.”
“Congrats, you told a truth. Keep going.”
Andrew’s jaw clenched in annoyance, but Truth just laid his hands on his shoulders. “Don’t make me force you. I can do that, you know.” He stood and started pacing in front of him. “Though it’s not really gonna matter anyway, ‘cause you’ll be dead by the end of this.”
“If you’re gonna kill me, what’s the point in talking anyway? I’ll die no matter what.” A fake bravado stiffened his shoulders.
“That is an excellent point, Andrew. The only difference is how much you suffer beforehand.”
Andrew shivered, remembering the misery inflicted on him just moments before. “Fuckers. Fine. I was sent after her,” he said, nodding to the couch, “to kill her.”
Truth swallowed his rage and grabbed another piece of candy to obliterate with his teeth. “We know that much, thanks. Why?”
“She’s the holder of the demons. They told me to keep her from releasing the demons.”
Truth tilted his head at him, a smile twitching his lips. “They told you that?”
“Yeah… she was gonna release the demons, so I was tasked with keeping that from happening. If she’s dead, she can’t release them.”
“You believe this shit?” he sneered, turning to Misery. His smile was gone, but the contentment was still on his face as he stroked Daria’s hair.
“What are you talking about?” Andrew asked.
“You are as dumb as you look.” Truth shook his head as he spoke. “Me, Truth. Him, Misery. Us,” he said, flicking his finger back and forth, “demons.”
Andrew’s brows shot up. “I ask again, what the fuck are you talking about?”
A gasp sounded behind them, and Truth jerked around to watch Daria’s chest finally move with her first breath. Her eyes fluttered open, and she smiled drowsily at Misery as he kept petting her hair.
“Hey, you,” he whispered gently.
Truth tried not to be jealous that he wasn’t the first thing she saw when she woke up.
And failed.
“How are you feeling?” Truth inquired, stepping forward and crouching down beside the couch.
“I’m okay… I think. W-what the fuck?” Her gaze landed on Andrew, tied up and bloody behind him. She sat up, nearly nailing him in the forehead with her own. “What happened?”
Glancing down, she answered her own question as she fingered the bullet hole in her shirt. “Ah, shit. Again?”
Truth winced. “Yeah, and we’re gonna have to talk about that incident later. No sacrificing yourself.”
Biting her lip, she looked like she wanted to argue, but glanced to Andrew again and nodded. “Later.”
Speaking of, Andrew’s voice rose two octaves as he questioned, “What’s happening?”
Truth rolled his eyes and ruffled his hand over Daria’s hair. “Okay, asshole. Quick run down for you. Daria is Pandora’s Jar, and by killing her, you released us. Your cult buddies lied to you.”
Dark brows furrowed down to form a knot in the center of his head. “Why, though? They want to stop the demons.”
“No, dickhead. They want to control us and use us for their own purposes. The fuck have you been all this time? Are you that dumb?”
A vein pulsed in Andrew’s forehead as his face turned red with anger. “No. I just haven’t ever been to HQ. I had strict orders from a burner phone that I used to talk to the leader. All my orders came directly from him.”
“Where’s the cell?”
“I don’t have it anymore. I was supposed to trash it after my last mission.” His gaze darted to Daria again.
“And? What was your next move supposed to be?”
“I didn’t have one. I was supposed to wait for further orders.”
Truth got down on his haunches again, propping his chin on his fist. “So let me get this straight. You were tasked with murdering someone, and then told to sit tight and wait? No orders to get out of town, or run, or get a new identity or… hell, anything?”
Slowly, Andrew shook his head, the truth dawning on him like the rising sun. Finally.
Truth stood and patted him on the cheek none too gently. “Sounds to me like you were set up, bro. Sucks for you.”
Now he struggled against his binds, his denial strong. “No, that can’t be right. They’re supposed to come to me.”
Truth stiffened and glanced down. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, they’re supposed to come get me and take me to HQ.”
“I see. Do you know where this HQ is?”
“No… I’ve never been and they keep that information private.”
“This is useless.” Truth turned to Misery and Daria. “We need to go. Now.”
“Wait! Why? Let me out of here!”
“They’re gonna off you, man. Like I said, sucks to be you. They set you up as a scapegoat and are gonna come to tie up loose ends.”
Misery and Daria stood, Daria still a little unsteady after acclimating to life again. She held tight to Misery’s arm and he only looked a little smug about the whole thing.
“Let’s get out of here,” Truth said.
Right as they moved to leave, the windows in the kitchen burst in, the tinkling of glass littering the floor echoing into the living room. Three bodies covered head to toe in black dispersed throughout the house.
“Shit, man, at least they sent three of them after you. That’s gotta be a compliment, right?”
Truth turned to arch an eyebrow at Andrew, but found the chair tipped over, the ropes discarded on the ground. Huh, he thought. Maybe he hadn’t tied the knots tight enough.
Truth and Misery ducked down and backed up together, placing Daria between them so she was protected on both sides. She grumbled, but otherwise remained quiet.
The intruders had faded into the shadows, the darkness of the house the perfect cover for them to slink around.
Possibilities of action passed through Truth’s mind like flashes of light. The intruders probably had guns, much like Andrew’s, with a silencer. Get in, do the job, get out was usually these guys’ mottos, and Truth doubted that had changed in the years they’d been locked away. Truth wasn’t willing to let Daria take another bullet for him, and as demons, they could heal most everything. Except decapitation. No bastard came back from that.
That was the good news at least. Truth doubted these guys were carrying machetes to a simple little assassination. For a human.
That still left them with few options. Sure, Andrew’s gun would come in handy, but Truth hadn’t ever shot one and he doubted it was as easy as driving a car. Even though he’d experienced the kick back in various guns from previous matriarchal figures in Pandora’s bloodline, this was different.
And he wasn’t willing to risk Daria so he could play target practice with the enemy.
Their best bet was to sneak out… somehow. But the kitchen was closer to their car, and Truth really didn’t want to cross the front yard with all those windows for the assassins to aim out of.
What if they started shooting like crazy psychos and hit Daria?
“Misery,” Truth whispered. “You got any ideas?”
“Yeah,” he grunted. “Daria, hold on to Truth.”
Even in the dark, Truth could see the panic in her eyes. “What? Why? Where are you goin—”
Misery didn’t give her time to finish before a whiplash of misery buzzed through the room. Truth heard groans of agony from various points in the house, and a shadow dropped to the floor from the other side of the couch.
Daria’s nails dug into his forearm where he’d reached back to brace her, and his heart clenched at the fear that showed on her face. She hadn’t ever seen Misery’s powers in action.
While they were distracted, Truth tugged Daria up from the floor and pulled her along as he darted for the kitchen. The longer Misery shared his burden, the more addicting it became, so the quicker they could get out of the house, the faster he could turn it off. Daria whimpered where he gripped her wrist, and Truth loosened his hold before a glance back told him she wasn’t worried about his grip. She was worried about Misery. Her head was twisted back and even Truth gulped when he saw the dark shape gliding behind them.
Focused on nothing but his power, his temporary relief, Misery walked with a lightness in his steps that was just plain eerie with the cries of agony that echoed through the house.
“Well, look who we have here,” Truth grumbled as they came to the shattered glass doors in the kitchen. Andrew was laid out just outside the doors, holding his head as he screamed in pain. As his eyes fluttered open, his gaze was torn to the dark figure looming behind them, and his voice cracked with the force of his next wave of unfiltered torment.
“That’s for the double murder, asshole,” Misery mumbled, walking past them and onto the pool deck. When they didn’t immediately follow, he paused and turned to look back. “What’s wrong?”
“Y-you’re…” Daria trailed off as she leaned closer to Truth, whispering, “Is that normal?”
Under these circumstances, yes. But Truth didn’t voice that out loud.
“Misery, you’re creeping her out cause you’re smiling. Let’s go.”
He frowned for just a moment before that half smile curled his lips again. It wouldn’t last long before the misery returned, but that’s what worried Truth the most.
His hand tightened where he gripped Daria’s.
Now that Misery has had a taste of release, what lengths would he go to in order to have it again?
    
DARIA
Leaving the assassins in the dust, Truth drove them home, and Daria sat in the back with Misery. Daria would be lying if she said the grin on Misery’s face hadn’t been alarming. It wasn’t so much that the smile didn’t seem to belong on his face. It was more the screams of agony that had surrounded them as they’d fled the house. When they’d gotten to the car, Misery had all but begged her to sit in the back with him, and she’d acquiesced only when Truth nodded his approval.
It’s not that she didn’t trust Misery. But she’d only felt a smidge of the pain unleashed on the assassins, and it’d been enough to make her nervous. Instinctively, she knew Misery would never hurt her. But the haze that clouded his vision and the grin curling his lips told her he wasn’t quite himself.
Unleashing his misery was like a drug for him. A damn good one too, if the crash was anything to go by.
Turns out, she had nothing to worry about. Misery high on his power was just a cuddly drunk.
And it was fucking adorable.
Don’t get her wrong, Daria knew misery was terrible, and inflicting it on innocents would be absolutely awful. But those assassins had been far from innocent, and if the result was a sleepy Misery curled up with his head in her lap, well, she’d had worse endings to a night.
“You okay, buddy?” Truth asked from the driver’s seat, glancing in the rearview mirror.
Daria tried to hide her smile by biting her lip, but it didn’t work as she glanced down to the demon in question.
Demon? More like drunk puppy.
Misery was taller than her, just shy of six feet, she assumed. The back seat was a lot smaller than that, so he’d opted for curling up on his side, laying his head in her lap and facing the seats in front of them.
Her fingers curled through his hair and he smacked his lips tiredly before he answered Truth. “Just great, man. Daria does this thing with her fingers…”
Truth’s rumble of a chuckle sounded from the front seat and she met his ocean blue gaze in the mirror. His lips moved, forming the word thanks as he dipped his head to the demon in her lap.
Nodding back you’re welcome, Daria glanced down again. Misery’s eyes were closed, but she knew he was still awake. His body wasn’t fully lax in the way of someone who was asleep.
The dark locks of his hair slid through her fingers again and again as she played. The safe city lights grew dimmer and farther apart the closer they got to her apartment, passing tattoo shops, less-than-classy bars, and pawn shops. Daria had always wanted to live near the water, but she feared something like that wasn’t in the cards for her.
“That feels good.” A low murmur caught her attention, and she smiled down at Misery.
“My foster mom used to do it when I was little. You okay?” she inquired.
“Yeah, I feel good now, but it won’t be long before it comes back.” A wince interrupted the casual easiness on his face.
“I’m sorry. That you feel like that.” Daria shivered, remembering the absolute anguish that’d threatened to take her over when he’d unleashed the full force of his misery.
His smile was anything but happy. “Just a glimpse of what goes on up here,” he said, lazily tapped the side of his head, “all the time.”
“You feel that?” Her voice was soft, the disbelief heavy in her veins as she remembered the hopelessness, the pain, of just existing. Misery really felt all that? All the time? No reprieve.
As he nodded, Daria wanted nothing to do but take his pain away.
“Thank you for getting us out of there,” she whispered.
“Just doing what’s right.” His words were slurring more, and he flopped his left hand down to wrap around her shin. The heat embedded into her flesh even through her black pants. She swallowed.
“And getting relief from your own personal hell had nothing to do with it?”
He cracked an eyelid up at her, a smirk curling his lips. “Absolutely nothing.”
Turning her head to the grimy parts of the downtown area, she sighed. “Maybe we can find you some bad guys to inflict misery on.”
An awareness came over her and she glanced to the front of the car to find Truth’s lips thinned as he stared in the reflection. He shook his head at her.
“Or not,” she whispered, frowning down at Misery.
His eyes were still trained on her and he shook his head to match Truth. “He’s right. It’s too dangerous if I do it very often. Besides, it’s my norm.”
Daria didn’t like that at all, but refrained from saying anything, continuing to drag her fingers across his scalp and through the dark strands of hair. It was the least she could do.
Once they arrived home, Truth helped her steady Misery enough to get him into her bedroom, where he promptly flopped on the bed. Daria turned to follow Truth from the room and let him sleep, when a hand grabbed her arm and tugged her onto the bed. Losing her balance, she sprawled out beside Misery, who threw an arm over her waist and snuggled in close to her neck.
Drunk puppy.
Trying to keep the grin off her face, she tossed a helpless look at Truth and mouthed, “What do I do?”
Truth did nothing to hide his smile, and a simple shrug was all she received in answer. Something passed over his expression that she couldn’t put a name to, but in the next instant it was gone and he was throwing a thumb over his shoulder and whispering, “I’m gonna run to the store, but first I’ve gotta shower.” He motioned to the splatters of blood decorating his shirt and she grinned.
“I don’t know,” she whisper-yelled. “Maybe it’s a new fad.”
He rolled his eyes before waving her humor off and leaving. A few minutes later she heard the shower start.
Staring at the ceiling above, Daria’s eyes fluttered closed. She was tired, but sleeping in jeans was too far from comfortable, especially with shoes. With Misery snoring softly beside her, his deep, even breaths heating her neck and threatening to lull her to sleep, she hitched one leg up to undo the tennis shoes she was wearing, quite a feat with only one hand to work with. The other was tangled up in Misery’s and held hostage by his body weight.
His warm, snuggly body weight…
Stay awake! Get these damned jeans off.
Daria grumbled to herself, Misery was obviously far too gone to wake up. She dared bet he’d sleep through a fire at this point. A frown tightened her lips as she thought of how much he deserved it. He had to live through literal hell every single day, he deserved a damned good sleep.
So she tried to move as little as possible, which meant she moved slow. First one shoe, then the other, hanging the heel off her finger tip so she could drop it to the floor with as small a distance as possible. Then the socks, because who wanted sweaty feet in the middle of the night? Gross. Finally, she could start working on the jeans.
It would have felt weird to go pantless around another guy, one that she wasn’t intimate with, except these were her demons. She’d never been as intimate with someone as she was with them. That’s what happened when someone literally lived in your head every waking moment. I mean, just ‘cause I had residents in my head didn’t mean I stopped showering. She’d tried not to think about it too much.
After unbuttoning, she grabbed her waistband with her free hand, and slowly shimmied until, at last, they slipped past her ass. Now it was just a matter of rubbing the sole of her foot against her calf until they were bunched at her feet.
In other words, Daria worked up a sweat trying to undress herself while half of her body was immobile from the cuddly demon. She’d been so busy concentrating on her movements, she hadn’t even heard the shower turn off.
So that’s exactly how Truth found her. Pants around her ankles, half naked, with Misery still curled around half her body and snoring in her ear.
A blush fired up her cheeks like a flame to kerosene, and she clenched her eyes shut as she cursed. You’ve got to be kidding me.
But then she did a double take. Truth was naked, all except for the towel wrapped around his waist. The towel that was far too small for his frame. Her blush flamed even hotter, and with Misery curled around her she thought she might just die.
This is how I go. Heat stroke from joint efforts of a cuddle demon and a sexy one.
Not that Misery wasn’t sexy, she just—what the hell am I doing?
“Did you forget your clothes?” she asked, trying to pull his attention from her bared skin.
“Nope,” he said with a wink. Then he grabbed one of the bags on her dresser that held the clothes she’d bought earlier in the day. The movement bared a wide strip of flesh, and she averted her eyes, resisting the urge to fan herself.
“Need help?” he inquired, fighting a grin, and Daria realized she’d paused in her efforts to get her pants off.
“Nope, I’m good,” she managed to squeak out. “It just got hot.”
“Oh, I’m sure it did,” he commented, and then he left with another wink and a last backwards glance to peruse all her creamy skin.
These demons are gonna be the death of me.





DARIA
Daria was still awake, thinking about everything that had happened recently, when Truth returned. After her run in with his state of undress, paired with her state of undress, plus the arm wrapped snugly around her waist, and well, consider her wide awake.
Now she was curled up on her side, with Misery tucked tight to her back, his arm holding her close and planted right between her breasts.
It’d been… a while since Daria had been so close to a man, any man, so she couldn’t say she was completely unaffected by the proximity of the intimate position. She’d spent the time while Truth was gone trying to keep her mind off just how close Misery was. She didn’t know exactly how long it had been because her phone was in her bag and her bag was probably with Truth so he could pay for groceries. Snickering at the thought of him carrying her purse around, she didn’t even know what time of night it was.
Truth’s footsteps were soft, hesitant as he paused outside the door, and Daria perked her head up when the door cracked open. Peeking his head in, Truth smiled at her from his vantage point. “You’re still up? Just wanted to let you know I was back. I’ll sleep on the couch.”
Too many late nights watching TV had been spent on that couch, and Daria knew it was an uncomfortable sleep. “What, are you shy or something? I’ve already got one demon in bed with me, might as well go for double.”
That… sounded better in my head.
Her cheeks flamed at the double entendre, but she patted the empty space in front of her nonetheless. Truth wavered, studying her face, maybe for hesitation?
Whatever he was looking for, he must not have found it because he glided across the room before stripping his pants off, leaving him in boxers and a t-shirt.
She sighed. Honestly, it seemed she couldn’t escape the fact that these demons were the most attractive men she’d ever met.
“You good?” he asked once he was situated. By situated, Daria meant he was curled up next to her, eye to eye. With any other person, it would have been awkward. Hell, Daria didn’t think she’d ever fallen asleep face to face with her last boyfriend. And she’d been willing to make him her fiancé.
Irony.
“I’m good,” she squeaked out. “Where’d you go?”
“Just to the grocery store. Picked up some things.”
“You’re awfully independent for a demon who’s only just becoming accustomed to… existing again,” she admitted.
“What can I say? I’ve learned a few things over the years.”
They didn’t say anything for a long while, the quietness in the apartment and the comfort of being… all together made her eyelids heavy.
Well not all.
That was still a problem.
But a problem for tomorrow.
For now, Daria was living in the moment.
And in the moment, Truth’s ocean blue eyes were bright enough to drown in, emotion chasing across the surface. She wondered what emotions he witnessed flittering across her face too, because Daria wasn’t even sure what emotions she was feeling. It was all blurry—no, that was Truth’s face as he moved closer. So close she couldn’t even see him, so her eyes fluttered shut as his breath warmed her cheek.
Is he going to ki—
Misery groaned in his sleep and tugged her closer to him, pulling her away from Truth as her eyes flew open. It shattered the aura that surrounded whatever was about to happen.
Cheeks flaming at just how much she’d been wanting that closeness, she mumbled a good night and slammed her eyelids shut.
His chuckle was soft and sent a wave of warmth through her. “Goodnight, Daria.”
    
