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Danielle,
At least you’re not a dumb bitch.





PREVIOUSLY, IN CHAOS UNLOCKED:
Daria found herself responsible for five of Pandora’s demons, and tried to live her life normally. That… didn’t go so well. In a letter from her mother, she begged Daria to take the demons and run far, far away, to protect herself from a cult that had existed for centuries. Daria, just now getting back on her feet after a year of rebuilding her life, decided to stay. It was her damned life, why couldn’t she live it? Finally, with a full-time job as a bartender at The Twist, and the rent finally paid, everything seemed to be going in the right direction.
Until the cult found her and killed her in cold blood, releasing the demons Misery, Truth, Betrayal, Death, and Hope from Pandora’s Jar. Misery and Truth escaped from the cult’s clutches, but the others were not as lucky.
Daria, Misery, and Truth set out to hunt their friends and rescued them from the clutches of Chaopados. During the rescue, they met an unlikely ally.
Chaos himself showed up just in the nick of time, and transported Daria and her demons to his private realm, where more truth than Daria was ready for came out of the darkness and into the light.
Death came to a realization that shook them all to their core—Daria was not only Pandora’s Jar, but that she was the daughter of Chaos, the personified void from the very beginning of time. Chaos has always been locked within her, the culprit of her bad luck. Daria single-handedly destroyed the Maleston branch of Chaopados, leaving nothing but shambles, unable to control her power.
Left with nothing but more questions, she voices one that’s the most important—if Chaopados wasn’t responsible for her mother’s death, who was?





DARIA
She stared at the ceiling, tracing the swirling pattern of paint on it as sound drifted around her. It was like the world spun and everything moved, all except Daria. Sinking deeper into the soft bed beneath her, she sighed.
Low laughter and the muffled sound of the newscast leaked into her solitary, safe space, and she frowned. How could someone laugh at a time like this?
Though, she supposed for Pandora’s demons, the night before had been nothing compared to what they’d seen in their lifetimes.
For Daria, she couldn’t get the images and screams out of her head. Every time she closed her eyes, all she saw was the blindingly white hallway, filled with bodies both alive and dead, as they fought for a cause long forgotten. A cause they deemed worth their lives. A cause her father led them to believe mattered without interfering.
But now, most of them were dead. At least the followers in Maleston anyhow.
All thanks to Daria Locke. Daughter of Chaos.
You could put that on a shirt.
She scoffed and rolled over, facing the wall with the window, counting the slats of blinds once, twice, and even a third time before she sighed again and gave up on the notion of sleep.
It had escaped her grasp all day as she lay in bed alone, and she feared it would be the same while the moon ruled the sky instead of the sun. If only sleep would rule her mind and body so she could get just a moment’s peace.
Laughter billowed from the living room again and she frowned again, glancing over her shoulder and then glaring before stiffly rolling back over and planting the back of her left hand below her right cheek.
In some ways, she envied the demons the ease with which they brushed the events off, as if it hadn’t happened. Was that because of all they had experienced, or because they were demons and couldn’t care less what happened to a bunch of humans? To them, she supposed it didn’t matter that those dead might have had families or loved ones who waited at home for them.
But that was all that consumed her mind. More guilt.
Daria feared she’d never escape the damned emotion. First, her mother, and now, many, many nameless faces she’d had a hand in killing. Like a flash of light, she saw the hallway again, the walls crumbling and falling on men, knocking them to the ground as they grunted and cried out. Blood splashing shockingly bright against the white floor.
Before she knew it, tears welled and dripped over her nose, tracking down to drip off her temple and land on the back of her hand. With a frustrated sigh, she let them flow, her chest shaking with the force of her sobs. Her hand drifted to her chest, clawing into her skin through the shirt she wore as if to hold the emotion back, but it burst free in the form of breathless gasps, her chest tightening to the point of pain.
More laughter echoed from the living room and everything pressed down on her, the emotions she wanted to hold back twisting and sliding inside her, leaving behind a sticky residue of regret.
More laughter from her guests.
Ugh!
A small boom sounded and she jerked up, the pressure lessening in her chest, but she barely noticed over the sudden silence in the other room. Everything froze for a moment.
Then a pair of footsteps sounded down the hallway, boots, she thought. Beneath the door, she watched the shadows move, signifying the feet had stopped, and a small knock followed the interruption of light.
The knob twisted, the latch released, and the door slid open silently. A head peeked in, and Daria instantly recognized the ruffled dark hair, eyes, and contrasting pale skin. Misery moved into the room quietly and shut the door behind him.
“What was that sound?” she asked, when he didn’t speak at first.
“The TV blew up.”
Daria connected the dots—the pressure in her chest was the chaos building, and she remembered the same feeling from the hallway, right before it had exploded on a scream.
It was similar to a panic attack, but Daria had never had any luck talking herself out of those either. How was she supposed to stop the chaos from leaking out of her?
Tears welled anew, and she jerked her head to the side to hide them from Misery, pulling the covers closer as if to protect herself from discovery.
“Oh, Daria.” His tone was chock-full of worry and remorse, her name drifting off to a whisper as he glided across the floor to stand on the opposite side of the bed. “Care if I join?” he asked politely.
With a pitiful smile, she shook her head. “Misery does love company.”
“There she is,” he said in a tone that would have paired well with a smile. If he could smile.
Daria had only witnessed his lips curl a handful of times, two of those under the influence of his own power, and whatever her father had been smoking.
As his boots thumped to the floor one at a time, her mind recalled the words he’d spoken, and his voice trailed through her head like a ghost. You make me want to smile, Daria.
She doubted he realized just how much those words had affected her, but they meant more to her than he could possibly know. Maybe it was because she’d been starved of attention as a child, and then again in her relationship with Peter, but she wanted to believe Misery had truly meant those words instead of having spoken them in a moment of weakness. Wanted was the keyword there. Because in his state of mind at the time, she had no choice but to pretend he’d never said anything. If it turned out he hadn’t meant them? That would hurt worse than pretending they’d never been said at all.
“Hey, do you want to talk?” he inquired, concern knotting a wrinkle between his brows as he stared at her in the barely lit room.
With his question, she realized she’d been staring at him as he shucked his shoes and jeans. She shook her head, not really wanting to discuss everything on her mind just yet.
Funny how she hadn’t thought twice about sharing her body with him, but her mind was a different story.
When he settled in next to her, she sighed, nestled in his arms, and things suddenly didn’t seem so bad.
With his breath steady and his heartbeat even, she found herself almost drifting into the hands of sleep that had been out of her reach all day.
But then the door opened and she was jolted wide-awake. Truth peered in, and Misery moved back on the mattress, pulling her with him to make room in front of her. Not knowing quite what to think about his willingness to share the bed, she shoved it away on the shelf of things to look at later.
“Remind me again why we chose not to stay at Chaos’s place, where he had, oh, I don’t know, like a thousand beds to sleep on?”
Daria would have quipped back something of equal snark, but Misery beat her to it.
“If you don’t like sleeping next to Daria, you’re welcome to the floor or to fight Death for the couch in the living room.” His tone brooked no arguments.
“Well, I didn’t say that, now did I?” Truth mumbled, as he carefully balanced on the edge of the bed in front of her.
Her newly discovered father, Chaos, had offered them his palace or whatever it was to stay at if they so chose.
Daria had too much to think about, and needed the comfort of her own home, rundown as it may be. It might indirectly be her fault that she was slumming it in the crummy apartment building with flat carpet and cracked walls, but she was well on her way to digging herself out of the hole she’d been stuck in.
Which reminded her, she needed to call Dave and let him know she was ready to return to work. She didn’t want to take advantage of his kindness, and while she hadn’t truly relaxed or given herself proper time to mourn her mother, she’d spent the day in bed and that would have to do.
A girl deserved a damn day off after saving the world and discovering her father was older than time. Literally.