LIGHT STREAMED in through the crack in the curtains at the perfect angle to blind Daria when she blinked her eyes open the next morning. A survey of the bed told her Misery had disappeared somewhere, but Truth had done his best to take up the rest of the vacated space. She had to admit that her queen bed was a tight squeeze for three people, and Truth apparently felt the same way. He was sprawled out as if to make up for the hours he’d spent cramped up next to her throughout the night.
Speaking of, where was her other demon?
Sleep tried to drag her back under, the warm bed providing too much temptation to give up.
But then a smell drifted through the room, one that had her sitting up in alarm.
Fire.
“Fuck!”
Daria threw the covers aside, hitting a grumbling Truth in the face with the blanket as she darted from the bed. Tossing the bedroom door open, she dashed down the hallway, landing in the living room, and coming to a complete halt, the sight before her too much to comprehend this early.
Misery… in the kitchen? Cooking. Or trying to, from the looks of it. Dressed in all black, he groaned as he waved a dishtowel over the smoking waffle maker. The waffle in question seemed to match his outfit, a nice crispy black color.
Daria relaxed and opened the window next to the bar so the smoke could escape.
“Making accessories?” she teased.
“What?” he barked.
Nodding to the crispy waffle, she struggled not to laugh. “It matches your outfit.”
A glare was all she received in return, and this time the laugh escaped before she could stop it.
“Like you can say a lot. Nice outfit, Daria.”
Glancing down, Daria realized she was still totally pantless from the night before, but she pretended it didn’t bother her and stuck her tongue out at Misery.
“Let me put some pants on and I’ll come help. Don’t burn the place down.”
When she returned to the bedroom, the sight of Truth stopped her in her tracks. He was stretching, arms over his head, rucking his shirt up and baring a tanned strip of flesh. His muscles flexed taut as he groaned in relief and Daria wished she could erase the sound from her mind. Too similar to what she assumed he sounded like during… other things. She swallowed before moving to the dresser for a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt.
“Don’t get up on my account,” she teased. “Misery’s just trying to burn the house down.”
“Shit, really?”
“Waffles.” Daria laughed again. Really, who burned waffles? The light turned green when they were done. But instead of annoying her, it just endeared Misery to her more. “I’m going to shower and change, then I’ll help.”
In the shower, with the hot water washing away the stress from the night before, she rubbed a palm over her chest, where the bullet had pierced her skin. And ended her life. Again.
I hope it’s not a nine lives thing, where I only have so many to go through before one sticks.
It was weird. Dying. Daria didn’t know what it was supposed to be like, but for her, it was just falling asleep and waking up. The most fucking painful nap ever.
Thinking of her own death led her to worry about Death. And Hope and Betrayal. With the Andrew disaster, they were no closer to finding the chaopadós’ HQ than they had been when they’d set out the night before.
It was frustrating. The movies and books made it seem so easy, like all the clues were just there for them to find if they just looked in the right place. But unfortunately, Daria didn’t even know where to begin looking.
A rush of guilt speared her, pulling goosebumps to her flesh even in the hot spray of the shower. Here she was basically playing house with Misery and Truth, while who knew what was happening to her other demons.
A smile tugged at her lips at her choice of words, and she finished her shower with haste.
I just hope they’re okay.
When Daria was finally dressed in her comfiest yoga pants and t-shirt, she followed the smell of bacon into the living room and kitchen. Misery was no longer running things it seemed, since Truth was the one in front of the skillet and the waffle maker.
“Is there coffee?” she asked.
Misery slid a cup to her. “At least I can make that,” he grumbled.
With a sip of the creamy sweetness, she sighed and glanced over at him. “It’s the thought that counts. And this is the best cup of coffee I’ve ever had.”
“Oh, don’t placate me,” he replied, but she saw the hint of satisfaction in his dark eyes before he turned back to his own cup. His gaze lingered on her shirt a little longer than necessary and she glanced down to see what he was staring at.
Is there a stain?
Nope. A laugh burst out of her when she realized the shirt she’d once grabbed at a thrift store was a little too close to home. In the gym, exorcising my demons was stamped on the front in gray letters
Before she spilled her coffee laughing, Daria moved to set her mug down on the table, but with a glance, she realized there wasn’t any room for all the bags taking up space. Curious, she rummaged through them and discovered… bags and bags of candy.
“Uh, Truth? Exactly how much money did you spend on candy?”
He waved her off as he grabbed a wrapped piece of sugar from the bag laying on the counter next to the half empty pack of bacon. “I didn’t only buy candy, Daria. I bought cookies and cake mix too. And some other stuff.”
“Any real food?” Daria feared she’d be making another stop at the bank soon.
“Lots of breakfast stuff, and some pasta. Easy stuff to make.”
He had to have been telling the truth, because, well… need she explain? So she sat back down and wrapped her hands around the warm mug of coffee. If they were content to eat at the bar, so was she. Hell, maybe she’d get really crazy and go to the living room.
“What’s the game plan for today?” she inquired, hoping magically one of them had woken up with an idea or a new clue had come to mind.
“We’re not really sure.”
See? Only happened in movies.
Daria sighed, her thoughts turning sour as she thought of what her demons were possibly experiencing while she drank delicious coffee and Truth made waffles and bacon.
Her stomach grumbled and she sipped coffee, ignoring it. “Do you need help with anything?”
Turning her down, Truth focused on transferring the bacon to a plate and pouring batter into the freshly vacated waffle maker. Eyeing the stack of steaming waffles next to it, she wondered just how many he planned to make.
“Do you wanna watch TV with me?” she asked Misery.
His dark eyes cut to her, seemingly startled at her question, but he nodded and followed her where she led the way to the couch. With a press of a button, an infomercial flicked on and she skipped to the next channel to see what was on.
Several clicks later, Misery’s voice jolted her. “I thought you said we were going to watch TV? All you’ve done is flipped channels. Pick one already.”
“Oh, don’t get your damned panties in a wa—” Daria paused, the headline on the screen catching her attention and halting her every thought.
MAN DROWNED ON NIGHTCLUB DANCE FLOOR.
A press of the volume button prompted the green bar to rise on the bottom of the screen, and the reporter’s voice droned with the latest story.
“… twenty-six year old male. According to eyewitnesses in The Beginning’s nightclub, the victim appeared to drown before their very eyes. As you can see, it’s a little chaotic here, but we have a witness here to speak.” Then the screen cut to a young woman, pale, red-eyed, and shaking, if the coffee cup sloshing in her hand was anything to go by. Her sparkly red dress wasn’t so glamorous in the early morning light.
“Like I said, we were dancing one minute, and the next he was bent over puking water all over the floor. But not like he’d drank a lot, but like, like a geyser or something had burst inside him. I didn’t even think the human body could hold that much—” her voice choked off into shaken sobs, and she apologized before turning off screen. The newscaster’s face was filled with pity as she shook her head. “As you can see, the scene was quite traumatic according to a few eyewitnesses, but the coroner’s report has yet to… ”
The green bar decreased in the opposite direction as Daria turned the TV back down.
“Is that him?” Death?
“Sounds the fuck like it!” Truth whooped from the kitchen, spatula in hand, before he flipped another piece of bacon.
“Death can… exacerbate anyone’s death. That guy was probably supposed to drown from an actual water-related accident. But with Death involved, his body died the way it was supposed to, just… maybe not at the right time.”
“Or place, apparently,” Daria scoffed, shaking her head. “Why would he do that? I thought you guys said you weren’t bad.”
Misery flinched away from her and she instantly regretted her words.
“It’s what he was created to do. Each of our namesakes call to us like that, but we’re used to resisting it.”
“Why wasn’t he?”
Misery shrugged. “The cult wants us for a reason. Maybe they… convinced Death to go along with whatever they’re planning.”
Shaking her head, Daria remembered Death’s calm, rational tone in her head. There’s no way he’d just go along with what the cult wanted him to do. He also seemed the most hurt by her mother’s death. The last thing he would do is give in to their wants.
Which meant whatever they were doing to convince him had to be brutal.
“We need to find them,” she whispered, watching the muted TV as another eyewitness took to the screen.
“Yes, we do. But first, food.”
Her stomach twisted at the thought, but when she turned doubtful eyes to Truth, he just shook his head and pointed to the chair she’d vacated.
“Now.”
Narrowing her eyes at the command in his tone, she mocked his expression with cross-eyes before taking the seat he’d so graciously pointed out to her.
“Fine. But tonight, I think we need to get out a little more.”
“Agreed,” Truth said with a grin. “I think I need to live a little. How about you, Misery?” A smile twitched Truth’s lips. “You feel like dancin’?”





MISERY
He was one miserable bastard, but he swore to Dora’s damned box, every time he caught a glimpse of Daria’s creamy thighs in her stupidly short dress, he suddenly didn’t have the urge to jump out in front of oncoming traffic.
Truth walked on the other side of her, chomping obnoxiously on whatever random piece of candy he’d pulled out of his pocket this time. And Misery had to admit even he cleaned up nice, what with his surfer boy looks and lean muscles. Misery himself even felt a little snazzy in his get up, despite the fact he wanted to slit his own throat.
He tugged at the hem of his black shirt as the nightclub came into sight. Already, he could hear the desperate calls of sadness, loneliness, and pain around them, just begging to be amplified to the point of agony.
Chill the fuck out.
It couldn’t be helped though. Inside Pandora’s Jar, the urges were quieted, but here, in the world... far from it. Flesh and blood and pain and tears called to him like a sweet siren’s song. And Misery would love nothing more than to walk the fucking plank into the depths of anguish awaiting him with open arms. His thoughts were interrupted when a bulky bastard shoved his way between him and Daria as he passed them on the street, bursting into tears as soon as Misery’s arm grazed his.
His companions shot a sharp look in his direction, but he just shrugged. Served the bastard right.
And it felt too damned good. Just that little bit of release had his endorphins buzzing, and Misery ground his teeth together as the urges grew.
Shit, they weren’t even in the club yet.
This could go very, very wrong. But he’d suffer through it for his brothers, to get them back where they belonged.
Together.
He’d just have to keep his shit tight so he didn’t release his power on the most popular nightclub in Maleston.
No biggie.
Sweat trailed down the back of his neck and he brushed a hand through the back of his hair to wipe it away.
No. Fucking. Biggie.
Finally at the nightclub, they got in line and waited with the rest of the club goers, which was bullshit if you asked him. Too bad they couldn’t just run up front and tell them they were trying to save their sorry human asses from chaos.
Yeah, you’re welcome, buddy.
“You okay?” Daria asked. Her hand brushed over his arm and he sucked in a breath at the contact.
He had to be actively seeking to unleash his power for it to affect the people around him, but even Daria was immune the night before. It was a treasure that she was able to brush his skin just then and not drop to the ground writhing.
I mean, sure, I want her writhing, but for an entirely different reason.
“Yeah, I’m good. I just hope this doesn’t take long.”
Truth clapped him on the back so hard his teeth rattled together. “Loosen up, brother. It’s been what? A couple thousand years since we last partied?”
The group of bros in front of them turned to arch a brow, but they ignored the curious glances as Daria shuffled between them.
“Try to be a little less obvious, hmm, Truth?”
“Did you forget who you’re talking to?” he drawled, tossing an arm over Daria’s shoulders.
Misery bristled at the ease with which Truth just… touched people. Freely. Misery couldn’t do that, and it made him crave intimacy with another person almost as badly as he wanted to charge at the officers coming down the street just so they’d shoot his crazy ass.
He wasn’t a pussy, he’d admit it. Last night was fucking awesome, and all he’d done was sleep with his arms wrapped around another person. That hadn’t happened in… well, fuck if he could remember.
Between the release he’d gotten unleashing his misery on those assassins and that Andrew dickhead, and the immunity that Daria seemed to have, he’d been able to touch her just as freely as Truth was now.
He’d basically been a fucking dog in her arms on the way home, with the way she’d scratched his scalp and played with his hair.
Fuck if he didn’t want that again.
It didn’t help that she looked absolutely amazing tonight, with her tiny black dress and long hair. She was wearing fucking combat boots for fuck’s sake.
It was sexy as hell.
The line moved forward, and Misery tore himself from his thoughts to catch the sneers from the lumps in front of them. Their khaki shorts and polos made them look like the poster children for some esteemed college, whereas Misery looked like a punk in his black attire.
That’s the way he fucking wanted it. He dressed on the outside the way he felt on the inside.
If that was the case, did that mean these assholes felt like preppy little dick pickles?
Misery never understood the stigma with guys in skinny jeans, black clothes, or tattoos. He bet if you put him and one of those prissy boys in a tattoo shop, he sure as hell wouldn’t be the first who cried at the touch of a needle.
Not that he’d know. He’d never been flesh enough to get a tattoo, but he’d made sure to soak up every molecule of pain when Daria’s mom got one. It was fucking euphoric.
Yet he was looked down on as weak, not the prick in pale shorts and a yellow polo.
Humans were idiots.
The bouncer waved through the group in front of them before he turned to them. His lip curled and with a deep rumble, demanded their IDs.
Well, there goes that plan.
Daria stiffened in panic, or nerves, or something, probably scared out of her mind of getting thrown out, when the bouncer’s walkie-talkie went off with a scratch of static. He pressed a finger to his ear and the static disappeared, probably to lower the frequency in the earpiece he wore, to better understand what was being said. His expression went through several phases of shock and worry before he cast them a side-glance and frowned.
“Oh shit, Jim are you serious? No, stay cool, I’ll be right there to help you deal with that fuckwad of a chaotic mess.”
Whatever had happened was serious enough for this guy to leave his post, and with a stern glare at the line, he disappeared around the side of the building.
Misery arched an eyebrow at Truth before he reached forward to push the metal bar and slam the door open.
“Wait, my ass,” he commented, but the sound got sucked away into the pounding bass music thumping in the club.
“What’s the plan?” Daria yelled as they rushed inside before the bouncer returned.
“Death had to be at least on the property to bring on that guy’s death. Just keep an eye out for him.”
Truth and Misery had described all the guys in striking detail on their way here. In the rush of things, they’d forgotten that Daria had been kind of dead when they’d been introduced into the world again.
“You two stay together, and I’ll split off. If you don’t have any luck in the next two hours, meet by the bar!” Truth yelled.
When he eased into the crowd, Daria and Misery were left alone and she turned blue, pleading eyes up to him. “Are you gonna be okay in here?”
He knew she was worried, but her doubt rankled at him and his voice came out harsher than intended. “I’ll be damned fine.”
Her eyes flashed away and she squeezed his arm again before they melted into the crowd. For Dora’s sake, he wasn’t a fucking child and he didn’t need to be babysat like one. He could handle a few humans.
But as a scantily dressed female brushed past him, his misery threatening to leach onto her like dark tendrils, he gulped.
I sure fucking hope so, anyway.
He kept tight to Daria’s back, glaring down any assholes that thought they were worthy of dancing with her. When he brushed off the third guy in as many minutes, he pulled Daria close and pointed upstairs. There was a balcony full of more dancing, drunk idiots, but at least they’d be able to see the floor more clearly. As it was now, there were too many grinding bodies to see around them.
With a new destination in mind, they wove their way through the bodies crammed in like sardines, and Misery winced every time he brushed another person. It was torture to keep all of himself locked inside. It boiled just below the surface, threatening to bubble over and leak into the humans around them, but Misery fought the urge with every part of his being.
This wasn’t about him. It was about rescuing their brothers and ending the chaopadós. About protecting Daria and making sure they never came after her again.
But holy fuck, he knew how good it would feel. How liberating, relaxing, and euphoric.
Before he even knew what he was doing, he grabbed Daria’s hand to steady himself as they climbed the stairs to the second level. Concern pinched the lines of her face as she turned back to look at him, but he just nodded at her. A smile would’ve looked too fake.
It was only slightly less crowded up top, but everyone was determined to stay in their place, making it almost impossible to squeeze through.
Daria huffed and squeezed his hand before turning to him. “We’re never gonna force our way through, so we’re just gonna have to blend in until we can make our way to the balcony.”
“How do you suggest we do that?” Misery wasn’t blind, he looked out of sorts in the crowded, hyper sea of people swarming around them in barely-there clothing. In his black ripped jeans, t-shirt, and boots, he knew he stood out. Blending in wasn’t really an op—
“Dance with me,” Daria urged, and tugged at his hand until he stumbled closer.
Barely stopping himself from scoffing, he arched a brow at her. “Do I look like I dance, Daria?”
Her lips quirked as she flicked her gaze over his body, almost too quick for him to catch it. He could have sworn her cheeks pinked, but maybe it was the flash of the colored strobe lights. “No, but you’re about to.”
Daria picked up on the beat of the song quickly, while Misery stood there awkwardly for a moment. I really, really don’t dance, he thought to himself. But as Daria moved her hips from side to side as she flicked her hands in the air to the thump of the bass, he damn well thought it was time to learn. Already, she was making progress through the crowd, working with the grinding bodies instead of against them, while he followed after her like a weird stalker. He couldn’t help himself as he drifted after her. Her rose pink lips were curled in a teasing grin as she swayed back and forth with the crowd, her hands twisting and playing in the air, beckoning to him amongst the flashing lights and the humans crowded around them.
The last straw was a college kid butting in, coming between him and Daria. With a growl, Misery shoved him out of the way and ate up the distance between them in a moment, the sobs of agony from his touch music to his ears as the human suffered for his mistake.
Curling his fingers around Daria’s waist, he leaned in and matched the sway of her hips, trying to ignore how perfectly she fit against him. Her tiny black dress was nothing, and it was hard to concentrate on anything when only the scant piece of fabric separated their flesh. Tugging him even closer, she wrapped her arms around his neck, and Misery stumbled into the heat of her body. It seemed to be a million degrees in the club, yet he was violently aware of the press of their skin where it touched, and the pressure of their bodies where they couldn’t.
Everything around them seemed to fade away, the beat of the music taking a backseat to the drum of her pulse that his eyes locked on. Then his gaze strayed to the curve of her jaw, her long dark waves of hair, back to her lips.
Shit, focus.
Trying to shake himself from the trance he was in, he tugged his stare up to her blue eyes, found them half-mast, her gaze tilted down and aimed on his own lips. The press of the crowd pushed them closer together, or maybe that was Misery’s fault, his fingers gripping her waist and pulling her closer as their hips moved together. They fit like fucking puzzle pieces, his thigh sliding between hers until he was certain she could feel the erection he sported under his jeans. Her gaze snapped to his, eyes wide, and Misery’s throat went dry, his voice leaving him as if he had anything to say anyway. His thoughts dispersed like the artificial fog surrounding them until it was just him and Daria. Tunnel vision, and she was the light at the end, the brightness, the—he had to kiss her.
Everything seemed to slow down as he crossed those last few inches, or maybe it was even her, and they paused just—there. Breathing into each other as their gazes clashed so close he almost went cross-eyed. Then her lids lowered and he pressed his lips to hers and he swore he saw the gods-damned sun.
Her lips were as soft as they looked, as sweet as they seemed. Their lips touched once in a chaste kiss before he dipped in for another, then one more, and she opened her mouth to him on the third.
But something pressed into his side, hard and unforgiving and he broke away reluctantly realizing they’d made it to the banister. Now they overlooked the entire club from the new vantage point, but Misery would give anything to turn back time about five seconds and live in that pocket of time for all eternity.
Her cheeks flushed red when she turned back to meet his gaze. Untangling herself from him, she pressed both hands to the railing and looked out. “Maybe from up here we’ll be able to find Death. Look! There’s Truth!”
Following her pointed finger, he saw that sure enough, Truth was situated by the DJ booth. Glaring daggers at him from across the fucking club as if the hundreds of people separating them didn’t exist. So Daria wouldn’t see, Misery scratched the back of his head and then lifted his middle finger, a smile threatening to curl his lips as he watched Truth’s quirk up in the corner as he shook his head.
They studied the lower floor for who knows how long, elbowing people away as they tried to take their spot. The breeze out in the open air was nice, wiping away the press of bodies Misery still remembered. All but one.
This one he doubted he’d ever forget.
    
DARIA
For the hundredth time that night, Daria resisted the urge to touch her fingers to her lips, not believing that she’d actually kissed Misery. Or he’d kissed her—whatever.
It’d happened, and Daria didn’t know what to do with herself. She supposed the safest thing to do would be to pretend it never happened, when all she craved was to pull him to her again. He was so… so much softer than she’d expected. So gentle, as if he… cherished her. Which was crazy, right? Considering they’d only known each other for a few days.
Focus, Daria. Look for Death.
Right. The other demon they were on the hunt for. Technically there were three, but Death seemed the most likely one to appear, considering he’d been here just the night before. Daria hoped they found them, and soon. She worried what lengths the cult would go to in order to bend her demons to their will. Death already seemed like he’d caved once. What had they done to make him obey?
Or worse, had he wanted to do it?
Daria didn’t know how she felt about that.
What if when they found them, she couldn’t convince them to come with her? She’d already failed her matriarchal bloodline. A centuries-spanned curse that protected humanity, one she’d fucked up in a matter of days. She didn’t know what she’d do if they wanted to wreak havoc on mankind.
I’m sure as shit no match for them.
Hell, she’d been registered useless from a simple kiss.
Not that that’s applicable right now, anyway.
Pushing the thoughts aside, she focused on searching the crowd for anyone who might match the descriptions the guys had given her. Song after song played, and she pointed out several men, only for Misery to shake his head and tell her to try again. Hours passed, until her feet hurt and her head ached from the pounding bass in the club, but at least the new ache distracted her from the vacancy in her mind.
Eventually her bladder got in the way, and she and Misery gave up their balcony spot after a confirming nod from Truth.
On the ground floor, Daria and Misery met Truth by the bar, and she excused herself to the bathrooms, seeing the hallway mostly empty of club goers. It was late in the night, the city winding down, so Daria was in and out relatively quickly.
Disappointment rode her hard, she’d been looking so forward to finding at least one of the guys. Instead, they were back at square one. Daria guessed tomorrow morning they’d just turn on the news and see where the next attack was, if there even was one. Maybe they could nail down a pattern, guess where they were—Daria stumbled back as she bumped into something—someone.
They reached out to steady her, a shock of electricity zapping through her veins at the contact. Jerking her head up, and up some more, she found a mammoth of a male before her. Dark hair, dark eyes, beard covering half his face.
“S-sorry. Wasn’t watching where I was going,” she stuttered, taken aback by the fierce man before her.
“S’okay darlin’. Be careful around here,” he cautioned, and his voice rumbled out on a sound not unlike the thunder that plagued the city from the lightning storms they’d been having of late.
“I’ll do that,” she murmured, still staring. It’s not nice to stare, but she couldn’t help herself.
“You here alone?” he asked, a glint in his eyes she just couldn’t get a read on.
“No, my friends are waiting on me.”
“Well, you better get back. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you back here all by yourself.”
Daria wasn’t sure whether to take the words as a warning or a promise. She wasn’t sure which one she wanted it to be. A long sleeve shirt covered his arms and torso, but hints of a tattoo covered his neck, and the shirt did nothing to hide the pure muscle underneath the fabric.
In other words, this guy was sex on legs. Legs stuffed into black jeans and strapped into big black boots. She smirked, thinking he’d probably get along with Misery.
Misery. Who she’d just kissed. And now she was checking out and lusting over a complete stranger. She jerked herself back. “Well… thanks for the warning.”
He flipped a coin in his hand, glanced down at it, and nodded, a look of relief crossing his face before he hid it.
“A warning? Sure, let’s go with that.” It was then she realized his other hand was still banded around her wrist, stroking a pattern into her flesh and lulling her into a daze.
Jerking her hand back, she cradled it to her chest and seemed to snap out of whatever hold he’d had over her. “Have a good night,” she muttered, and skittered around him before practically running back down the hallway.
It wasn’t until she spotted Truth and Misery that she came to a stop as a dawning horror crested over her.
Tall. Dark hair and beard. Tattoos. Big guy.
Jerking into gear, she tugged on Misery and Truth’s arms and pulled them down the hallway with her. “I think I found Betrayal!” And that was all the heads up they needed. They gunned after her as she dashed down the empty hallway, their excitement pouring into her. Truth slammed into the men’s restroom, coming out a moment later with a shake of his head.
“Maybe he went out to the alley? Shit, what if he was leaving? Dammit, I’m so stupid!” Daria cursed herself as she slammed her palms into the push bar, rushing out into the alley without thinking.
What they found was nothing of use but trouble, nonetheless. The preppy dicks that had been ahead of them in line at the beginning of the night were stuffing little zipper bags into their jeans. A guy in a hat, not previously with them, cursed and bailed, running down the alley and disappearing around the corner like his life depended on it.
“Well, look who we have here,” the tallest one drawled, who still was only even with Truth’s height.
But even as they were matched, it was five against two, three if you counted Daria, but she wouldn’t be much help in a fight. Sure, she knew some basic defense moves, but she’d sure as hell never had to use them.
As Misery and Truth stepped in front of her, she tried to pull the club door back open, but it had locked from the inside. Useless.
The guys, obviously drunk, or maybe high on whatever they were into, lurched forward to crowd around them. Panic swelled in her chest, a heavy pressure that she wished she could ease away.
“Gentlemen,” Truth started. “I don’t think we want to get into anything tonight, so if you wouldn’t mind… ”
Daria smiled to herself at his polite tone, but knew this was only going to end one way. These assholes were about to get the shit kicked out of them. Or end up in a weeping pile of agony, via Misery.
“Well, look at surfer boy here, with manners. Guess they show beach bums how to talk nowadays, don’t they?”
Daria didn’t know what the fuck he was on about, and wrapped her hand around Misery’s wrist and fisted her hand in the back of Truth’s shirt, adrenaline beginning to course through her.
“What? You two gay together or somethin’?” one of them slurred.
Truth’s shoulders stiffened, but before he could speak, another answered, catching her eye between Misery and Truth’s shoulders. “Nah man, it can’t be that. Else, why’d they have this sweet thing back there with ‘em?”
“That it, then? You all a threesome then?”
When Misery glanced at her, it was with worry on his face. Then he shared a look with Truth, and they seemed to come to an understanding. Before she could figure out what it meant, they leapt forward to attack. Drunk, the idiots stumbled back, not ready for the speed of their movements, but they recovered quickly enough.
Drunks: they might be sloppy and uncoordinated, but with their senses dulled they were stubborn to take down.
And with five against two…
The asshole Truth launched at took two punches to the face before he even stumbled, shook it off, and doubled back for more.
Misery was holding his own against a pair of them, more powerful than she’d given him credit for. Even without using his namesake. Why isn’t he using his power? This would’ve already been over.
She remembered the look between the two of them and wondered what silent communication they’d had. Her heart pounded behind her rib cage and that tension still throbbed in time with it, harder and more intense, until she winced.
Refusing to be a hindrance, Daria tried to slink against the wall, go unnoticed, and look for a weapon amongst the trash, but the alley was empty. Before she knew what was happening, one of the drunks broke off from the pack. Grabbing both her upper arms, he dragged her to the other side of the dumpster and slammed her into the brick wall.
Not wanting to distract her demons, she kept her grunt of pain to herself, and focused on finding a weak point in the asshole whose breath smelled like a brewery.
“Is that it, hmm?” he mumbled as he leaned into her, his breath rank enough to make her hold hers. “You with them? Both of them?”
Daria didn’t say anything, refusing to take the bait and counting down the seconds until he backed up enough for her to slide her knee between them.
“You one of those sluts that take it up the ass?”
Daria almost rolled her eyes. These guys were real original.
He leaned in, his breath hot on her neck as he said, “Tell ya what, when my buddies take care of your pussy friends, we’ll show you what it’s like to be with real men.”
The scoff tumbled out of her before she could stop it, and he leaned back with a scowl on his face. She took the opportunity to slam on his instep with her boot and then bring her knee up into his balls. An ungodly squeal came out of him before he stumbled back and to his knees.
Yeah, she was wearing Doc Martens with a club dress. What of it?
“Daria!”
She jerked around at the sound of her name, only to find Misery tackled down by the two guys he’d been fighting. They were all bloody and bruised, and her heart pounded with adrenaline as she feared this may not be as easy as she first thought. Truth was still standing, but the grim expression on his face made her pause.
He motioned for her to run, but she refused to leave them here.
And regretted the decision two seconds later when the bastard she’d nailed in the balls grabbed her arms from behind, interlocking his arms with her own to trap them uselessly behind her. Her legs flailed in the air as she tried to dislodge herself, but it was no use.
Fuck, fuck, fuck!
Truth, distracted by her, took a shot to the face that snapped his head to the side and slumped his body to the brick beside him.
Panic swelled heavier, the pressure bearing down harder, and she wished there was something she could fucking do. Daria despised feeling helpless, but she couldn’t escape it then, it seem—
Like a breath released, the pressure behind her rib cage shattered, and something jolted her captor behind her and a shower of dirt sprayed over her. He released her so quickly she stumbled forward, slamming into the pavement and skinning her knees. Cursing, she glanced up at the sound of a shout, and just in time, saw one of the guys ganging up on Misery slip on a… a fucking banana peel and land on his ass with a groan.
Then, right before her fucking eyes, a window opened on the second floor of the building above them, and a bucket dumped water and ice over the assholes attacking Truth, who miraculously stumbled away in time. They slipped and fell too, unable to find purchase on the cubes beneath their feet.
Bewildered and wondering what had befallen her own attacker, she glanced back, finding him passed out cold with a broken terracotta planter on the pavement beside him. When she looked closer, she saw ropes that seemed to have come undone, clearly meant to hang the plant outside one of the windows from above.
Truth grabbed Misery up off the ground, steadying him before they took off toward her. She grabbed Misery’s hand as she ran alongside them, glancing back at the chaos in the alley just as they rounded the corner.
What the fuck just happened?





BETRAYAL
A  growl tore from his throat as he watched the assholes give Misery and Truth trouble in the alley below.
And Daria.
He hadn’t meant to run into her here, had actually meant to avoid her completely. But when he’d decided it was time to leave, he wanted to avoid the crowd as best as he could. To do that, he had to leave out the back. Where he’d promptly crashed into this long-haired brunette in a short black dress and combat boots.
Hot as fuck.
And of course it’d happened to be the one person he was supposed to avoid. He didn’t want to lead her back to the cult—too dangerous. Truthfully, he should have apologized and walked on, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn away. Sure, Death had mentioned that she hadn’t died, but hearing it and seeing it were two different things.
After steadying her with a hand on her arm, he couldn’t resist slipping his palm down to graze over the pulse in her wrist. Her big blue eyes had been wide, nervous, at his appearance and he’d enjoyed it a little too much. She didn’t seem to recognize him, and then he remembered she’d already been dead by the time the demons had become corporeal.
Her lips had stuttered her first words to him, and he’d resisted the grin that threatened to twist his lips. She was so sweet and innocent looking, even in the dress that bared miles of soft creamy flesh to his greedy gaze.
He wanted nothing more than to take her with him, just disappear, but the trackers the cult had inserted would tell them right where they were, and he couldn’t risk her like that.
As she continued to stare, he told her to get back to Misery and Truth.
Before I take you with me, he’d thought.
Before he knew what he’d done, he’d slipped his loose hand in his jeans pocket to pull out his coin, flipping it in the air and catching it with the ease only experience brought him.
Fuck.
Almost nervous to look, he glanced and saw that it’d landed on tails, and he sighed at the sense of relief that filled him.
It was for the best. She didn’t need someone like him fucking with her anyway.
It was simple, she’d go back to Misery and Truth and he’d return to the cult and let them know his turn to ‘experiment’ had been a bust.
Releasing her wrist, he stepped away as she mumbled a goodnight, and slipped out the alley. When he met the mouth of the alley, he glanced to the left and saw the sign next door, and suddenly felt famished.
Betrayal couldn’t get enough of modern food. It was all processed deliciousness, and this taco joint called his name. He slipped inside, the artificial light harsh compared to the darkness outside, but ordered anyway. Then he slipped out the side door and took the stairs all the way to the fucking top.
Cult bastards could just wait a minute.
And now he wished he’d just left. Because he had the urge to stomp back down to the ground and teach those bastards a lesson. Especially when one of them jerked Daria away from the pack and pushed her up against the wall, closer to her than any of them deserved.
He wanted nothing more than to step forward, save the day, wade in with fists and anger burning hot within. But that need, that impulse? Fuck that. He’d learned the hard way that he couldn’t trust himself. Couldn’t trust that his choices were his, and his alone.
Betrayal reached into his pocket, desperate for an answer. The warm metal was a comfort in his palm, the beveled grooves catching in the dull moonlight.
He couldn’t be trusted, couldn’t trust himself, but the coin—well, it’d never let him down, even if sometimes he yearned for different outcomes. The coin was always impartial.
With a flick of his thumb, he sent it spinning, and watched, chest tight, muscles tensed, for the inevitable fall.
Tails.
He turned his back, conscience pricking at his chest. Fuck these feelings. Feelings had gotten them into this mess. He had no fucking business feeling things again.
He rubbed the coin between thumb and forefinger, his eyes clenched tight.
Tails meant they’d have to sort this shit out themselves.
He’d learned too long ago he couldn’t be trusted with decision-making. That shit never ended well.
Fuck.
As he watched the fight below, he fought down a growl. They were just humans, so Misery and Truth should’ve been able to take them, especially Misery. But for some reason, he wasn’t using his power to stop them, and Betrayal frowned again. Were his powers on the fritz?
Betrayal slammed the coin back into his pocket, frustrated and pissed he couldn’t help.
The moon shone above him in the dark, the night lights not bright enough to hide it from view. And he seethed. He stood on the rooftop of the building, glaring down at the happenings in the dark, before he blinked.
“What the fuck?” he mumbled.
Daria had nailed one of the humans in the balls, causing even Betrayal to wince, and he’d finally recovered, only to go after Daria again. He locked her arms behind her back by entwining his own, and was jerking her back down the alleyway.
She grunted and screamed, but that wasn’t even what had caught his eye. Off the balcony of one of the apartments below him, some hipster had hung a bunch of dangling terracotta plants, strung up in some mess of roped decoration. As he watched, one of the ropes thinned, and then broke, the pot falling two stories down to land on the head of the asshole that’d grabbed Daria. She stumbled forward, and Betrayal’s gaze followed hers to the dicks ganging up on Misery. Then out of nowhere, one of them slipped on a banana peel lying in the alley, taking the other guy down as he fell and landed on his ass, a groan echoing even up to where he stood.
And then, the attendant from the taco joint leaned out the window to dump a contaminated jug of half melted ice below, not even registering anyone in the alley. Sure enough, it landed on the guys Truth was up against, and they also fell to the asphalt below.
Misery and Truth shared a bewildered glance but didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth and grabbed Daria as they ran.
Betrayal didn’t miss the glint of confusion in her face as she glanced back one last time.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” he smirked. Seemed he had some good news for the guys after all.
    
DEATH
Death turned when the door to their rooms opened, arching a brow as Betrayal walked in.
“Made it back to us, I see?” Death murmured in a low voice.
In answer, Betrayal spread his arms wide in what most would consider an impressive show of self-confidence. “I’m here, aren’t I?”
“Barely, from what we heard,” Hope teased.
“What? I wanted tacos,” Betrayal sneered at them, before he marched over and sprawled out in a recliner that’d been provided by the chaopadós. All he’d wanted was to finish his damn tacos, but the cult asses couldn’t even wait that long. They’d come after him as if he’d been trying to run away or some shit. But a black eye was the least of his worries.
Death saw right through him, but he wanted to wait until the guards weren’t listening. The room was probably bugged either way, so they’d have to choose their words carefully. Death continued his match of cards with Hope, who had no real chance of winning anyway.
Death always won.
So, when he picked up an ace, he kept his face blank and waited to see what Hope drew. The disappointment showed on Hope’s face before he even laid the cards down, and he sighed in defeat, breaking over twenty-one with his eight of spades and seven of hearts on top of the ten of spades he’d first drawn.
Death laid down his ace, pairing perfectly with the king of diamonds from his first draw.
“How the hell do you keep doing that?” Hope grumbled as he gathered the cards up to shuffle them.
“He cheats,” Betrayal answered matter-of-factly.
“Death does not cheat!” he called over in response, making the outrage plain on his face.
“Please don’t refer to yourself in the third person. I thought we talked about this,” Hope chastised with a hidden grin twitching his lips.
“Whatever.” Death resisted rolling his eyes and played another round with Hope. This time, he drew a card even though he knew it would send him over twenty-one. And it did, and he lost, but the grin on Hope’s face was worth it. It wasn’t like they were betting cash or anything anyway.
Eventually, Betrayal decompressed enough to share how his experiment went at the club, so they dealt him into the next game.
“So how did it go?” Death prompted while he shuffled.
“I didn’t get to wreak any… chaos, as it was.” As if to clarify, he pulled out his silver coin and slammed it on the table. They knew he depended on the coin, but they didn’t know quite why. It was his story anyway. Though if you asked Death, something a little deeper led him to depend on the piece of metal. Either way, letting a coin dictate your actions wasn’t very reasonable. But it wasn’t his place to say.
They all had their demons.
Chuckling at his internal joke, he dealt the cards out and laid the stack face down.
“I did see so many hot babes though. There was this one, she had super long brown hair and blue eyes. But, truth of the matter, she looked miserable.”
Death flicked a glance to Hope, who’d also caught onto the words but showed no sign of recognition. Guess he has a poker face after all.
“Oh yeah? You show her a little fun while you were there?”
Betrayal tapped the coin again. “Nope. Couldn’t.”
Death frowned at that, wondering just what mess they’d be in if the coin had said otherwise.
“Though I did end up watching her leave. Nothing but chaos in her wake.”
Stiffening, Death stared at the cards in his hand, trying not to let anything show on his face.
Death always has secrets…
“What about that?” Death grumbled out and picked a card off the stack. The total in his hand landed him at sixteen.
“Yeah, quite a mystery if you ask me,” Betrayal grunted, the sound forced from the depths of his chest until Death had no choice but to glance up at his glower. “Weird when you consider the last brunette I met died. Makes me wonder if there’s something... wrong with my choice of women.”
Shit.
“Or maybe those women were just different,” Death mused.
“How do you figure that?” Betrayal grunted with a pointed look.
“Maybe that’s not for us to know,” he answered. “Besides, there’s nothing wrong with enjoying something a little different.”
In not so many words, Death was telling Betrayal he knew something was off with Daria, but he didn’t know quite what it was.
“Damn, who’s keeping score? I need a pencil and paper,” Hope suddenly interrupted.
By the door, he grabbed a pen and paper off the console table and returned. Before they could write anything down, Death grabbed it right out of his hands and wrote his own words down.
Not here.
Hope took the paper from him anyway, scribbling with an urgency they all felt. They pretended to play a few cards and then passed the pad around.
It’s my turn tomorrow. I can lead them to us. What are they gonna do, kill me?
Death turned a droll stare on him, knowing damn well the answer to that question.
Scribbling something back, he sought within himself for the death timer of the person they needed most. All he had to do was think of a specific person, or look at them, and he would see the date, time and cause of their death. Daria’s wasn’t that hard to find, and he grimaced.
I’ve got it handled. Just do what you’ve got to do tomorrow. But be smart about it.
Hope didn’t look happy at his words, but he’d have to suck it up. They only had so much longer that they could stall.
Chaopadós was a cult that worshiped Chaos and had existed for what seemed like forever. If Death’s memory served right, there had been no specific occurrence or time that brought them into existence, they always just were, like chaos itself. They’d always been reckless in their mission to bring chaos to honor the one thing they idolized. At one time, that hadn’t been so hard, not before him and the other demons were imprisoned in Pandora’s Jar. And then they’d been crazy enough to betray Pandora… Death almost grinned at the memory of her husband’s death, the revenge she’d taken for his betrayal.
From what he’d seen of the modern day cult, he hardly recognized them from what they had once been. Now they were organized, with masses of followers all over the world, using technology to their advantage, and had a specific plan of action. Death could only stall so long.
He just hoped he didn’t run out of time.
If his plan worked, it’d have them out of here in the next forty-eight hours.
Daria just had to die again.
    