Resisting the urge to sigh, she turned her back to Truth and laid her head on Misery’s chest, giving all of them more room on the bed when she threw her leg over his.
Now, with his heartbeat strong and steady beneath her ear, and both his and Truth’s warmth surrounding her, she finally felt her mind go quiet as all her worries faded to the background, a blissful darkness taking over in their place.
    
WAKING UP THE NEXT MORNING, in a household meant for maybe two, with five men… was not a good way to start the day.
An argument had woken her up in the first place, not the loveliest way to return to the land of the conscious and working. The voices tore through the walls, yanking her from the soft hold of sleep, until she’d had no choice but to get up and see what the commotion was all about.
Betrayal, obviously grumpy from his less-than-comfortable sleeping arrangement on the floor, was arguing with Death over the shower.
“This is Daria’s home, she should shower first. It’s courtesy since she is allowing us to sleep here.”
See? Death had manners.
“Oh, courtesy, is it? Such courtesy to sleep in this piece of shit hovel.”
Narrowing her eyes, Daria decided she wasn’t awake enough to handle his assholery politely. “Go ahead then, Judas, have at it.”
“Don’t fucking call me that,” he growled in a low tone.
The early morning must not mesh well with her survival instincts, because she scoffed at him and waved a hand in his direction. “Then don’t wake me up arguing like a little bitch about the hot water. I’m going back to bed.”
And so she left them there, taking her bed-gremlin self back to sleep. Or she would have, except she fumed for a few more minutes until she realized she’d never be able to turn off her brain now.
Grumbling, she threw herself from the bed and stomped into the kitchen, the dull silver of the faucet catching her eye as she followed the scent of coffee. After a head count, she deduced Betrayal was still in the shower. With an evil grin curling her lips, she trotted over to the sink and with a single fingertip, lifted up, turning the hot water on in the kitchen.
“What are you doing?” Truth asked her, but she lifted her other hand to her face, a finger resting against her lips to hush him.
The thing about downtown Maleston, it wasn’t that nice. The crummy parts were all outdated, especially the building she lived in. All of the hot water directed to the shower had to reroute to the kitchen, where it steamed coming out of the faucet.
She jumped, at first, when she heard the roar coming from the bathroom, and chuckled to herself before slamming the faucet to off. With newfound energy, she happily took the mug Misery offered her and leaned against the counter when she realized all the seats were taken.
Their lips twitched in varying degrees of humor, but she just eyed them innocently.
When the water shut off only a moment later, she sipped from her mug to hide the grin on her face at all of the slamming doors.
“So, I’d say this is all pretty permanent, huh?” she wondered aloud.
Betrayal chose that moment to return to the main room where the rest of them congregated, but she caught Truth’s head tilted in question.
She waved her hand around at all of them to prove her point. “I can’t very well live with five men in this little bitty apartment, if you could call it that.”
“You could live with daddy dearest—oof!” Misery’s teasing question was cut off with an elbow to the stomach from Daria.
“No, I’m not living with my estranged father who happens to be older than the universe itself. No thanks. I was thinking we could use some of Mom’s money to buy a house.”
Daria honestly didn’t know quite how she felt about using such a large chunk of her inheritance to buy something, but it was necessary.
“So, does that mean you’re not going to put us back?” Death mused, sipping his coffee. How appropriate. It was a Halloween mug she’d bought on clearance one fall, reading, ‘Don’t Make Me Get My Scythe,’ with a grim reaper on the front holding his own coffee mug. Out of the corner of her eye, Betrayal stiffened at his question, but she quickly put them all at ease.
“Let’s be real, I have no idea how to do that, and I don’t see you guys ever helping me out with that. Plus… I mean, the incidents at the club aside, I don’t think you’re bad people. Just, do me a favor. Don’t make me regret it.” Her light words aside, it was a real fear Daria had. That something terrible would happen—all because she trusted her gut. But at the same time, she couldn’t imagine forcing someone out of existence. That was just… wrong on a whole other level that she couldn’t even comprehend.