DARIA
Showers seemed to be Daria’s favorite place to contemplate things. It made sense, she supposed. Naked, she was bare to the elements, in this case scalding hot water that washed away the sweat of the club goers, and at the same time, made room for thoughts to cloud her mind.
Or images. Or scenes.
Mayhap from the fight in the alley beside the club?
In the shower, alone, she was free to worry and fret to her heart’s content.
Why the fuck hadn’t Misery used his powers to end the fight early?
What the fuck had happened there at the end? All of that crazy shit at one time? And so perfectly timed as to make a way out for them?
Daria needed answers, but Truth and Misery had seemed as lost in their thoughts as she was her own. So when they’d told her to shower first, she’d happily agreed to the use of hot water.
Her eyes narrowed against the hot spray, glaring at the bottle of conditioner on the shelf as a thought occurred to her. What if they’d offered her the shower first so they’d have a chance to talk? Without her.
Oh, hell no.
Daria rinsed her hair in a hurry, slammed the water off, and jumped out of the shower, thankful for the bath mat on the floor, else she would’ve ass planted due to her haste. Grabbing a towel on the way out, she barely wrapped it around her in time as she stalked down the hallway, borderline running.
“Stop it!” she shouted as she landed in the living room.
Sure enough, Truth and Misery lifted their heads from where they’d been conspiring together, a flush coloring their faces as they caught sight of her.
Suddenly self-conscious, she glanced down to see her towel was threatening to slip right down her chest. Tugging it into place, she shot them a positively withering glare, and pointed a finger at them.
“I knew there was a reason you wanted me to take a shower first!”
But before she could get another word out, Misery was smirking in her direction, “What? So we could catch a glimpse of you in that towel as you trotted back to your room? Uh, duh.”
Anything she was going to say got caught on her tongue, until, “Who are you?” spilled out accusingly. She shook her head. “No! You won’t distract me! Truth! What are you two talking about?”
He grimaced, knowing he couldn’t lie, and Daria felt dirty for using that against them, but she refused to be left out. She was in this just as much as they were.
Popping a piece of candy in his mouth, he refused to answer.
“It’s not fair if you leave me out of this.”
Truth looked to Misery and muttered, “You know she’s right.”
Daria barely stopped herself from cheering.
“Fine. Go put your clothes on and we’ll tell you what’s going on.”
Narrowing her eyes at them, she didn’t know if she trusted them to really keep her in the loop. With a flick of his hand, Truth shooed her away. “Hurry up. I can’t focus when you’re dressed like that. Or not dressed, it seems.”
Daria felt her cheeks flush as she realized she really couldn’t have a conversation with them as she was. The color in her cheeks definitely wasn’t because she was secretly pleased at the knowledge she had an effect on Truth. Nope, not that.
Rushing back to her room, she tossed on a random shirt and some yoga pants. When she made it back into the living room, Truth and Misery were already seated on the couch, so Daria settled for the recliner across from them. It was only when they stared at her blankly that she glanced down and abruptly burst into laughter. The shirt she’d grabbed in a rush was printed with “sometimes I wrestle my demons, sometimes we just snuggle.”
“Well, you have to admit it’s pretty accurate,” she teased.
Then she waved them on, refusing to be distracted any longer. Truth and him shared a look before he nodded to Misery.
With a deep breath, he started to explain. “You saw how I was when I incapacitated the assassins at Andrew’s house, yeah?”
“Yeah… ” She trailed off, goosebumps pebbling her arms as she thought about the eerie screams and the smile that’d twisted his lips. He’d been lax and loopy, drunk, almost.
“It feels good to release all that,” he admitted in a whisper, his words quiet but no less vehement. “The misery. It wants to be let out, to be inflicted on those around me. If I give in to it, it won’t stop.”
His dark eyes pulled at her as he glanced up from where he’d braced his forearms on his knees and hung his head. The emotion in his gaze filled in the space between the lines for her.
He was afraid of it, of himself. What would happen if he couldn’t keep it inside.
“So last night, if I’d taken the easy way out, I could have just unleashed my own misery on them. But I couldn’t guarantee that I’d have been able to stop there. In the end, it wasn’t worth the risk.”
Daria understood that. She didn’t want Misery to lose himself.
Rising from the recliner, she padded around the small coffee table to squeeze between Misery and Truth. Their gazes followed her the whole way, though Misery didn’t move from where he was half curled over. Without even thinking about it, she placed her hand on his back and began scratching small, comforting circles into him. Instantly the tension left his shoulders and he slumped forward to place his head in his hands.
“I don’t blame either of you for last night. Those guys were just being assholes, and I sure as shit wasn’t any help. But here’s the thing… we haven’t really had the best luck so far, so what was up with all that perfectly timed shit at the end?”
Truth laid his head back against the couch as his jaw worked over another piece of candy. The soft crunch of the demolition of the sweet piece sounded in the quiet of the room as they mulled it over.
“I don’t have an answer for that. But I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Maybe we should just avoid alleyways from now on, huh?” Truth nudged her in the side with his elbow and she lifted her gaze to his own to see mirth dancing in his eyes.
“I’ll say I don’t seem to have the best luck in alleys.” All the tension eased out of them at her playful words.
“Except you know we have to go back tomorrow. It’s the only lead we’ve got. Death and Betrayal were both there. Do you think Hope will be too?”
Misery sat up and leaned against the couch, and Daria removed her hand at the motion. But then it was enveloped in warmth and she glanced down to see Misery’s hand curled around her own. “There’s only one way to find out.”





DARIA
A s she dressed in the second sluttiest dress she owned, Daria wondered what her life had become. How just six months ago she’d been at the top of the most desirables list in the PR firm she worked at, and now she was slumming it in nightclubs, trying to save the world from psychotic cults and cuddling up with demons at night.
There didn’t seem a point in making either Truth or Misery sleep on the couch when they’d already slept in the same bed together once. She knew they wouldn’t try anything, so they’d all slept close again. Sleeping next to them might have resulted in the best damn sleep she’d ever gotten, but she tried not to dwell on it.
Taking another look at herself in the mirror, she nodded at her reflection, deeming herself ready for hunting down her demons.
Another short dress, this one a deep crimson, was paired with the same combat boots from the previous night. Her long dark hair fell around her shoulders and her blue eyes were barely accentuated by a drawn cat eye and mascara.
When she walked into the main living area, she did a double take at both Misery and Truth. Misery was in all black, his usual attire, and Truth in dark wash jeans and a red button up.
“Hey, we match,” she noted with a smile.
They didn’t say anything for a long time, before Truth slapped Misery on the back.
“You look… fucking good, Daria. We ready to find some Hope?”
Pink flushing her cheeks, Daria nodded and grabbed her sling bag containing her mace and switchblade, lest they come across more assholes like those of the night before.
By the time they arrived at the club, they used the back entrance to sneak in, not even bothering going through the line again. It worked out perfectly, an arguing couple stumbled out the back, and Misery caught the door before it slammed closed again and locked them out.
The pounding bass made itself at home inside her skull as they stepped inside, and Daria waited for her vision to adjust to the darkness before they made their way to the main area.
Why this nightclub? she wondered. It was Maleston’s most popular hot spot, so she guessed it had the most impact for… well, chaos. But was that all? Were they trying to lure them in by using the same spot?
If that is their plan, it worked, she thought sourly.
They stopped right at the lip of the hallway, the bar to Daria’s left, the dance floor in front of them, and a few tables lining the wall to her right, leading to the tables dotted underneath the balcony for those who wanted a more casual setting. If there was such a thing in a dance club.
“Daria? Is that you?”
A voice she had hoped never to hear again called her name as they stopped beside a table to survey the club. She tried to ignore it, but a hand she’d never again wanted to feel against her skin grabbed her arm and pulled her around.
“Oh my God, it is you! It’s been, what? A year?” Her former coworker stood before her. Yes, that one.
“Hi, Peter. Sorry, I can’t talk now, I’ve got—” She motioned to Misery and Truth, but he talked right over her. Just like he always had.
“What are you talking about? Let’s catch up, I’ll buy you a drink.”
“Uh… No thanks, that’s okay. I’m looking for a friend,” she hedged, trying to brush him off.
Alas, he was persistent. “Oh, come on. It looks like you have two friends right here! And now you have me,” he drawled, and she shot a look of disgust in his direction.
He didn’t miss her look of distaste, but it didn’t deter him either. “Oh, come on, Daria, I was hoping we’d be able to reconnect.”
His leering gaze put a new definition to that word, and Daria slammed a hand against Truth’s chest when he shifted forward. This was a fight she could win, one she’d walked away from already. “Reconnect? After that bullshit you pulled? Keep dreaming, Peter.” She stepped forward, leaning close to his ear and letting the salty bitterness she’d harbored for so long grit in her voice. “You think I have any desire to give you the time of day after you stole my project, claimed it as your own, and then cheated with your secretary? I think the fuck not, Peter. You’re a waste of my time. Now get the fuck out of my face.”
He paled when she pulled back, and she liked to think it was because she looked that fucking scary, but she had a feeling it was the males behind her. With that, she turned and walked away from what had been the worst mistake of her life.
Ever the demons in solidarity, Truth slid a hand around her waist while Misery leaned down to place a kiss on her shoulder, right there in front of the ex-fiancé who’d ruined her life. She could practically feel his gaze taking in the obvious scandal of her pretend sex life. The judgment too. Or maybe jealousy?
“What was that about?” Truth asked her a moment later, when she was regrouping by the bar with a vodka cranberry. They squeezed beside a couple who’d just met, if the handshake was anything to go by.
“Nothing. My past trying to haunt me.”
“Want to talk about it?” Misery prompted from her other side.
Glancing between the two of them, she sighed and figured the truth was going to come out sooner or later. She chuckled at the joke, considering her current company.
Daria had grown comfortable enough that she didn’t mind sharing her past with them, but she wondered if it was worth it. That was the past, and she had enough to deal with as it was. Their curious gazes burned into her, and try as she might, she had to give in.
As she spoke, she was unable to keep the bitterness from her voice.
“Peter and I went to the same college and pursued the same communications degree. Our paths crossed eventually—how could they not? Then it wasn’t long before we were dating, and after a while, moving in together. When we graduated, we both got accepted at High Rise PR, which at the time was a small firm. We compromised and told ourselves it was good to gain experience in the market.”
Daria took a sip, washing away the lump that tried to crawl up her throat. Their lives had been so tightly woven together, school, work, and then home. In her eyes, Peter had made the moon set and the sun rise.
Gesturing with the glass, she continued, “I’d heard stories about women being looked down in the workplace, discriminated against, but figured that would never happen to me. I worked hard, put in the hours, came up with the ideas. I didn’t think that it mattered that we were living together, didn’t think it mattered that I was a woman in a male dominated industry. We were both doing well, both doing our jobs, even though I was better at mine.”
Daria took a gulp this time, bitterness acrid and chalky on her tongue. “There was only one problem. I wasn’t a man. My ideas weren’t making it to the board simply because I didn’t have a dick. It didn’t help that I was fucking my coworker—it didn’t matter that we’d been together long before we came to work there. So, Peter presented a solution. He thought if we got engaged it would help them see me as more than an office lay. I was in love with him, so of course I was blind and stupid, and said yes. We picked out a ring, he proposed, we set a date.”
Tension burned, bright like a flame to her left, and she could see Truth’s fingers pressing white against the bar, but Daria couldn’t bring herself to look at either one of them directly. Not while speaking such humiliating secrets.
“Then came the big news. The firm was bought out, disguised as a merger with a larger one. We were asked to put forward pitches, prove our worth.” Wistfulness fought its way into her voice, the memory raking vicious claws against her heart. Daria was surprised that even now, it still had the power to hurt. Another sip soothed the burn in her throat but did nothing for the one in her eyes.
“This was my big break. My opportunity to show them I was more than just Peter’s fiancée. That I had worth and value of my own. I worked my ass off. I devoted every spare minute to that presentation, refining and perfecting until it shone. I shared it with Peter, of course. Why wouldn’t I, right? He was my fiancé. He knew how much it meant to me, how proud I was to finally have this opportunity.”
Her name was a near-silent groan under Misery’s breath. Truth remained silent, his fingers creeping into fists, and the heated weight of his stare boring into her skin.
Daria drained the drink and shrugged. “Yeah... he stole it.” She set the drink down gently, precisely, on the dark counter.
Truth cursed and she felt his anger, but oddly enough, it didn’t feed her own. She’d been angry about what Peter had done for so long, blaming him for her circumstances. But if she was honest with herself, he didn’t get the credit. He didn’t deserve to have such an impact on her life.
“All the bigwigs were assembled in the meeting, our peers, everyone. I was so confident, I radiated it, because I knew this was my time... Right up until Peter opened his mouth and my presentation came out.”
Daria fell into the memory, her palms sweating in remembered nerves, stomach cramping with the ghost of the trepidation she had felt. Anxiety had rooted deep in her chest, and her hand drifted up to rub at the phantom ache. Nothing had worked to relieve the pressure when Peter had risen to take a position at the head of the table. When he had carefully and craftily outlined her plan for subliminal, targeted advertising, his gaze bouncing from one side of the room to the other, completely avoiding her own. And then, as her chest grew tighter and disbelief and heartbreak cracked her wide open to spill out onto the table along with her presentation papers, the weirdest thing had happened.
A soft laugh tumbled out. “Peter started to sweat, tugging at his collar, stumbling and stuttering. We’d just had lunch, and I recognized the signs right away. He must have had something peanut related. He was rushed to the hospital for the allergic reaction. I stayed and finished the presentation. My presentation. I executed it flawlessly, competently. I thought I could salvage my position at this point, so I explained what had happened, what he’d done, to my bosses afterwards.
“They called a meeting. Executives, the board, all the decision makers. I was so excited when they called me in. And completely disgusted when they suggested that Peter should head up the project, my project, because a man was better received in the workplace.”
Turning her back to the room, Daria stared into the empty glass, watching the ice cubes melt. God, she still got so angry over it. Not just over Peter, but at the thought that the discrimination against women was still prevalent in most workplaces.
“I quit. Said fuck that and walked out. They could take their misogynistic views and shove it up their ass. I left that day.”
Daria shook her head, banishing the negativity. “Oh, it gets better. I went home to pack, and found Peter’s fucking secretary there, playing nurse while he was in bed. Turns out they’d been fucking on the side for a few months.”
Embarrassed, she rested her forehead in her hands and made a groan of frustration. “I was so stupid! No wonder no one took me seriously! My fiancé was fucking his assistant right under my nose!”
With a shake of her head, she stood upright and stared into the ice in her glass. “And the rest is history. I packed my shit, sold the ring to cover my first few months of rent, and did a few odd jobs here and there, but nothing stuck. Then bills were piling up, the rent was due, and then... I met you.”
She forced herself to look up, and into eyes of gleaming obsidian and glittering cerulean. She’d prepared herself to see pity, or worse, disinterest in their eyes. Instead, the emotion there rocked Daria to her core.
“Fuck, Daria… ” Truth started, but in the end he shook his head.
She understood. There was nothing to be said in the face of such a bullshit situation.
Misery just stared at her, then at the spot Peter had been a moment ago, his fists clenching and releasing, the veins under his pale skin sticking out with barely contained fury. “He is a fucking dumbass. You’re better off without him.”
“Oh, believe me. I know. I could be homeless, and I’d still be better off than with that asshole.”
But she had to admit the thought of the fall out was enough to make her grit her teeth. The whole situation had been impossible to win. It had been just so shitty, how that era of her life had ended. Between the career and the broken engagement, Daria had felt even more that she needed to win at this new part of her life, but in every direction all she’d done was fail.
Failed at getting a new job. Paying rent. Having a relationship with her mom. And then the fucking curse. She couldn’t even uphold something she’d literally been born to do.
Hopeless. She felt fucking hopele—
Jerking her gaze to Truth, she saw the concern in his eyes fade at her alarmed expression. “He’s here,” she said.
“Which one?” Truth and Misery spoke at the same time, eyes darting around the club in search of a face familiar to them.
“Hope. It’s gotta be him.”
“Um, yeah, I’d say fucking so,” Misery grumbled, nudging her arm and pointing to the couple next to them.
The guy had taken her by the hips and pushed her up against the wall, sliding his hands up her thighs as they mumbled to each other. “I was hoping you’d say that, baby. Tell me you’re the one.”
And then all fucking chaos broke loose.
All the desperation in the club suddenly turned to unbridled lust—all clouded with the air of hope, that this person they’d met or come with would solve all their problems. Left and right couples, or groups, from the look of it, fell into each other, all mouths and teeth and groans, baring far more skin than Daria ever wanted to see from strangers.
“This is new,” Truth observed.
“Yeah, because he’s giving them hope, not taking it away,” Misery mused, his head cocked as he watched the couples around them in interest. He turned to her with dry humor lining his face. “You feelin’ hopeful, Dare?”
“Again, I ask, who are you?” She threw her hands up in the air, exasperated.
“We have to find him, do we split up?” she inquired, getting down to business.
“We’ll cover more ground that way, just be careful where you step,” Truth teased, motioning to the careless displays of lust all around them.
Daria stalked to the wall of booths situated under the awning of the balcony, scanning the tables for someone matching Hope’s description. Instead, all she found were writhing couples, hoping with all their hearts and… bodies, that somehow their actions tonight would solve their problems.
Who knew that Hope could result in so much lust?
A couple bumped into her, tossing her back against the curtained wall by the last booth, and the curtain gave way. She got her feet under her again, but curiosity clawed at her and Daria fumbled around the fabric until she found a break between two sheets. Parting it in what she found was a tear, she stepped through to a cavernous back room. Obviously meant for utilities, the room was sparse with controls and electric boxes attached to the walls. A stairway caught her eye, and when she glanced up to see where it went, an idea formed.
Following the stairs up, and up, she passed even the balcony level and ended up in the rafters above the entire club. Grimacing at the display of utter loss of control, she steadied herself on the metal grates and tried to find familiar faces.
Probably a bad time to admit heights weren’t her favorite thing. Gripping onto the side rails, she held on for dear life. The pounding music vibrated the metal under her, making every step feel shaky.
She shook her head against the nausea that threatened to twist her stomach, and focused on looking for Truth, Misery, and Hope. Misery was just heading down the back hallway, maybe hoping for an encounter like the one she’d had with Betrayal.
Truth was… there, standing on a table to the right side, searching the crowd for a familiar face, just like her. She must have made a movement too quickly, because his gaze somehow drifted to her and he gave a thumbs up. Then his expression faltered, and the strobe lights hid the movement of his lips, but she saw his hand point to her left.
Alarmed, she jerked, afraid a bouncer had found her to kick her out. Instead, she found just the person they’d been looking for. He was distracted, his gaze trained on the chaos below, and she slowly approached, holding tight to the railing, lest she fall.
As she drew closer, she saw the simple description from Truth and Misery hadn’t done him justice.
Well, he certainly gives me hope, she thought to herself.
Her steps on the metal grates were louder than she thought, and his face turned to hers when she came close enough.
“Hope,” she called out, a relieved smile on her face.
She crossed the last few feet between them, until she stood just before him, the walkway extending in each direction behind them and to their sides. They were in the middle of the lopsided X that spanned the back room she’d discovered.
“You look okay,” she breathed, relieved to see at least the cult hadn’t done any damage… at least not physically. “Are you okay?” she asked anyway, to make sure.
Just like the other three demons she’d met, he was handsome. Sexy even. The strobes bounced over them, lighting his face up like a warm golden dawn, and highlighted the muscles under his simple gray shirt. Tattoos she couldn’t quite make out decorated the bronzed taupe of his flesh, inked sparsely across his skin. His rare green eyes stared at her from a face carefully blanked of all emotion, though a guilt seeped through that she didn’t quite understand.
“Are you okay?” she questioned again, a little louder as she reached forward to touch his arm. He flinched away and she pulled back, suddenly feeling silly for the comfort she felt around him. They’d all been in her head, so she felt she knew them all inside out.
In reality, she was only just coming to understand that they were each more than their namesake.
“You should come with me, with us,” she said instead, motioning to where Truth was making his way to them by jumping from table to table to avoid the writhing bodies in the seats and on the floor. And they weren’t dancing. “I have to say, I didn’t think hope could be so… sexual,” she commented, trying to lighten the mood with a wink.
“There’s nothing sexier than hope.” His deep, warm voice rushed over her like a sunrise and she shivered, the cooler air so high up a contrast.
Tilting her head, she simply asked, “What do you mean?”
“Everyone hopes for a better life. But what happens when they think that better life lies in the touch of the one in front of them?”
The cadence of his low, velvet voice pulled her in, his words seducing her as much as the meaning behind them.
“Sorry about this, Daria,” he said softly, bringing his hands up to her shoulders, his flesh grazing hers where the straps of the dress allowed it, warming her from the outside in.
Her head tilted in the other direction as she stared up at him, into his beautiful green eyes. “Sorry about wha—”
She didn’t even get a chance to finish her question, because with a flex of his muscular arms, he shoved her back, knocking her against the railing, off the skywalk, and onto the concrete below.
Where she died.
Again.