“What makes you think we want to stick around?” Betrayal questioned.
Glaring in his direction, Daria didn’t have the patience for his badass facade.
“Well, considering you spent the majority of my mother’s life inside her head, I was hoping you’d want to stick around and help me find out who killed her. If not, go on your merry way. But if I hear you’re out there causing trouble—chaos, even—I will hunt you down and figure out how to contain you. Even if I have to go to dear ole Dad for help to do it. Unlike you, my pride isn’t bigger than my heart. And that goes for any of you.”
Daria even let her gaze meet that of Misery’s, who winced when she turned her eyes on him. They might have slept together, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t still Pandora’s Jar, still in charge of the demons. She was their keeper, for all intents and purposes, and even though she’d failed for the most part, she wasn’t willing to let them hurt anyone.
“We clear?” she asked, another sip of creamy goodness filling her mouth and making her taste buds explode.
“Crystal,” they mumbled, but Death’s lips quirked up and she might have seen a gleam of pride in his gaze.
“I don’t even know where to start on solving her murder. I mean, who would even… want to kill her? Motive, right?”
They all looked uncomfortable broaching the subject, but Hope tentatively shifted on his chair before speaking. “I think we should start maybe with traffic footage? Watch the cameras to see what really happened?”
“That’s smart,” she agreed. “But how do we do that? I don’t have the smarts to… like, hack into stuff. I pour drinks, I don’t do computers.”
“We don’t either,” Misery admitted.
Daria frowned. “Well… where does that leave us?”
It was quiet for a moment, but Daria’s mind was already working, drifting to other things to distract herself. They could dive deeper later.
For now, she needed something simple. Something fun. She could have a house on the water—over the bay if she wanted. Just like she’d always dreamed of. A little flutter of excitement pattered away inside her chest and she sucked in a sharp breath of glee.
“I should go to work today. I need to call Dave.” Daria frowned. “What will you guys do? I mean, Mom did leave us money, but—”
“Daria, that money is yours. Your mother left it for you, not for us,” Death declared.
“Yeah, but you’re my responsibility, so it’s ours. My question was, are you guys going to get jobs?”
She snickered at the thought of Death bagging groceries.
“I suppose so. I wouldn’t feel right taking what was yours, so I think we need to contribute to the household,” Death reasoned.
“You could work in a cemetery,” Misery offered.
Everyone turned to him at once. “Misery, was that a joke?”
He flushed, the red bright on his pale skin. “Maybe.”
“You know that doesn’t sound so bad actually. The late hours would line up with Daria’s schedule, so we could share the car.”
“Cool, but there’s a problem. You don’t have names, IDs, papers, or anything to prove who you are. You couldn’t cash a paycheck if you wanted to,” Daria pointed out.
“That’s… a good point,” Death admitted.
Taking a deep breath, Daria realized it would be a long while before they were settled or stable enough to take on the mystery of her mother’s death. If they didn’t contribute their own money, the inheritance wouldn’t last very long between the five of them. As it was, it cost a small fortune just to make a meal for all of them. The four packs of bacon laying on the counter were testament to that.
“It’s a good thing we know a guy,” Hope interjected.
Skeptical, Daria arched a brow in his direction. “You know a guy?”
“Well, your mom did,” he clarified.
Placing a hand on her hip, she tilted her head at him. “And why in the world would my mother know a guy who could make fake paperwork?”
“Well, uh…” His deep voice trailed off as Hope glanced to the other guys for help, who all were strictly avoiding her gaze. “Your mom had to hide from the cult somehow. You might have been kept a secret for a while, but she wasn’t. She had to move a lot, and changing names was key to staying safe.”
“Oh,” she responded dumbly.
“We can probably find him again. I assume there’s a library here in town?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Perfect. We can just send him an email.”
“Wait, why can’t you do it from my laptop?”
With a droll look, Betrayal chastised her, “Daria, don’t be stupid. If it comes from an easily traceable IP number, he won’t even try to do business with you.”
“Oh, well excuse me for not knowing the shady guy protocol for dabbling in back alley business.”
“That’s why you have us, duh,” Misery teased from behind her.
Death admitted, “You know this isn’t the… safest part of town. You probably turn your eye from that kind of stuff and don’t even notice it.”
She huffed. “I know that. But don’t remind me.”
Rubbing her temple, Daria came to the realization it was going to take a lot more coffee before she could handle this day. “Okay, wait. Can he help us look into the traffic stuff?”
Death stroked the dark hair framing his lips. “Possibly. It never hurts to ask.”
“Okay, you guys do that. Let me call Dave and take care of some things. Figure out when I’ve got to work next, and then we can sit down and talk more in depth. Do you guys need anything from the store?”
Yes. Work would help. Daria could never sit still for long, and needed something to distract herself. Pouring drinks and being behind the bar was her comfort zone, and she needed it terribly.
“Yeah, actually. More clothes.” Hope pointed to his shirt that he’d worn for about forty-eight hours straight.
God, it was like having toddlers around.
“Okay, fine. Take my wallet and go get some more clothes. You might as well stop at the library too and contact your guy. Truth knows how to drive.”
Truth grinned and swiped her keys off the counter. “Come on, kids, let Papa get you some new clothes.”
“You’re not my damned daddy,” Death barked, with Truth’s laughter trailing off as the door slammed shut behind them.
“Do you think it was wise sending them without adult supervision?” Daria suddenly worried.
“Too late now,” Misery teased. He encircled his arms around her waist from behind and pressed his lips to her neck in a chaste kiss, until she felt heat rise to her cheeks at the display of affection. Especially in front of Betrayal.
“Oh, fuck me. I’m going with the two knuckleheads if you’re just gonna stand around and make out all morning.” Grumbling under his breath, Betrayal stomped out the door, his footsteps thumping and gaining speed as he ran down the hallway to catch Truth and Death.
“Well, now I’m just extra worried.”
“Don’t be,” Hope reassured her. “Death won’t let them get into any trouble. Do you guys want breakfast?”
In answer, her stomach growled loudly. She hadn’t eaten much the day before, too distraught and content to avoid her problems under the covers.
“Yeah, that would be great. I’ll shower and then call Dave.”
With a temporary plan of action in place, Daria left the demons to it, and gathered a comfortable outfit before hiding away in the bathroom. With the remaining two demons awaiting their own shower, she tried not to take very long. However, with hair as long as hers, working shampoo and conditioner into her locks took a bit of time.
Wonder if Death has the same problem?
Chuckling at the thought, she shut the water off and stepped out. She was brushing her teeth when dollar signs flashed before her eyes. Each of the guys would need not only clothes, but necessities, like toothbrushes, and cell phones. Even cheap ones were twenty to thirty bucks a pop. But when Daria thought of the peace of mind she’d have if she was able to call them and check on them, she guessed it wasn’t that much.
But still. That decided it. They needed jobs. And she needed a bigger house.
Easier said than done.





DARIA
I f Daria thought Dave would go easy on her when she got back to work, she was sorely mistaken. Apparently, a bridal shower had decided to celebrate at The Twist. At the last minute, Daria had shoved three round tables together, forming a triangle for the group of twelve women.
It had felt odd at first, to work and go about her shift with Truth’s gaze on her, but that was the agreement they’d come to. Since her last shift had ended in her death, all of the demons felt it necessary she had a chaperone of sorts.
Once Death, Betrayal, and Truth had returned from the clothing store, spending the last of the money she’d snagged from the safety deposit box, they’d had a long talk. One that ended in a plan that Daria was more than happy with.
They’d start house hunting immediately. With the cash Daria had, they were hoping to avoid most of the paperwork that came with purchasing a home. While she was at work, Death had the car and was grabbing them all cell phones in order to keep in contact. Burner phones would have to do for now. They were cheap and expendable if they happened to break. Truth had her phone, waiting for a text from the guy supposedly creating identification for each of the demons. He apparently hadn’t responded to the portion of the request about the traffic cameras.