DARIA
Daria didn’t know what it was like when other people died, but when she did, it wasn’t that terrible. A morbid nap, maybe. The type where you wake up after wondering what year it is.
This time, Daria wasn’t sure what was different, only that something was.
It wasn’t like she was… conscious. She didn’t have a body wherever she was currently, but she didn’t just feel asleep either. It was more just… a state of existing?
Hardly wrapping her head around it, she counted down the minutes until she could leave. The time between death and life seemed to have dropped exponentially between the first time she’d died and the second. She hoped this one was even faster, because nerves were threatening to get the best of her.
A sense of awareness passed behind her, like when someone walks into a room without you noticing, and she jerked around in her not-a-body, finding a stranger’s face, but knowing who it was all the same.
“Death?” the single word released on a breath of air pregnant with relief, even though it sounded like a question.
He nodded without speaking, and her nerves shattered. “Oh shit. It was a nine-lives thing. But I only got three! Oh my God, am I really dead?” Panic welled like a high tide under a full moon, and she gasped for air. Air? Was she breathing? Did the dead breathe?
Oh God, what did I do? What happened?
“Daria. Daria! Breathe!”
“I can’t breathe, I’m dead!” she shouted.
Shouted. You have to breathe to shout. “I’m breathing,” she observed, a manic thread in her voice as she gripped Death’s forearms where his hands braced on her shoulders.
“Yes, good observation. You can breathe. And you’re not dead. Well, I mean, you are. But not permanently.”
Her shoulders slumped in relief, and now Daria did need a nap. Being dead was stressful.
“What are you doing here? You’ve never come for me when I died before,” she accused him, only just then taking note of his appearance now that her panic had washed away.
Which brought the question, why could she see so damned well in here? It was black, everything was, but she could see everything about Death—from his concave cheekbones that were sharp enough to cut stone, to the light coral color of his lips that looked mesmerizing next to his pale, tawny skin tone, framed in a dark shadow of a beard. All partly covered by the waterfall of dark, long hair that dipped a few inches past his shoulders.
“Funny you should phrase it that way,” he muttered.
What was I talking about? “Why?”
“Because I can’t… come for you, as it is.”
Did Death just...
“You’re gonna have to explain.”
Death was a lot less confusing when he was in my head, she thought.
“When someone dies, I know about it, and wave them on to the next life. Simple as that. I do have the extra perks, like knowing when and how, and having the ability to… expedite the cause and effect.” He stared at her for a long moment, and Daria resisted the urge to fidget where she stood. “However, when you die, I don’t know about it. It doesn’t come natural to me, and nothing calls to me. You’re not on my radar. You’re an… anomaly.”
“Oh gee, thanks,” she scoffed, but his words made her nervous. Did the curse do all that? Or was something wrong with her?
“So why are you here now?” she asked bravely.
“I’m here now because I need to talk to you. I’m sorry about Hope.” He grinned lopsidedly. “That was my idea.” Then shrugged, as if it was no big deal she’d been killed. Again.
“Truth is gonna be ma-ad,” she sang to him. “Do you know what he calls me?”
“There’s no telling,” he teased.
“Boo. He calls me Boo, like a damned ghost! Because I keep dying! Because of you!” She pointed a finger at him accusingly, and he just leaned forward and nipped at her flesh. Yelping, she pulled her hand back and glared at him, but the smile on his face was contagious, and in the next second, she was smiling too.
“In all fairness, the first time was so not my fault.” He held up three fingers next to his head in a scout’s salute.
“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. I’m holding this one against you.”
“Oh, please do,” his voice dropped an octave, the smile still in place, but dropped his gaze to roam over her curves.
Daria wasn’t usually the type to flirt with death.
With a curse, she realized she was still wearing her clubbing outfit. “So, what did you want to talk to me about? Can you tell me where you are?” she inquired to change the subject, cheeks reddening at his obvious perusal.
“Good guess. That’s exactly what I’m here for. I had to really concentrate on you in order to know when you’d died. The cult is not going to be happy with me when I wake up.”
Daria frowned at his words, stepping forward as if to protect him, although it was useless wherever they were currently. It was just the two of them. “Are you all okay there?”
He winked. “You’ll see when you find us.”
Then he told her everything she needed to know. When he was done, she could have face-palmed, it was so obvious!
“I can’t believe it was right there all along! Right in front of us!”
“They’re clever, I’ll give them that much credit.” His smile disappeared like clouds over the moon, and Daria recognized the sudden seriousness. “Daria, just be careful, okay? Warn Misery and Truth and take care of them before we meet again.” His head tilted and his gaze grew distant before snapping back. “Speaking of, our time is up, little ghost.”
“No, not you too!” she groaned, but was secretly pleased at the new endearment.
“Until next time.” Death tipped an imaginary hat, and in the next second he disappeared.
The floor fell away, and Daria jolted at the sudden weightlessness. She fell, and fell, through time and space and darkness and light until with a jolt, she landed back in her body.
Blinking rapidly to clear the blurriness from her vision, she groaned at the headache setting in instantly.
“Daria? Daria are you okay?” Truth and Misery both bombarded her with questions, concern evident in the lines of their faces and tones of their voices until she held up a hand.
“Oh God, stop talking. It hurts.”
They quieted immediately, shushing noises and smacking sounds echoing while she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, fighting the smile on her lips and ultimately failing.
“Me dying again was Death’s idea,” she stated bluntly. “Can I have coffee?”
Instead, she got bottled water, and glared while she twisted the cap off, but the cold water was too refreshing to turn away once she got a sip. Before she knew it, she’d chugged the whole bottle, and only then did she get a steaming cup of coffee.
“Dying’s a hard job. Makes a working girl thirsty—wait,” she deadpanned, rethinking her words at the humor in Truth’s eyes. Feeling almost like herself again, she leaned back against the couch and groaned, noting her feet were bare. A fluffy blanket had also pooled in her lap when she sat up, and she blinked back rapid tears at the sight.
Besides her foster parents, she hadn’t ever had anyone to take care of her. Not even Peter, who she thought she’d been ready to marry, had ever done something as simple as cover her up with a blanket. Not really having anything to compare him to, she’d just thought all guys were like that.
A little voice in her head pointed out that these were demons, not the average guy.
The thought jarred her, and she cleared her throat before sipping the hot coffee, perfectly attended to. “Thanks, Misery,” she said while meeting his gaze. His dark eyes softened.
“So, what do you mean it was Death’s idea? And how do you know—oh!” Truth answered his own question as she basically saw the light bulb light up from within. He vibrated with energy.
“Yeah, I came face to face with Death, and lived to talk about it.” Daria giggled at her own joke.
Jeez, were hormones a side effect of dying? She’d gone from grumpy to sad to delirious in the span of minutes.
“And? What else did he say?” Misery prompted, sitting down at the edge of the couch and taking her feet into his lap.
Surely he’s not—oh, he is!
Daria didn’t attempt to muffle the moan that escaped when his thumbs dug into the arches of her left foot. He stopped suddenly, and she blushed profusely at the look on his face.
“Sorry,” she squeaked. “Please don’t stop.”
With a smirk that was so very unlike Misery, he continued as Truth motioned for her to do the same.
“Okay, fine, fine.”
Daria told them everything, trying to remember exactly what Death had revealed to her. By the end, Truth was frustrated that it was so obvious—and not even he had seen it. The irony was not lost on her.
Then they made a plan, until her coffee cup was empty, and Misery had moved onto her calves, massaging and relaxing her until she was on the verge of sleep. She swore she only blinked, but when she opened her eyes again, early sunlight was streaming in through the blinds, washing the bedroom in coral, and she had a demon on each side of her.
With their arms around her, she fell back asleep, not ready to think about the night ahead.
    
HOPE
“That was bullshit,” he complained when he arrived back in the holding cell with the others. It might have been dressed up like a living suite, but the trackers under their skin and the cameras in the room proved otherwise.
“How did it go?”
“Well it worked, if he’s anything to go by,” Betrayal grunted, lounging on one of the beds.
Hope shifted his gaze until it landed on Death, appearing to be asleep, but probably doing anything otherwise. More likely he was looking for Daria, and hopefully he’d found her.
Else Hope had just killed her for nothing.
Gods, he didn’t think he’d ever get the image of her out of his mind, lying there on the ground, limbs twisted at unnatural angles and a look of confusion marring her features.
“How was it?” Betrayal asked, a knowing glint in his eyes.
“I’d rather not talk about it,” he replied honestly.
Betrayal simply nodded, not the type to pry for emotions, and in the moment, Hope appreciated him for that.
With nothing else to do, Hope squeezed onto his own bed, lined up amongst the others. There were five of them, but two were empty, much to the cult’s disappointment. Hope didn’t know how Truth and Misery had both come to the nightclub unnoticed, but he was glad they weren’t stuck in here with them.
Gave them an opportunity to get them the hell out of here.
It irked Hope, this whole damsel in distress thing. Figures that the first time they’d been free in thousands of years, they’d be shoved right back into captivity.
He ground his teeth together in annoyance, knowing he was trying to avoid the real reason he was upset: the happenings at the club.
Not just murdering Daria, which was bad enough in its damn self, but… using his power. It felt good, sure, to release some of the Hope, but unlike Misery, he didn’t get a high from it.
No, the anxiety and guilt afterward were enough to deter him from doing it too often.
He hated his power. It was pure manipulation, and there was a perfect balance of hope in the world as it was. What he’d done tonight, what he’d unleashed—he didn’t think it was going too far to call it rape. Though he guessed them all having consensual sex with each other was better than offing themselves when he took every ounce of their hope away.
The point was they wouldn’t have done that without his interference.
It was a lose-lose situation.
They might get a few orgasms out of it, but when they woke up the next morning, their regret would probably be as strong as his.
But he’d had no choice. These fuckers worshiped the Chaos god, so who knew how far they’d be willing to go to make them obey. Hope cared about his brothers too much to risk them that way, and they’d all agreed to it easily enough. He wouldn’t be the cause of their suffering.
One could almost call it peer pressure.
But when looking at the big picture, running this little experiment for the cult wasn’t the worst thing that could happen.
No, that would come next, when they realized the scale of their powers and exactly how much damage could be done.
That’s why Daria had to die tonight—to get them the hell out of here before it got worse. He’d done what needed to be done, and Death would do his part.
And when they were all free? With Daria, Pandora’s proverbial jar?
He hoped with all his soul she followed in her mother’s footsteps.





DARIA
“A re you sure about this?” Daria turned to Truth and Misery in a familiar alley, but her gaze was trained on the latter of the two. Even though he’d never admit it, Daria sensed Misery was nervous.
Not about getting the job done. They’d both voiced just how confident they were that they could get their brothers out.
He hadn’t put words to what made him continuously wipe his palms on his dark jeans, but Daria could guess what it was. With the number of men in the chaopadós, they might reach a point tonight where he would have to unleash his misery to get them out.
When they’d first talked about it, he’d stiffened where he sat on the couch, then leaned forward and gripped the back of his neck as he thought about it. Grudgingly, he’d agreed, but Daria worried about him opening himself up to the… the high he got from it.
She’d tried to assure him that they’d do everything they could to avoid it, but his gaze was darker than usual. Whether that was him purposely distancing himself, or dread, she couldn’t tell in the darkness of the alley.
It was a Tuesday, The Beginning’s only day closed, but the alley was no less dark, the tension no less heavy. Daria reached out and grabbed Misery’s hand. “We’ve got you.”
And they did. Daria would do whatever she needed to bring Misery back to himself if he got lost in the depths of his power. She didn’t know quite what that would entail, but she wouldn’t leave him stranded.
“You ready, Boo?” Truth teased, and his familiar nickname eased her nerves a bit.
With a confidence she wasn’t quite sure how he mustered, Truth swung the door open.
It was dark inside and strangely quiet, which wasn’t surprising, considering they were closed. They stopped in the back hallway and listened for any footsteps in the main area, but none came. It wasn’t long though, before Misery would be put to the test. A man came around the corner from the main area and spotted them down the straight hallway.
“Hey! Who are you—” He didn’t even get a chance to finish his question, or completely pull out the concealed gun he’d been carrying. Misery took him down without pausing. As the man writhed on the ground in agony, Daria shivered at the coldness Misery radiated as they walked toward him. This wasn’t the Misery she cuddled with the night before, or the one who’d kissed her on the balcony of this very same club.
Was this the Misery before? Before Pandora locked them away?
The thought made her heart stutter and her breath catch, unease instantly setting in. Her steps faltered, but she was quick to catch up as Truth unarmed the guy and knocked him out with the butt of the gun. Then they moved on as if nothing had happened. Daria’s gaze trailed over the unconscious man as they walked by, before yells of alarm sounded all around them. Lights blared, the nightclub ugly in the full light instead of a foggy dreamscape of pumping music and flashing strobes. Arms wrapped around her from behind but she quickly picked her legs up before jerking her body weight forward and slinging the guy over her shoulders. He landed with an explosion of breath, and Daria instinctively brought a boot down over his face, knocking him out.
She might not have magic fucking powers from millennia ago, but she’d taken a self-defense class.
Which would be useful, if this were a one-on-one fight and she had the element of surprise. The thing was, once the other guys saw what she’d done, they would come at her more carefully, and she’d lost half of her effectiveness. Crouching down beside the guy she’d knocked out, she grabbed his gun from his holster, and found a knife in the other side of his waistband. She grabbed both before standing, tapping Misery with the hilt so he’d have a weapon too. He nodded, a gleeful expression already twisting his features, even though she could see the resistance in his dark eyes. When his hand slid against hers to take the knife from her, she didn’t shudder in barely concealed excitement. Instead, she stared hard at the deep, midnight gaze piercing hers, and finally, she saw a bit of the glee melt away into some resemblance of the demon she’d come to know.
He nodded at her, this time more coherently, and turned back around to face the small crowd that circled them.
The first guy to lunge at her, she fired, aiming for his shoulder but hitting him in the chest by accident.
It worked either way, though she didn’t relish the thought of taking a life, and almost let her panic well as quickly as the blood that seeped from his wound. Instead, she pushed it away—all of it—and focused on the demons they’d taken. Her demons.
These fuckers had killed her. Murdered her in cold blood in the back of a fucking alley.
A quiet anger seeped through her until her hands stopped shaking, steadying with the rush of adrenaline that filled her. Her next shot wasn’t quite so off kilter, but it got the job done, until another took his place.
They were quickly overwhelmed, until Daria ran out of bullets, and one of them rushed forward to grab her. In a motion powered by intuition and survival more than anything, she ducked and then quickly turned to kick the back of his knee in. He stumbled forward, and she took the gun and used it as a blunt weapon, knocking him in the back of the skull with it. The sound was uglier than it usually sounded in the movies, and she winced, a flash of horror rushing through her as she questioned what the hell it was she was doing.
Wouldn’t Mom be proud now?
Jerking back around before another could come up behind her, she noticed they cowered back in fear, and Daria faltered in confusion.
“Yeah, that’s right. You don’t know who you’re messing wi—”
Truth grunted behind her. She couldn’t waste time to turn and see what had happened, but a deadly growl rumbled from Misery, and she stiffened at the sound.
It was… inhuman.
Demonic.
Oh, that’s why they look so scared.
Because, truth be told? That sound scared her too.
    
MISERY
It called to him, whispering sweetly and violently all at once. He wanted to give in so badly, as he slashed and hacked and fought against the men surrounding them. The headquarters for chaopadós was in this building, and he was determined to get there and free his brothers.
Hopefully with his sanity still intact.
But the more he watched Truth have to fight, and heard Daria fire shots off behind him, the more it occurred to him that he could take care of everything, in only a matter of seconds. It would be so easy. But fear held him back.
Funny that, a demon fearing the thing he’d been created for in the first place.
A small cry erupted from Daria, and he turned in time to see her smash the butt of her borrowed gun into the head of a follower before turning back around to face off against the others.
Movement in the corner of his vision caught his attention too late and he growled, preparing to lash out with a dose of misery—but the guy fired his gun before he could focus quick enough to do it. It mattered not though, because his gun backfired, blowing up in his face and taking him out.
The growl had caught the attention of those in front of Daria though, and Misery gave in. This was a fucking waste of time when he could have already had his brothers back.
And a moment’s reprieve from the sweet whispers echoing in his head.
So he unleashed it. Not all of it, because they still needed to enter the facility, but enough to knock the rest of them off their feet. With groans loud and pain filled enough to give him a sigh of relief, they fell to their knees before curling over into the fetal position and covering their ears.
But it was no use—they couldn’t turn the pain off in the same way he couldn’t block out the voices. The thing was, everyone suffered misery at some point in their lives, that’s why it was so easy to tap in to. Why it called to him, begging to be amplified and brought to life louder than life itself.
Four of the men in the room with them lifted their guns and silenced it themselves—cowards—but Misery grinned at the win all the same. This was what he was made for.
By the time Daria and Truth dragged him from the room, he was already feeling a slight buzz from the release and he almost—almost, laughed.
There was time for that later.
Daria led the way, brave little one that she was, into the same room he and Truth had recovered her body from just the night before. He’d have to have a talk with Death and Hope about that little plan they’d come up with, but he guessed it was effective, if not a little... rude.
The curtains parted and all three of their gazes went to the ground—cement—that Daria had been painting a different color just twenty-four hours before. A shiver worked its way up her spine before she seemed to straighten her shoulders and march across the room, her feet tracing over what would have been her own grave.
Thank Dora’s box it wasn’t.
She stopped before the third control box from the left, and with no hesitation at all, pulled the second lever down. At first, nothing happened, but the lag didn’t last for long before a grinding mechanical noise crackled through the room. Their heads swiveled to the right, below the stairs that led to the skywalk, and the wall itself opened into... an elevator.
They shared a dubious glance before following the instructions Death had given Daria and climbed into the small box. Then it rocketed downward, the ride smooth but quick—efficient.
Misery barely knew they were moving before the doors opened into a bright, fluorescent-lit hallway.
It looked like a lab of so many movies Misery had watched through another’s eyes.
Wonder if any scientists are gonna come around the corner, he thought to himself.
As if summoned, a guard rounded the corner and as a group they stepped back into a defensive posture, ready to work their way through another group of cultists if they had to. Misery rolled his shoulders, the emotion and darkness within begging to be let out, twisting and turning inside himself like a ball of energy.
He would love nothing more than to let those tendrils loose to wrap around the nearest humans—breaking down their barriers of sanity until nothing but madness remained.
So, something like a normal Tuesday for him.
But the words the guard spoke threw them all for a loop.
“Ah, finally. Death told us you would be coming. Follow me, if you will, and I’ll take you to your friends.”
He promptly turned and continued the way he came.
Truth turned to them with an arched brow. “Well, he wasn’t lying. But that’s not saying much.”
No, it really wasn’t. For all they knew, their “friends” were in a torture chamber and they’d be following to accept the same fate.
But did they really have a choice in the matter?
He already knew the answer, but it was Daria who stepped forward.
“Well. Come on. We don’t have all night.”
Misery followed her lead and rushed to catch up with the cultist. His brain ran in every direction, trying to guess where the hell they were headed. He could just imagine it—how far had the cult gone to get his brothers to cooperate with their demands?
Hope sure as hell wasn’t a fan of his powers, he would be the last one to cave, and while he’d looked okay from the quick glimpse he’d gotten of him the night before, there was no telling what was going on within.
The fluorescent lights were bright and glaring overhead, the sterile environment feeding his suspicions even more. Their footsteps sounded soft over the tiled floor, and the guy led them with a confidence he shouldn’t have been able to muster, not with Misery gliding right behind him.
Fuck, what had they done to Death, Hope, and Betrayal?
They walked for what seemed like forever, the darkness inside him begging to get out, to avenge whatever they’d done to his brothers, but he called it back—just barely. He had to see how bad it was first. What they’d done.
Fists clenched by his side, they rounded another corner, the sound of rushing water growing louder. They had to be underground, so what the fuck was he hearing?
He turned to see Daria and Truth share a puzzled look, and Daria straightened her shoulders in defiance, ready for whatever may come. Her confidence almost made his lips curl up into a smile—then he brushed it aside. Misery didn’t fucking smile, and especially not a time like now.
Finally, the cultist leading them slowed, turning to the side and offering a hand out to motion them forward. With stiff shoulders, Misery followed his lead, half expecting to get bashed over the back of the head and knocked out, but the sight before him jolted him enough.
This was nothing like what he’d imagined.
Holy fuck.





DARIA
Daria blinked, convinced the sight before her was surely a trick of the mind as she came to a stop beside Misery, who wore an equally bewildered expression. She turned her head to Truth, to see if he was witnessing the same thing, or if she finally had truly gone crazy. He simply blinked before turning a shocked expression to her.
Surely they weren’t… no. They were. They most certainly were.
The harsh fluorescent light of the hallways had faded into a more natural light—as if they had access to the sunshine this far underneath the club. It was pitch-black outside, but here it looked as if the sun itself beamed down on the scene before her.
“What the fuck is this?” she seethed.
Several heads turned toward her, three of them familiar even though she’d only met each of them once.
“You’re here! Finally,” Death commented in answer to her outraged question. With a wave of his hand, he motioned to the guard—Slave?—beside him to pause.
Pause what?
Pause the back and forth motion of the palm frond he used as a fan.
Death, Betrayal, and Hope all lounged in what looked like lavish poolside chairs, with an artificial waterfall behind them. They were framed on each side by two cult followers, or at least that’s what Daria assumed. Although why the cult would be waiting on them hand and foot and fanning them, she had no earthly idea.
“I ask again, what the fuck is going on?” Her voice rose two octaves, the outrage clear in her tone.
“Yeah, guys, I think I have to second that,” Truth croaked out beside her.
She’d been fucking murdered by these assholes and here her demons were just… chilling. Hanging out with the enemy.
“Well?” she screeched.
Death winced before he stood and walked over to her. Hope had flinched at her tone but Betrayal, that asshole, just smirked and took a sip of whatever drink he had.
“Okay, I know this looks bad, but I’m actually really glad you’re here,” Death started in an overly calm tone.
“Why?” she asked, suspicion slicing through her at the smirk on his face, and her heartbeat pounded in her ears as panic welled. Had the cult somehow turned them? Brainwashed them into doing their bidding and luring them here so they could… do whatever?
She stepped back as he advanced, and a hurt look washed over his features, but faded away in favor of that cocky smile just as quickly. He traced his dark eyes over her frame, the new expression on his face unreadable, and he stepped forward anyway. This time she stood tall, not showing how intimidated she was by him. He’d seemed so familiar in the… the limbo she’d met him in just the day before. Had it all been an act?
Who was Death?
Foolishly, she’d thought she’d known all of them, from the time she’d spent acting as Pandora’s jar. Apparently, that had all been a lie.
But then Death stepped forward, her gaze rising higher as he moved closer, his lean frame much taller than hers. When he stopped, it was with maybe an inch to spare, and as he stared down at her, she watched as the facade fell away.
Then, Death winked. And snapped his fingers, the waiters or cultists or whatever the hell you wanted to call them dropping dead at his command. She startled at the abruptness, the ease with which it all happened. Betrayal and Hope both stood, and a relieved expression crossed Hope’s face.
“It’s about damned time you got here,” Death murmured, his gaze bouncing over her features as she did nothing to hide the surprise on her face.
Alone now, with all five of her demons, her shoulders slumped in relief. “What was that?” she demanded, gesturing to the lounge chairs and lavishness they’d been enjoying.
“That was their way of thanking us for doing as they requested.” Abruptly, he turned to Misery. “Give me that knife. Please,” he added at the end.
Huh. Even Death has manners.
Misery glared at him doubtfully, but after a moment he nodded and handed over the knife Daria had provided him with, hilt first.
Death took it and motioned to Betrayal. “Get that damned tracker out of my neck,” he growled, and a flash of anger sharpened his features before it melted away.
Grabbing the knife with a grunt, Betrayal spun Death around and flicked his hair out of the way. Death obliged, grabbing his long, dark waves up into a bunch on top of his head, baring his neck to Betrayal.
Daria winced for him when the tip of the knife dug into his skin, blood welling and trailing down his sand-colored flesh. Death, though, heaved a sigh of relief, even when Betrayal used the knife tip to dig around in the cut he’d made. His fingers also joined the game, until with a grunt of success, he held up a tiny, electronic chip.
“They put those inside you?” Daria asked.
“Didn’t want us to go far,” Death replied dryly, as he turned around and followed the same procedure with Betrayal, then Hope.
They each tossed the chips on the ground and stomped them out, relief making their shoulders lax.
“So, can we just leave now?” Daria questioned. It all seemed too easy, suspicion settling under her skin like an itch.
“Yep. I’m ready to get out of here.”
Daria glared at Betrayal’s words. “Seems like you all were doing just fine,” she grumbled with a pointed look at the lounge chairs. “I only had to be killed three times to get you guys out of here, but sure, enjoy yourselves for the duration of your stay.”
Betrayal scoffed as they began walking the way they came. “What, you would have preferred they torture us a little?”
“Well… when you put it like that, no. But you could have looked at least a little miserable when we arrived.”
With an eye roll and a shake of his head, he picked up the pace and left her side to walk alongside Death.
Truth and Misery took up the rear, which left her with Hope. He glanced at her and winced. “I’m sorry,” he said. “If it’s any consolation.”
Arching an eyebrow at him, she hid the smile on her face. “Whatever for?”
Grimacing, he looked plain terrified at having to voice it aloud. “You know, for pushing you off the skywalk.”
“Oh, that whole killing me thing?”
“Yeah… that,” he rumbled awkwardly, as he looked anywhere but in her direction.
Not able to keep the ruse up any longer, she laughed and laid a hand on his arm. “It’s okay, I know why you did it.”
The tension left his shoulders and he turned a rocky smile on her, absolutely taking her breath away. His green eyes gleamed at her and she couldn’t help but return the smile he offered. “If I’d had any other choice, I wouldn’t have done it, just so you know.”
“I know.” And she did, she realized. She’d seen the remorse, the struggle, in his gaze and the tension in his figure, even through the darkness and flashes of strobe lights that night.
His actions had led her to Death, and ultimately to where they were now, finally rescuing them from the chaopadós.
Footsteps thundered nearby, and Daria startled with a glance behind them.
“We need to hurry,” Death announced, and she almost rolled her eyes at the obviousness of his statement. They broke into a run, Daria’s heart pounding with the adrenaline that struck her body like lightning.
The footsteps behind them grew louder, and out of nowhere, a panel in the wall opened to their right, followers pouring out into the hallway to block their path.
“Fuck,” Misery whispered behind her, with resignation in his voice. It tore at her heart and she immediately turned around and grabbed his hand. He started with the contact, his gaze falling to where they touched, as if in awe.
“I’ve got you,” she told him. And she did, no matter what.
His expression was tortured with the knowledge of how they’d have to get out of this.
“Misery, I’m gonna need you,” Death called.
It seemed even Death had his limits.
That scared Daria more than she’d like to admit.
“Fucking hell,” Betrayal growled, and a flash of silver caught her eye. When she was able to focus on it, she realized it was a coin. Just like the one she’d seen him flip in the back hallway of the club. He glanced down at it when it met his palm, and yelled in triumph. Curiosity pinged around Daria’s brain, and she made a mental note to ask him what the hell was up with his coin fascination later. Not that she thought she’d get an answer, but it never hurt to ask. Her gaze trailed over Betrayal, the tattoos lining his arms and the air of fuck off that surrounded him, and rethought her statement. Okay, it might hurt to ask.
Not as much as it hurt the first guy to stupidly brave the group of demons around her. Betrayal cut him down without an ounce of remorse, with the knife he’d pulled from gods knew where, and charged the crowd of followers before they could get a chance to ambush them.
“Protect her!” Death shouted, and Misery pushed her behind him, closing her in until the demons surrounded her like a shield.
His battle cry was what started it all, and Daria began to feel a little helpless as the cult rushed them. Chaopadós followers absolutely surrounded them, the hallway behind them crowded with men ready to fight. Soldiers, from the looks of it. These men didn’t hold guns, and just a scant flash of relief buzzed through her, before the tension returned.
“Do not fail your deity! Chaos will reward you!” one of the warriors yelled, others answering their war call with reverence in their voices.
The battle began, sending her demons into action, defending and attacking against the cultists that drew closest, with Death and Misery holding the majority of them at bay. Daria wasn’t prepared for this, and neither were her demons. Truth, Betrayal, and Hope could hold their own in hand-to-hand, and Misery and Death had their own talents. But in the moment, she worried about their limits as the crowd around them pushed forward, backing them into each other.
Misery unleashed everything he could, a cry of ecstasy rushing past his lips as bodies fell around them, collapsing in absolute agony. Death did much the same, ending lives left and right as he gritted his teeth, and Daria knew it wouldn’t be long before he was called to release them to the other side.
Betrayal shouted, and she jerked around to see an enemy’s knife glance off his chest, slicing his shirt and shedding an arc of blood that was glaringly obvious in the white hallway. He pushed his hand out, and as if he controlled the very air, a rush seemed to blow toward the enemy. Pieces of their hair flowed in the invisible breeze, before their eyes grew wide. Then, before Daria’s very eyes, they turned against their comrades and began battling.
Betrayal.
It seemed Death and Misery weren’t the only ones with talents that would come in handy. Daria could do nothing but try to stay out of the way, and she wished she hadn’t come, knowing she was nothing but a hindrance.
Misery worked in front of her, and Death behind her, lashing out with their deadly, dark powers, as Truth and Hope fought hand to hand with whatever follower made it past the wave of writhing, screaming bodies on the ground. Misery’s shoulders under his black shirt tightened, and she placed a hand on his back to remind him not to lose himself. The touch startled him, and he turned. At the look on his face, Daria dropped her hand in alarm. Her heart sank.
There was absolutely nothing left of the demon she knew in that gaze. Sheer glee lit up his features as he relished the pain around them.
Backing up, she didn’t have far to go before she bumped into Death, who jerked around at her touch. When he saw Misery, he cursed under his breath and pulled Daria tight to him.
Misery frowned for a moment at the fear in her gaze, but it bled out almost immediately, replaced with the utter pleasure he was gleaning from the ultimate release of misery.
Now, worry threatened to choke her for an entirely new reason. If they got out of this, how far gone was he? Could they even get him back? Had she just failed her bloodline in more ways than one by unleashing an out of control demon on humanity?
Fear and anxiety swallowed her whole, until she felt completely destroyed at the thought of losing Misery to his own namesake. This, the utter chaos around them, was what her bloodline must have feared. Pandora herself had set up her matriarchal descendants to carry the curse of Pandora’s secrets to keep this exact thing from happening.
Reeling with panic, Daria searched every corner of the hallway for an escape as Misery continued to stare at her, his gaze flicking back and forth between recognition and utter pleasure.
Pressure settled on her chest, heavy and hard. She tried to rub the tension out with her palm against her chest, but it didn’t work. If anything, it got worse—until she felt like she was suffocating. Out of the corner of her eye, a strange figure caught her attention. A man, one she hadn’t seen before, who wasn’t dressed like the other cultists crowding the hallway. A sharp, black suit covered his slim figure as he stared at them with something akin to fascination.
A grunt pulled her attention back to Misery, and she paled at the sight before her. A fucking sword speared him through from behind. His expression fell, glancing down to the blood coated metal in shock before he met her gaze again. In the moment, it didn’t occur to her what Truth had admitted to her once upon a time, that demons were immortal for all intents and purposes. Instead, all she saw was someone she’d grown close to pierced through with a fucking sword, the glint of blood under the florescent lights harsh.
She screamed—the only thing she knew to do in that moment, because she sure as fuck was helpless otherwise. The pressure in her chest shattered along with the glass around them, her scream echoing, and a wind whipped through the hallway, similar to the one Betrayal had used to turn the cult against one another.
If she’d thought chaos reigned beforehand—it truly poured down now. Everyone froze at the shattered glass and the sound of her screams, louder than even the moans and cries of agony of those writhing on the floor. The glass had exploded into shards, piercing necks and bodies of the cult around them, the occurrence oddly avoiding those she sought to protect—her demons.
A rumbling shook the building around them, and hands flew to the walls to steady themselves. Daria stood in the center of it all, unshaken by the energy that coursed through her—something unlike anything she’d ever felt before. It radiated outward, and the building shook more. At the very far end of the hallway, the walls began to crumble, crushing members of the cult who threatened them.
Somewhere in the back of her mind, she recognized what was happening, and that someone was calling her name, but she couldn’t quite dig her way out of the fugue that she floated lazily in, the chaos around her nothing but natural.
That figure caught her eye again, the man in the suit, and this time his gaze was narrowed directly on her amongst the happenings around them.
Was he the cause of all this?
The building shook more, the crumbling wall crawling its way toward them as the living followers panicked and called out to the god they worshiped to save them. She could have laughed at their desperate faces, if the call in the back of her mind hadn’t been too loud to ignore. Tearing her gaze from the stranger, she gave in to the tug at her mind with everything she was, her head tilting back at the peace filling her.
Someone tugged her along, and she jerked to the present to find Misery’s worried face in front of hers. She almost laughed—Misery was worried? Misery didn’t worry.
His dark gaze traced her features before he nodded to someone behind her, and the world tilted upside down as she was turned and tossed over a shoulder.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck, go!” the voice growled, as she was jostled along, the feet below her stepping and jumping over bodies on the ground. Peeking around the waist of whoever carried her, she caught sight of the remainder of the cult climbing into the elevator to escape. The doors slammed closed and the hum of the mechanics were barely heard over the chaos around them. Narrowing her eyes, she focused the energy seducing her on the elevator that’d just left.
They didn’t deserve to escape, the voice convinced her, and once again she gave in. Before her eyes, the doors that’d slid shut with the escapees inside exploded outward as the elevator promptly crashed back to the ground.
At her command.
“Fuck! Daria, what are you doing?” the voice carrying her yelled. They slid to a stop as smoke filled the corridor and she coughed momentarily between her laughter at the success.
Plaster rained down around them as the building continued to shake, the walls caving in and the lights blinking as the power of the building threatened to fail.
It was beautiful.
As they turned down another hallway, that fucking guy in a suit appeared before them, snapping his fingers, and the world turned dark for a moment.
When she opened her eyes again, it took her a second to realize the chaos had ended. It was quiet. Too quiet.
Lifting her head, she assessed their surroundings, the change in scenery enough to startle her into sobriety, the release fading away as she looked around.
In an instant, they were no longer in the collapsing building, but instead appeared in… well, what looked like some kind of paradise. The body underneath her froze before setting her down. When she glanced up to see who’d carried her, she found Death.
He frowned at her, displeasure evident in his gaze, and her grin wilted under his disappointment.
Why am I grinning?
A voice, this one unfamiliar, boomed through the room.
“Well, this has certainly been an interesting turn of events.”
As a group, they turned to find the man in a suit, this time with a Bengal cat lounging in his arms. The slim, pinstripe suit framed his figure perfectly. His short, dark hair was tousled to the side as if he’d just woken up, dark hazel eyes trained and studying her with the same type of intensity. A light brown scruff covered his cheeks, lips pursed as he stared.
“Don’t recognize me, then?” he asked, his voice light and casual, even though this situation was anything but.
Daria reeled from the change of scenery, wondering what kind of mind trick he was playing, as she shook her head.
“Well, that’s not surprising, since I don’t recognize you either.”
“Then what do you want?” she countered, and the demons beside her tensed.
He reached down to pet the cat in his arms, tilting his head at her in question.
“Dunno. Figured I might like to introduce myself to my daughter,” he answered simply.