Misery and Hope were in charge of packing up what they could of her apartment. Apparently, they were just as eager as her to get out of the little dwelling.
It was… nice of them to want to help her pack, but Daria couldn’t help but feel she was missing something. Like a rite of passage, of sorts.
She was leaving behind a major part of her life, the shitty little apartment that symbolized her newfound independence after her life had gone to hell. It may have been small, cracked in places, and on the edge of the bad end of town, but it was hers, and she’d gotten it all by herself. Made the best of a terrible situation. Which, she still might’ve been, if she was honest.
Sighing, she wiped down the bar until it gleamed in the low light, the black marble a shiny comfort to the melancholy of her thoughts.
A gasp sounded behind her, along with the bang of the alley door, and Daria jerked around just as a black blur slammed into her.
Allegra’s arms wrapped tightly around her shoulders in a hug rivaling a bear’s.
“I’m so sorry about your mom, Daria.”
Sudden emotion swelled in Daria’s throat and she swallowed against the lump.
“Thanks, Allegra,” she responded with a rough voice, her own arms sliding around the woman in a return hug. “That means a lot.”
And it did. That wasn’t just a pleasantry. It was odd and endearing to have someone care for her like Allegra seemed to. This show of genuine concern from a coworker she’d only known for a few days was more than she’d ever gotten in the two years she worked with High Rise PR. Hell, when she’d arrived, even Dave had given her a pat on the shoulder and offered his condolences.
“Are you okay? Do you need anything?” she asked as she pulled back, moving to clip her name tag in place. Daria avoided her gaze, because if she saw the slightest bit of emotion in the other woman’s eyes, she would’ve lost it.
Hmm, how to answer that one?
“As okay as anyone can be, I suppose. It’s not been all terrible though, a few of my mom’s friends have stepped up to help me with things.”
“Oh, that’s so sweet! I’m glad you have someone!”
She almost smiled, thinking of the five someones she had. At least they were trying to be helpful.
“Yeah, it’ll be okay. I’ll be okay.”
And suddenly, Daria knew that was true. Everything might have been going wrong, chaos might be engraved in every aspect of her life, literally, but she had a job. And for once in her life, she had friends, no matter how new they were.
“Let’s get to work. There’s a bridal party and they all want Blow Jobs.”
Allegra laughed, making Daria grin all over again at her matching sense of humor.
It wasn’t long before they worked in sync, perfectly manning the bar. The atmosphere was decently relaxed, even though a prickling had tickled the back of her neck for some time. Truth’s gaze bored into her from across the room, and she didn’t know quite what to make of it. She and Allegra served patrons who approached the bar, helping the waitress, Chloe, when they could.
About halfway through her shift, the bridal party was more than giggly after all their drinks. First, they toasted with Blow Jobs, and then ordered rounds of Buttery Nipples and B-52s. Yet after lots of wooing and obnoxious laughter, Daria was growing a little annoyed.
They deserved to celebrate, sure. It was a big deal to find the love of your life, but did they have to be so loud about it?
Pasting a smile on her face, she delivered a round of Jell-O Shots, and asked the ladies if they needed anything else. When they declined, Daria retreated to the other side of the bar, where Allegra pulled her aside.
“Uh, do you know the blond hottie in the corner?”
Daria knew who she was talking about before she even followed the pointed line of her finger. Truth was gaining plenty of attention with his long, blond hair and blue eyes that sparkled even in the dim bar lighting. He was dressed in a new shirt, a midnight blue with the sleeves rolled up, baring his tanned, strong forearms. It looked fantastic with his black jeans.
“Yeah, he’s one of the friends I was talking about.”
Allegra’s eyes bugged out of her head. “Your mom’s friend?”