DARIA
I t seemed too calm in the room around her. She’d been right to describe it as paradise. Similar to the room she’d found her demons in, there was a waterfall in the back corner, more of that sunlight that seemed to glow from within the room itself, and a different kind of comfort in each corner. Lounge chairs and loveseats scattered around an unbelievably large fireplace in one area, the waterfall in another, and then a small theater with a retractable wall for privacy. It was uncomfortably warm in the room, causing a cold sweat to break over her skin.
Or maybe it was just nerves. Daria focused on all of these things to ignore the words the man across from them had spoken.
Let’s get real. He zapped us to this new location with a snap of his fingers. He’s not a man.
So what was he?
Her father, apparently.
Finally, her gaze landed back on the figure across from them, head tilted to the side as he studied her. She realized her head was tilted to the side in a mirrored position, and snapped it back upright with a grimace.
She could… kind of see it. They both had dark hair, but he had hazel eyes whereas she had blue.
“Why do you think I’m your daughter?” she asked, drawing strength from the five figures on either side of her.
“Only a daughter of mine could cause the kind of chaos we saw back there.” A proud smile curled his lips up as he stared at her. “And you even come with your own harem of chaos demons.”
“I didn’t—They’re not my… ” Sputtering, she looked back and forth between the demons to her left and right. Truth’s ocean blue gaze captured hers and held it, and he read the question in her eyes without her having to move her lips.
“He’s telling the truth. You’re his daughter.”
Well, there it is. She wasn’t dumb enough to argue with Truth, even though confusion and frustration burned through her. “What’s your name?” she inquired as she turned back to the... stranger, eyebrows pulling into a knot of confusion. “How did you even meet my mom?”
Behind him, a chair appeared and he sat down without even looking, moving the cat to his lap and scratching him behind the ears. I’m just assuming he’s a he, okay? Cats are cats.
“Believe it or not, this place gets a little boring, and I’ll go out into the human realm and play for a bit. What was your mom’s name?”
Daria blanched, the thought of her mom taking part in a one-night stand and getting pregnant, only to be so casually forgotten was too much for her to handle. “You don’t even remember her?” she seethed, glaring at the… at the chaos demon before her.
“What? It’s been, wait, how old are you?”
Blood pressure rising, Daria gritted her teeth and glared at the ease with which he lounged about. “I’m twenty-six.”
“Ah yes. Samena. I remember her now.” A gleam lit up his eyes as he stared off into space and Daria gagged before she shouted at him.
“No! Stop that! Don’t go there,” she warned. “She went by Sam.”
“I know.” He grinned slyly. “And I’m Chaos, but isn’t that quite a mouthful? My friends call me Kay.”
Daria glared at him doubtfully as he pronounced only the first half of his name. “Friends?” She took a pointed look around the empty room. “They’re just lined up out the door, are they?”
His eyes narrowed on her, but she watched his lips twitch in a smile. “That they are, daughter. And speaking of, friends call for a party. So let’s party!”
With a snap of his fingers, the artificial sunshine faded, a deeper, darker moonlight taking over and casting the room in a beautiful glow. The demons beside her stiffened as Chaos and his cat disappeared.
Movement across the room drew her eye and Chaos reappeared next to the waterfall, cat still lounging in his lap as he settled into a chair.
That cat had to be magic or something, because no real cat would be that relaxed next to such loud water.
She thought about marching over there and confronting him again, demanding answers. What did he mean she’d caused that chaos?
Before she knew what she was doing, she’d taken a few steps, but then a hand reached out to hers. Glancing back, she found Death with an arched eyebrow, who slid his gaze pointedly to Misery.
Misery’s hands clenched into fists as he stared at the floor, but it wasn’t agony that wafted from him, like usual. Squeezing Death’s hand in answer, she moved closer to Misery and leaned down until she caught his gaze. His head lifted with hers as she studied his expression, trying to read him. He’d released so much misery on the cult. She worried how bad the side effects would be. Her... father could wait. She had more important things to deal with, more important people.
Misery’s jaw worked as he ground his teeth together, and the battle in his dark eyes promised pain and suffering. But Daria wasn’t afraid as she slid her hand down to grasp one of his fists, the muscles relaxing as she went, until his fingers curled around hers in a death grip.
“It wants out,” he whispered, and Daria’s heart cracked in half.
“It’s okay, come with me,” she murmured, and she walked him to the theater, Daria taking one last glance at her demons as she did so. Truth nodded his respect at her before he dispersed to another side of the room. Betrayal was already by the fire, a glass of whiskey in his hand as he stared at the flames. Hope wandered off to pace around the room, and Death met up with Truth. She turned back to Misery before she saw where they went, the slump of his shoulders making Daria want to do nothing but comfort him.
Where did her cuddly drunk puppy go?
Daria felt too weird with her father across the room, so she spied a button on the wall. When her finger pressed against it, the divider slid silently around their little paradise, giving them privacy in the small theater room. Pulling Misery down onto the nearest chaise lounge, she settled beside him. And there was still space to either side of them. There was even a blanket at the foot of the seat. It was more like a small bed, but she didn’t say anything, and she definitely tried not to think about who’d been there before them.
The wall locked out the rushing water and other sounds from the great room beyond, so only their breaths echoed in the small space. And her heartbeat, if Daria was honest.
Something felt different about this, and she didn’t know why.
“Are you okay?” she asked Misery to distract herself.
“I will be,” was all he said before he pulled her closer. He rolled them until he was on his back and Daria curled around him, fitting perfectly against his side with her head on his chest.
“Did you not get high this time?”
He stiffened for the slightest second before relaxing again. “I did, while everything was happening, but Chaos zapping us here kind of sobered me up. And now it just wants out again. Already.”
Daria’s heart pounded in fear. “Has it always been like this?”
“For the most part. When we were in Pandora’s jar, it wasn’t as loud because the jar kind of muffles the need.” His voice was hoarse. “The thing is… misery is everywhere. It’s just waiting for me to tap into it, breathe life into it and blow it up into something… agonizing.” He shivered, and she didn’t know whether to be concerned at his show of affection for the pain, or not. Having had a taste of that bit of power-drunkenness herself, she understood in a way she hadn’t before.
“Do you think the more you use it, the harder it is to resist it?” she asked for herself as much as for him.
He nodded, but with her head against his chest she only felt the movement, not saw it. “That’s it exactly. The more I give into it, give it a voice, the louder it screams.”
“Misery… ” Her voice broke. “That sounds awful.”
“It is, resisting it, I mean. The voice itself is lovely, seductive.”
Daria didn’t like the sound of that at all.
“So after the high, you crash, just like any other addiction? Then it comes back worse than before?”
“Pretty much. But I have the willpower to resist it, at least for now.”
“Why now?”
“Because you’re here.” The words spilled out in a rocky whisper.
She couldn’t help the smile that curled her lips amongst the worry flowing strong. “Then I’ll just have to make sure not to go anywhere.”
“I’d like that,” he mumbled, leaning down to kiss the top of her head. Her heart swelled, fingers gripping the material of his shirt, accidentally tugging it up a little too much and baring a strip of pale flesh above his waistband.
She froze at the movement, not knowing whether to tug it back down or just leave it.
“Are you scared of me, Daria?”
When did Misery’s voice get so low and gravelly?
“No, never,” she answered with point-blank honesty. Misery might have his problems, he might be one of the most dangerous demons, but he was also the most vulnerable. The most scared.
And in that moment she decided she wanted to take a little bit of that away from him, at least for a little while.
“Are you sure?” he whispered, and she propped herself up to stare down at him. Different emotions chased across his features before the lightest one settled in the darkness of his eyes. Lust.
She wanted to fall into it. And so she did.
Just like that night in the club, on the second balcony with the fog and the smoke and the writhing bodies around them, it all fell away. Her worries about her father, the chaos she’d inflicted, and exactly what that meant, it all faded into the background. Misery’s lips were soft against hers, a contradiction to the prickle of his shadow covering his cheeks.
One of his hands came up to frame her face, his palm warm against her cheek. The kiss deepened, and she opened her mouth to him, their tongues twining. Her heart pounded as his hand moved to the back of her neck to fist in her hair, and the other traced down her side to wrap around her hip. He broke the kiss to stare down at her, his thumb caressing the back of her neck.
“I need you,” he whispered brokenly, his lips swollen and red from the passion of their kiss.
“You’ve got me,” she barely gasped out, before he took her mouth again. It was as if all his fear, her worry, and their desperation mixed into one, until they were nothing but need.
He rolled them, steadying her with that hand on her hip, and cradling her head in his palm until she was on her back and he leaned over her. Their lips didn’t break apart once.
Until Misery trailed his lips across her cheek and down her neck, sucking a mark into her flesh. Her hands flew to his shoulders, magnetized by the way he took command.
Daria hadn’t been with a lot of guys. And it honestly hadn’t even been that great, but Misery had already cranked her higher than she’d ever been with either of them. Her blood raced, her heart pounded, and when he moved into her and she felt his hardness against her thigh, her breath caught.
He noticed, and pulled back just the slightest, his dark eyes a deep storm that she wanted to get lost in.
“Are you sure you want to do this?”
Before he even finished his question, Daria was nodding, a little too eagerly if the chuckle he released was anything to go by. They both looked surprised at the sound.
I made Misery laugh.
“If I’m sure of one thing in all this craziness, it’s this.”
He searched her expression a little longer, studying to make sure this was what she wanted, and it made her even surer of her decision.
His hand came up to frame her face again, his thumb tracing her bottom lip. “You’re fucking gorgeous, you know that?” He released her lip with a pop before he ducked back down to press his lips to hers. Then he continued the path he’d started earlier, until he tugged down her shirt with his pointer finger to place a kiss on her collarbone.
Before he even asked, she reached down to grab the hem and pulled it over her head, his hands helping along the way. When his fingertips traced the curve of her side, flesh against flesh, goosebumps sprouted from the spot to race across the expanse of her skin.
“You too,” she said, and he wasted no time sitting up, gripping the neck of the shirt at the back, and yanking it over his head. The movement made the muscles in his arms flex and it wasn’t until then that she truly noticed how strong Misery was. He was lean, but no less powerful than even Betrayal, she’d bet.
Why the fuck am I thinking about Betrayal?
She pushed the thought away in favor of blatantly staring at the vision Misery made. Skin so pale, it was obvious where the dark trail of hair led. And she wanted to find out first hand.
Daria made room for him between her legs when he leaned back down to continue his work, sliding his hands behind her back and unhooking the bra clasp. He peeled the garment from her skin like it was gold—slowly, carefully, reverently.
Goosebumps danced across her skin again, tightening her nipples as he undressed her. A sound strangled in his throat and she hid her grin by biting her bottom lip, savoring the struggle between arousal and patience play tug-of-war on his face.
He must have found a happy medium between the two, because he leaned down to place a kiss between her breasts before he traced a trail with his tongue to the left one. His lips wrapped around the pink tip, the warmth from his mouth such a contrast to the cool air it pulled a gasp from her lips.
Threading her fingers through his hair, she let her head fall back in sudden weakness as her thighs clenched on either side of him. A sigh of appreciation slipped out as he licked and teased her nipples, back and forth until she could feel the wetness between her thighs. Their hips moved against one another, mimicking the pleasure they worked toward.
Her hands skimmed his flesh, his muscles hard under her fingertips, his skin warm against hers where they met. Eventually, she had her fill of his chest and arms, and trailed down until she could reach the waistband of his pants. His hips moved of their own accord, grinding into her, and she bit her lip again to hide the grin. Daria liked that she affected him.
The soft hair on his stomach tickled the back of her hands as she worked the button and zipper open, only slightly surprised to feel the heat of his length right away.
“I always wondered how guys wore such tight jeans,” she mused, glancing down at dark eyes with darker intentions.
“There’s enough going on down there without having a pair of boxers to mess with,” he teased, and while he didn’t laugh, she giggled for both of them.
A giggle which quickly melted under the heat of his gaze as he kissed down her stomach, moving out of reach of her greedy touch. And then it was his turn to pop open the button of her pants, going a step further and stripping them and her panties off in a few tugs, stopping to pull off her boots first. They hit the floor with a thud, and he went ahead and followed suit with his own, until he stood before her, both pale and dark at the same time, bare and perfect.
Before she could move backwards to make room for him on the bed, he grabbed her ankle and pulled her forward. The possessive movement made her breath catch, her heart skipping a beat and a flush breaking out as he dropped to his knees before her. She moved, intending to sit up, but he gently pushed her back down with a hand between her breasts.
Sliding his palm over to tease and take a nipple between a thumb and forefinger, he planted a soft kiss on her hipbone.
“Spread your legs,” he whispered into her skin, and she followed the raspy command as if her life depended on it.
With the way her heart kept lurching, it probably did. There was a name for that—arrhythmia.
A sound grew and died in his throat as she spread her legs, the cool air playing between her thighs and teasing her higher in the same way his gaze did. Placing a palm on each thigh, he spread her even wider before leaning down to kiss, nip, and tease around her lips. The breath rushed out of her and her stomach clenched at the tickle of his shadow on her sensitive skin.
When he stopped suddenly, she tilted her head down to see why. She was met with, “You’re gonna kill me before this is over.”
“What a way to go,” she whispered, before her voice cut off in a cry as he leaned in and flicked his tongue over her.
The teasing was gone, or at least Daria hoped so. Misery was everywhere. His palms were hot against her thighs, his tongue wet and focused where she needed it most. As if that wasn’t enough to have one of her hands grasping at the blanket and the other threaded through his short hair, he sealed his mouth around her clit and flicked his tongue back and forth. The edge rushed up hard and fast as she gasped and rocked her hips against him and she was just almos—
He pulled away, trailing down to tease at her entrance before he stiffened his tongue and fucked her with it. Daria didn’t know whether to tighten her grip in his hair and drag him back up or yell when the wave receded and she was left wet and needy on the edge.
She settled for a low moan, the sound portraying her desperation as he continued. It seemed she’d spoken too soon—the teasing had only just begun.
One of his palms left her thigh, his fingers trailing over her heated skin before dipping into her wetness and spreading it over her. He repeated the action before he pressed a little farther at her entrance, then slipped his finger inside her.
A hum of need rose in her throat, the blanket knotted in her grasp. The sound trailed out when Misery focused his mouth back on her clit, the palm holding her other thigh moving to settle over her pelvis, her stomach clenching in need. Then the real torture began when he hooked his finger inside her with a come hither motion, and Daria tossed her head back on the cushions as she sailed to the edge again, faster than before between the dark magic he worked on and in her body.
A soft hum vibrated his lips and tongue over her and she almost shattered right then, but he pulled back completely. Her hand fell from his hair, and it took her a few seconds to realize it, and to catch a breath, before she peeked up to glare at Misery.
Instead, she gulped when she saw him suck her arousal off his finger, and he shot her an absolutely filthy grin. “I could do this all night.”
She almost whimpered at the thought, but he ignored her and kissed her thigh before trailing his mouth back to where she both wanted and dreaded it. Twice more he brought her high enough to float away and then pulled back—leaving her dangling and desperate with want. Every time, she rushed high and hard and fast, until it was like he unfurled the sails, the wind catching her hard and pulling her back down to earth without a climax.
Reduced to begging, she tangled her hand in his messy hair. “Please, please, just fuck me. Hasn’t it been centuries for you or something?”
Once again, Daria had succeeded in pulling a laugh from Misery, but he caved, kissing his way up her chest, teasing her nipples one last time before taking her mouth with a need she knew matched her own.
Legs already shaky from the way he’d tortured her, she let him reposition them farther up on the chaise lounge. Then he settled over her and she moaned at the heat of him between her thighs. Sliding a hand between them, she curled her fingers around his hard length, positioning him at her entrance. At the last second, he pulled back to stare down at her and she almost screamed in frustration.
“Since it’s apparent demons can indeed get women pregnant, we need protection.”
“I got the shot a few weeks ago,” she gasped out, her heart beating hard against her chest until she was sure he could hear it.
“Thank Dora’s fucking box,” he whispered, leaning down to nip and suck at her neck.
She couldn’t stand to wait much longer, but stroked him anyway, watching the lines on his face ease with the pressure of her grip. With a flick of his lashes, dark eyes stared down at her, the pupil barely discernible from the iris.
Bringing him back to her center, she sighed at the comfortable weight of him on top of her. With a nudge of his hips, he slid inside her in one thrust, she was so wet from his torture.
Her eyelashes fluttered, but she was focused on his expression, and wasn’t disappointed. The muscles of his jaw clenched and his eyelids slammed down over his eyes, his head going slack on his neck as he groaned. The sound did something to her and she grinned at him, even though he couldn’t see her.
Then he began to move, and the smile slid right off her lips as he retreated and returned, his hips meeting hers. Bringing her knees up higher, she framed his hips and lost herself in the movements of the pleasure.
He’d worked her up and left her hanging by some evil method of torture, over and over again, and she was already rising higher by the second even though they’d only just begun. With each bump of their hips, he slid inside her a bit harder, and then he grabbed her hip and slid his thumb over her clit, letting their motions rock her up into his hand.
She soared—until she didn’t, and she cried out, the sound almost a sob as she fell back to the ground, only to start the ascent again.
“It’ll be good, trust me,” he rasped out, and her jaw dropped open.
“Are you doing that?” she growled, exasperated and desperate.
His sloppy grin made her heart clench. “It’s the best misery.”
Her hands rose to his shoulders, gripping hard, nails raking over his flesh. “Just let me come,” she begged. “Please… ”
He must have recognized the crazed edge in her voice, because he nodded and planted his hands on either side of her head. Then he began to truly fuck her—hard.
Just the way she needed.
The cry from her lips must have been the confirmation that he needed, as his hips slammed into her over and over again, the sounds of their flesh meeting loud in the closed room.
Sounds, words, white noise fell from her as she rocked herself up to meet him on each plunge, grinding his pelvis against her clit.
And without his taste of misery there to hold her back, then, and only then, was she able to let go—to shatter and soar and fly apart at the seams.
As she clamped around him, he cursed, and she felt him slow his thrusts as she dug her nails into his flesh from the ecstasy.
When the light had barely subsided, all but aftershocks, he picked up the pace again, fucking her into the cushions until she came again, this time with a scream. She clutched around him so tight she felt him swell as he fought back the orgasm. Framing his face with her hands, she pulled his unfocused gaze to her own, and kissed him sloppily, their tongues twining for a moment before she pulled back, his hips still pumping into hers until she gasped.
“I want to make you feel so good that misery’s the last thing on your mind.” His eyes widened at her words and she purposefully tightened her muscles around him until he groaned. The beginnings of an orgasm swelled within her and she cried out, “C-Come with me, dammit!”
Maybe it was the desperate edge in her voice, or the clutch of her around him, or maybe it was all just too much, but he finally gave in. With a shout, he came, his eyes fluttering shut as he shared her ecstasy—his warmth spilling inside her and filling her up. He stilled above her, their hips barely rocking as the aftershocks coursed through her body.
His eyes fluttered open, only the sounds of their breath loud in the room. Their lips met in a single, sweet kiss before he collapsed beside her, pulling her over on his chest as their heart rates settled. The heat faded along with her flush, the air in the room cooling the sweat on her skin and she tugged the blanket over them.
Daria didn’t know what to say. Well, thanks popped in her head, but she didn’t think that was appropriate, even though that’d been the most intense sexual experience of her life.
“You weren’t even this quiet when you first realized we were real,” he observed, and she laughed against his skin.
“I just don’t think my brain’s working yet,” she admitted.
“That means I did my job right.”
“Understatement of the century. I didn’t know you had tricks,” she mused, glancing up at him from her place on his chest. A shiver danced up her spine at the memory of her climax at the edge of her fingertips, yet unreachable.
With a hand behind his head, he was the epitome of relaxed. “Like I said, it’s the best form of misery.”
She didn’t have anything to say to that, so she remained quiet, until the silence of the room and the wetness between her thighs became too much.
“This is nice and all, but… ” She winced and pointedly glanced down at herself.
“Right.” She could sense he was hiding a smile, but you wouldn’t be able to tell from the look on his face.
Her blush returned as she imagined walking back out into the room with the other demons and… her father.
“Oh God, what’d I do?” she whispered in horror, turning an open-mouthed look to Misery. “We gotta go back out there,” she stated, as if it just dawned on her.
As if he couldn’t resist, he leaned in and kissed her, distracting her from the embarrassment of the attention awaiting them. She’d forgotten everything, name included, by the time he pulled away.
“What?” she asked dazedly.
“Get dressed,” he told her.
And she did, wincing in mortification as she had to slide her pants on sans underwear, since she’d used them to clean up. There was something so much more intimate in dressing in front of someone, rather than the reverse. Maybe it was the knowledge—the reminder—that putting their clothes back on meant they’d come off in the first place. And that anything after had changed… everything.
“We match now,” she joked, before she hit the button to open the theater room.
His gaze darkened as he surveyed her from head to toe. “Don’t remind me,” he growled.
Her stomach flipped at the look in his eyes, before she cleared her throat and turned to the great room awaiting them.
When they stepped out back into the entertainment area, her eyes widened.
“What the hell’s going on here?” she shouted.





TRUTH
He nodded as Daria led Misery to the little movie room across the way. From the way he gripped her hand so tight, Truth knew he must have been holding on by a thread to his sanity. To his own misery.
She’d take care of him though, Truth knew that much. He’d watched them that night in the club, across all the dancing bodies and strobe lights. Even through the fog and the noise, he’d witnessed the connection they had, the draw she had on Misery, and the swirling darkness within him that drew her closer.
Wonder where that leaves the rest of us, he pondered as he turned back to his brothers.
Then other thoughts invaded. Other worries. If Daria was the daughter of Chaos, that meant…
Before he could voice his thoughts aloud, Chaos himself reappeared, with a joint balanced between two fingers as he inhaled, the orange tip flaring harshly in the moonlit room.
“Now, now. This isn’t a time to worry,” he said, and Truth didn’t even get a chance to ask what he meant.
He exhaled, releasing a huge cloud of smoke into the air, and just the scent of it was enough to relax Truth’s shoulders.
By the time the smoke evaporated, Chaos grinned at them before materializing back to his spot across the room.
Truth glanced at the other demons and tried to remember what he was going to talk about, but the thought wouldn’t come. Betrayal was already relaxing by the fireplace, and since Chaos had claimed the waterfall, and Misery and Daria the theater… he guessed he had no choice but to join the surly demon.
Though, he supposed he wasn’t so surly at the moment, what with their new freedom and all. Blood stained the back of his neck where they’d dug the tracker out. He sipped a dark whiskey with his boots propped up on the ottoman across from him.
As Truth sat down and helped himself to the decanter of alcohol, something seemed… off. It didn’t feel right, sitting here, relaxing. There was something more important to remember, to talk about—the thought left him instantly. Every time he tried to go back to it, it slipped out of his grasp like grains of sand through his fingers.
Shaking his head, he sank back into the chair and made himself comfortable, content for the moment to let his thoughts escape.
Not so surprisingly, they turned to Daria. He could only imagine how exactly she was comforting Misery, and it would be a lie if he said he didn’t wish it was him.
And Truth never lied.
But they were good for each other. His dark called to her light. They balanced each other out.
Death and Hope joined them, interrupting his train of thought, until they were all situated in their chairs around the fire.
Chaos appeared too, that damned cat still in his lap. “So. Pandora’s Demons,” he chuckled. “Tell me how you got out.”
Truth couldn’t help but say it, his tongue loose from the drink… probably.
“Daria got killed.” A flash of rage colored his vision red as he remembered living the death through her eyes. Stabbed to death, it was a brutal way to go. Violent. Cruel.
Chaos didn’t seem to like his words, his eyes narrowing. “I suppose that means Sam is dead too, yeah?”
“Yeah, you’d have that correct,” Death muttered into his drink.
“How’d she die?”
Why is he asking this? Wasn’t chaopadós…
The thought left him again, all the implications alongside it, and when Chaos turned his dark eyes on him, Truth couldn’t help but answer. “Car accident. Or so we first thought.” And then he shook his head. Why was he sharing all this information?
Chaos lit up another of those joints, smoking quickly and apparently forgetting his manners, since he kept blowing smoke in their faces. One leg crossed over the other, cat lounging in his lap, orange tip flaring as he sucked down the smoke, Chaos was the epitome of relaxation.
“Where are we?” Hope asked, his brows furrowed low in confusion. He pointedly glanced up. “There’s no moon, yet it’s lit like moonlight.”
Sighing, Chaos took another drag. “You’re a stubborn bunch aren’t you?” He exhaled with his words, the smoke drifting from his lips as he spoke.
“This is my paradise. There’s more to it, but this is the entertainment room.”
Truth glanced around at the simple scenarios he had set up. “Seems kind of boring. I mean, what’s entertaining about a fireplace?”
Sure it was warm, and the pop and crackle of the embers and sparks was comforting, but entertaining? Nah.
At Chaos’s chuckle, Truth arched a brow his way, and he answered with a smirk. “The room isn’t the entertainment, demon. It’s the guests.”
“What the hell’s that mean… ” Betrayal growled, his words trailing off when Chaos turned that smoke in his direction.
“So, tell me more about Sam. Car accident, you say?”
Death’s voice was low and dangerous as he glared at Chaos. “What more is there to say? It was a freak accident. All there was to it.” His tone brooked no arguments.
One side of Chaos’s lips quirked up. “What, Death? You bummed ‘cause you didn’t get to hold her hand through it?”
Death stood, and put a new meaning to if looks could kill as he stomped over to Chaos and tore the blunt out of his hand, smacking it to the side. “Don’t speak of her as if it’s all a joke.”
When he sat down, Hope surprised them all by speaking. “That woman gave even me hope for the future, so don’t you dare sit there and disrespect her.”
With an arch of his brow and a snap of his fingers, another lit joint appeared between his lips. Then he held his hands up and apart in a surrender gesture. “Chill out, man. I’m just curious.”
His eyes followed Death as he retreated to his seat, who took a long drink from his glass, still glaring daggers at Chaos.
To be honest, it rankled Truth too, the way he wanted to pry into Sam’s death. Something caught at the back of his mind and tried to hold on, to crawl its way to the forefront so he could put an end to this charade and find out what was really going on, but he lost it again.
Instead of yelling in frustration like he wanted, he frowned at his drink before taking another sip.
Then another distraction altogether appeared—Daria and Misery were emerging from the theater room. The circular wall encased itself back into its storage, leaving the projector screen and loungers and loveseats open to the room. They stopped just outside, eyes bugging out.
“What the hell’s going on here?” she shouted, before she stomped across the room. At first, the angry set of her shoulders and frown on her face worried Truth, but the closer she got, to them, to the smoke, to the comfort of the fire, the more relaxed she became. Until she and Misery stood side by side. Their faces still flushed, hair a mess, it was clear what they’d been doing.
Once again that little niggle of jealousy spiked, but he pushed it down. Misery looked better than he had in a long time, but—
“Daria! Come dance with good ole’ Dad,” Chaos shouted happily, as he passed the blunt to Betrayal before standing.
Betrayal frowned at the white stick between his fingers before he shrugged and took a hit, that orange tip flaring to match the embers of the fire before handing it off.
Truth took what was passed to him as he kept an eye on Daria. Misery frowned at them before he stepped aside, catching Daria’s eye to make sure she was okay. She nodded and then turned to her father, her movements stilted, awkward even. Which was fair. The thought of meeting your dad for the first time, one who happened to be the oldest thing in existence, had to be a little weird.
Though he had to admit the girl had seen her fair share of weird shit lately. Between dying, coming back to life, hearing voices that turned out to be demons…
Music started playing, and he glanced over from passing the smoke to see Daria and Chaos dancing. It was a basic slow dance, and from what it looked like, Daria managed to keep plenty of space between them.
That didn’t stop Chaos from having a conversation with her, and oh, what Truth would give to be able to hear what he said that put a line between her brows.
A joke between his brothers pulled him back to the present, and he momentarily forgot about the dark-haired girl with ocean blue eyes and a voice like a siren’s song.
But not for long.
    
DARIA
The last thing she expected when she and Misery left the theater was to see her demons getting comfy with her… father. And passing a joint around, no less.
But the closer she walked toward them, seeing the smiles on their faces as they laughed with each other, smoke beginning to fog the room, the less she worried about it. Or anything.
Shaking her head, she hesitantly stepped toward Chaos as he asked her to dance. She couldn’t quite find it in her to tell him no. And there was music after all, so why not?
Daria couldn’t lie—she’d always been curious about who’d donated the other half of her DNA.
“So, you’re the Chaos demon, huh?” she asked nonchalantly, as if she wasn’t burning with curiosity.
“No, no. I am the Chaos.”
Squinting at him, she dared to question, “What’s the difference?”
He seemed thrown by her question. “Well, in the beginning, there was just the void. Me. Chaos.”
Someone’s full of himself.
“What about the other gods? Zeus and stuff?”
“I came first. They were here much, much later.”
“You’re like… super old then, huh?”
He glared down at her before he caught on that she was kidding. “I see. You’re humorous. You must get that from me,” he mused.
Rolling her eyes, she glanced to the guys again, but his voice pulled her back to their conversation.
“Your demons speak very highly of your mother,” he mused.
“Yeah, probably. They were with her for like forty-five years.”
“I suppose that’s a long time, in human years.”
She chuckled through the pang that lanced through her heart. “Yeah, I suppose compared to someone as ancient as you, that’s a blink of time.”
All humor fell from his face as she gazed up at him, their feet moving in time to the music that played around them. Flutes and string instrumentals danced through the air, paired with a soft beat to keep the pace. Such light music for a backdrop to the suddenly frightening grin on his face.
“I’m Chaos. Time, space, nor fate apply to me. And as my daughter, they don’t to you either.” He spun her around before bringing her close to brag in her ear. “We’re above all that.”
His words seemed to snap something inside her, and she shook her head to clear the fog. Some of it dispersed, but her thoughts were still sluggish as she struggled to keep them in order. “Then why did you need a cult to worship you?”
Surprise flushed his cheeks as he nodded at her. “Saw right through that, did you? About time.” She made to step away, wanting this haze to burn away, but he pulled her closer and gripped her hand tight. “Nah-ah. You have questions. Ask them.”
With butterfingers for a thought process, she grabbed on to the first thought that caught her attention. A dark alley, a glint of metal. “Why did the cult have to kill me?”
Nodding, as if judging the question were fair or not, he said, “To get the demons out, of course. It was some plan they cooked up—the ultimate sacrifice. Unleash Pandora’s demons into the world to wreak havoc. Little did they know I don’t give a rat’s ass about the humans. Nor did I know the next in Pandora’s bloodline was my own daughter.”
“So you didn’t know about me? At all?”
“Not sight nor sound, until I saw you in that hallway.”
Daria took a deep breath and asked the question burning a hole inside her. “And you knew because… ”
“Because you wrought chaos. A lot of it.”
Her next words got stuck in her throat but she forced them out on a whimper. “So, I did all of that? The walls? The elevator?”
Stepping to her side, he waved a hand and a projection appeared against the nearest wall. It was a news report.
THE BEGINNING’S END was stamped across the screen, along with a breaking news tag. Daria gaped at the live video. The entire building had collapsed, rubble and smoke and ashes and fire were all that remained of Maleston’s only prominent nightclub.
“Oh my god… ” Her heart sank, and she turned to her father for some form of… was it comfort she was seeking?
She should’ve known she wouldn’t find it with him. Beaming down at her, pride was the only thing that shone bright in those dark eyes. “You sure as hell did. I saw you bring down all that chaos and knew you were of my descent.”
Emotion swelled inside her, and she couldn’t decipher if it was relief at having an answer, or exhaustion. Chaos... she was Chaos’s daughter.
The room spun as the information sank in, and she knew in her gut it was truth. She didn’t even need her demon to confirm it.
Her head snapped up. “My job!”
Daria stumbled away to lean against the nearest surface, a fountain situated in the middle of the fucking floor. So many things made sense suddenly. The hellish ending to her career, the past-due rent, the botched interviews and small jobs…
Chaos took a seat in front of her, kneeling down in his expensive suit to level with her. “Been having a string of what seemed like bad luck lately? Feeling out of sorts?” At her blank stare, he shrugged. “You don’t know how to control it, so it tends to leak out at the most inopportune times.”
She nodded, tears welling at the thought that she’d been the one to ruin her own life. There wasn’t even another person to blame—it’d been her chaos leeching onto other people.
“Don’t worry—I’ll teach you how to control it.”
Wiping the tears away, she nodded, her brain finally, sluggishly, shutting down amongst all the craziness of late. The chaos.
A dry laugh tore from her throat, and she glanced to her demons, needing... something. Thinking maybe her life wasn’t completely in ruins. Not after what her and Misery…
Her eyes narrowed at his relaxed form. The unfamiliar twist to his lips—the false ease with which he just… existed.
Alarmed, she stood and turned to her father. “Wait, what are you doing to them? What’s wrong?”
Stalking across the floor, her boots were loud against the tile, announcing her presence long before she landed in front of Misery. He was smiling. A true, genuinely bright smile. His head turned in her direction and it only curled his lips more, his teeth showing, for God’s sake.
“What are you smiling about?” she asked, resisting the urge to shout, as the room spun around her. Something was wrong. Why were they so relaxed! They’d literally just escaped death at the hands of a cult! A cult worshiping the very man in this room! And they wanted to what? Party with Chaos a little?
His smile faded a little at her harsh words, and she wished she hadn’t said anything.
Wait, yes I do. Misery. Doesn’t. Fucking. Smile.
Not openly like this. No. It was reserved for private moments.
A hint of remembered arousal teased her with the memory of their private moments, of the reason he’d been so open with her.
“You don’t smile, Misery,” she croaked out.
His lips just curled more, and he reached out a hand to her. Confused, she slid her palm into his and with no preamble whatsoever, he pulled her down onto his lap. She squeaked as she landed, but then her cheeks flushed at the public show of affection, and she scrambled to stand back up, but his hands on her hips and the look in his eyes halted her movements.
“You make me want to smile, Daria.”
Her heart flipped at the words, but she couldn’t trust them right now, no matter how they made her feel. They were under the influence of whatever Chaos had given them.
Speaking of… she looked around for him, only to meet his gaze immediately, his chin propped up on both hands as he sighed in their direction. “Oh, this is even better than the movies. Keep going.” He nodded.
Chaos’s words made her even more determined to prove that this was all a charade, so she broke Misery’s hold on her and stood. She bounced her gaze from demon to demon, their glazed eyes and carefree slumped forms just flaming her anger higher, hotter. Finally, she landed on Truth, whose head was cocked, his eyes bouncing back and forth. He waved the joint off as it was passed his way again and she narrowed her eyes.
Gathering her courage, and hoping this didn’t blow up in her face, she purposefully stepped toward Truth. No, wait. He and Misery seemed too close. It probably wouldn’t work with him.
Slowly, she turned to Betrayal. He was the one she knew the least of. They’d had one interaction, and while he’d worked with the others to protect her in the hallway, she didn’t think he liked her very much.
Which made him perfect.
As he puffed contentedly on the blunt, the fucking thing never seeming to burn down, she stepped closer and stopped beside his slouched position. Even Daria had to admit his dark appearance, tattoos, and fuck off attitude had its appeal—if she was a glutton for punishment.
Her gaze bounced to Misery, his matching attire, with a new frown on his face.
Do I have a type? she wondered with a wince.
At least Misery was nice though. Betrayal just arched a brow at her, daring her to say or do whatever it was she came over and invaded his space for. His look pushed her into motion, the stubbornness welling up and refusing to let her back down.
Throwing one leg over him, she settled in his lap and placed her hands firmly on his chest.
His very… solid, warm chest. A growl sounded over their heads, but she pointedly ignored it as she leaned closer to him. His eyes were narrowed and he looked only a split second away from turning his head.
“Don’t tell me you’re going to say no,” she dared on a whisper.
He hummed, before she grabbed the back of his head and closed the distance between them, a surprised squeak escaping when his beard abraded her cheeks. His kiss was rougher than she was prepared for, his tongue forcing its way into her mouth as his hand mirrored hers, twisting in her long locks as he cranked her head to the side.
Breath stolen, she was already panting by the time a hand encircled her arm and tugged her back and away from Betrayal and his assaulting return of the kiss. When she turned her head, it was Misery who had a hold on her. The growl was coming from him, his gaze, now clear at least, bouncing between the two of them.
“Don’t tell me you’re jealous, brother,” Betrayal chuckled deeply from in front of her, the motion jarring her on his lap, and she was suddenly very aware of the large erection she sat on top of.
Misery’s gaze lightened just a hitch, but you wouldn’t have been able to tell if you weren’t staring right at him, like she was.
“Well, no,” he huffed. “But we haven’t discussed boundaries yet.”
Unable to do anything but blink, she startled at his words, but then remembered her goal for opening this can of worms.
“You awake now?” she said, or attempted to, but her voice came out rocky.
“‘Atta girl,” Chaos cheered.
Misery’s slow blink followed his words, and he turned to see the others doing the same. Betrayal tossed the blunt into the fire, the flames crackling blue when it burned up.
“Yeah, I guess we are now,” Betrayal grumbled, unceremoniously dumping her off his lap as he stood to pace. Misery helped steady her, his fingers caressing where he’d gripped her hard to pull her back from Betrayal.
Sorry, his eyes seemed to say.
Sorry for what, though? His words spoken in a moment while impaired? Or the jealousy he wouldn’t admit to?
“The fuck is going on here?” Betrayal growled, turning to the culprit—Chaos.
Slamming her emotions into a locked box, she fumed as she stepped toward Chaos. “I second that. This is bullshit. Whatever fog you’ve got us in needs to stop—now. We still have questions.”
“Like what?” he simply asked, falling into the nearest available chair as if he was the most cooperative man in the world.
“What’s more chaotic than someone who beats Death?” a voice filled with awe rasped from behind her.
The tone in the voice alarmed her, and she turned to see Death’s normally warm olive face pale a little.
“That’s why I couldn’t reach you. That’s why you keep coming back.” He began to pace and Daria’s heartbeat picked up at the growl in his voice. “Not because of Pandora’s curse, and the bloodline. But because of his bloodline.” Death turned and pointed an accusing finger at Chaos.
Chaos stared at Death impassively, his face calm, fingers steepled in front of his mouth, before his gaze roamed lazily across the room, pausing briefly before skipping to where Daria stood, fists clenched, frustration evident in every line of her body.
“Yeah.” A nod, a slight twitch of his lips. “Chaos trumps everything. Even Death.” A smirk twisted his features, smug glee and arrogance staining the room.
“Fuck.” Death drew the word out on a quiet exhale, fingers spearing through his hair and gripping tight to the base of his neck, tension lining every inch of his frame. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” He turned away, lean muscles in his back rippling as he strove for calm. And lost.
Note to self, Death is a control freak.
When Daria thought about it though, it made sense, and she sat down hard at the revelation. Death was sure—absolute. If one thing was absolutely certain in life, it was death.
And Daria didn’t even have that.
The question was, why hadn’t her mom?
“Death?” she inquired hesitantly, wiping her now sweaty hands on her thighs as her heart pounded a tattoo against her rib cage.
He turned on his heel, giving her his full attention. “Yeah?”
“Why couldn’t you have helped my mom? Could you not have saved her? Stayed with her?”
Betrayal scoffed, but she ignored him even when his mumbled words cut her deep. “… such a damned burden.”
Death’s entire body stiffened, an anger she hadn’t seen in him before practically wafting off of him, a darkness deeper than even Misery’s, and she was suddenly very, very, afraid.
“Why don’t we ask the person who’s responsible for her death in the first place, hmm?” His words dropped low, into a deep growl, like the earth moving itself, making way for a new grave. “You think you can bring us here, drug us up, and we’ll forget about your little cult? The wrong they did? The death they wrought?”
Chaos stilled, tension clear in the lines of his form. “Let’s not beat around the bush.” When he turned to Daria suddenly, she jumped, the tension in the room making the back of her neck tingle. “Ask me.”
Her throat ached with unshed tears as she imagined the answer, the question not even given volume yet.
“Why did you kill my mom?” she rasped out, unshed tears from a mix of anger and pain she’d only recently accepted was hers to feel.
At first he frowned, but it faded into a smirk that was completely out of context, but then again maybe not, considering who stood before them. His cat returned, loping into the room from seemingly nowhere and perching on his lap.
“That wasn’t me, Daria. I am not responsible for the murder of your mother.”
“Murder?” she questioned, the little bit of hope she had dying out at the confirmation of their suspicion.
With that word planted firmly in her mind, her suspicion wildly out of control, she surveyed the ones present at the time of her mother’s so-called accident—her demons. Death, confident and sure in his anger as he glared daggers at her father. Misery, who seemed a little more broken than just a moment ago. Hope, who gleamed bright and beautiful, but even he wore a frown on those full lips. Her beaming ray of absolute trust—Truth. And last but oh, most certainly not least, Betrayal, dark, angry, frustrated, and clearly desperate to be anywhere else. But was that because of who he was, or the question that was on the tip of their tongues?
“If not you, then who?” she voiced their thoughts.





EPILOGUE
MEANWHILE, ELSEWHERE
I n the lavish room, the one oh so familiar to her, she sat. The sunshine was beautiful and bright, at least, she was sure it would be, if it were real.
But this was her life, and she was used to it. Better not question it either. Questions led to anger, and anger led to… well, better not to think of that right now.
Sometimes, she got lonely, here all by herself. At least, she used to. Then one day, Mother had returned, asked her a simple question, and she had eagerly agreed.
Sometimes, she wished she hadn’t agreed at all.
Now she had voices—loud ones, angry ones, with deep tones and gruff answers to her innocent questions.
Combing her long brown hair in the vanity mirror, she suddenly had the urge to smash the spotless glass. To grip a shard until she bled and then dig it into her wrist just to see what happened.
She sighed. “You again?”
Sorry, he mumbled from within, not sounding very sorry at all.
“I’m not really in the mood to kill myself today, so if you could tone it down just a bit, I’d greatly appreciate it.”
But she knew he couldn’t help it.
He was… curious.
TO BE CONTINUED…





AFTERWORD
Hello there!
Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed getting to know Daria and the guys as much as I did. They are near and dear to my heart, even if they don’t cooperate sometimes (Betrayal, I’m looking at you). Reviews mean everything to an author, so if you’d like to tell me what you thought, please do so! I look forward to reading them.
The series will be continued in the near future, so keep an eye out for new information. You can find this through any of my social media profiles, but please don’t be too shy. Come hang out with us on Facebook, in The Koled Cave, my readers’ group!
Until next time,
Lana
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