Seeing the question in her eyes, Daria struggled to come up with something. “Yeah… uh, well, technically they’re my mom’s friend’s… kids. Yeah.” Truth looked around twenty-two, right? Maybe more late twenties, but I can sell it.
“Oh. Well damn, girl. If you don’t hit that, I will.” Allegra’s eyes narrowed in his direction. “Well, actually, it looks like the bride might.”
Daria turned to follow her gaze, seeing that indeed, Miss Bride-To-Be had drunkenly cuddled right up to Truth. As in, working her way down onto his lap and getting far too close.
Her eyes narrowed, Daria took a step forward before she knew what she was doing. But then she paused, taking a deep breath and stepping back. She had no claim on Truth, so… if he needed to scratch a millennia-old itch, who was she to argue? And an argument surely did arise when the bride leaned in to kiss him.
Ugh! He was supposed to be keeping an eye on Daria, not tongue wrestling with a bride!
Grumbling to herself, she returned to work, mixing drinks like an art and purposefully ignoring the demon in the corner.
    
TRUTH
Well, this most certainly could be fun, Truth thought to himself.
No, not the flirty bride in his lap, though she seemed ready enough for a good time as he pried her from his face. He meant the truth he sensed all the way across the bar—Daria was jealous.
Hiding his grin, he turned his face away from the beautiful brunette behind the bar. What was a little jealousy between friends, hmm?
Her back turned, shoulders stiff, she mixed a drink and avoided his corner of the bar completely, but he knew the truth. It was like a soft caress up the back of his neck, a gentle whisper in the middle of the night.
Trying to contain the throb in his chest, he glanced at the bride in his lap as lights from a passing car cut through the slim window and cast yellow slats across the girl. She was pretty, with dark hair and red undertones, or whatever women liked to call them. But he just couldn’t imagine following through with what she so clearly wanted. A quickie in the bathroom?
No.
It was puzzling. After thousands of years of being cooped up as a thought rather than a person, the touch of a woman should have had him drooling.
But he guessed he’d learned one thing about himself in the last millennia or so. He preferred the touch of someone he was emotionally invested in. It just made everything better.
Right before they were imprisoned, Truth—hell, all of the guys—had scratched their itch with whomever they wanted.
That had all been ripped away from them when Pandora had stuck her nose in their business and trapped them in her damned jar. Then her head. And her daughter’s, and her daughter’s after that.
Yeah, after all that, he didn’t really feel generous with his time. He wanted to spend it with who he wanted to, and that truly didn’t include the bride in his lap. Though he wasn’t rude, he wasn’t just going to dump her on the floor.
“Why don’t you enjoy the night with your friends? I’m not really looking for company tonight.”
Her face lit up and then fell at his words, but she nodded with a flush on her cheeks, embarrassed at his rejection. As he steadied her back on her feet, he reassured her, “I’m waiting on someone.” She nodded demurely before retreating to her table. Rounds of boo and aww sounded as they mourned the loss of their friend’s success. Their disappointment didn’t last long, though, before another round of drinks was delivered to their table by none other than Daria.
Then she made her way over to his table, and he was struck by the way the low light played off the loose strands that had fallen out of her bun. Her blue eyes seemed to shine in the dim lighting, a feat within itself.
“How’s it going over here?” she asked, playing the part of an excellent server. “Nothing on the menu to your liking?”
Ah. She’s not very good at hiding her jealousy.
Truth relaxed into his chair, crossing an ankle over his other knee and trying to hide the satisfaction that thrummed through him. “The price was too high to pay.”
For a long moment, she stared at him, searching his expression for what, he didn’t know. Maybe his intentions? It might seem a little odd to her that he’d turn down an offer like that when he was fresh out of confinement in Pandora’s jar. If he was truthful—ha—sex just wasn’t very high on his to-do list.
At least not with a stranger.
It was more important to Truth that he earn Daria’s trust.
Nothing wrong with that, right?
    
DARIA
Returning home was both a sigh of relief and pout of annoyance. Yes, she was free to take her shoes off, finally, and roll her poor, aching heels over a diced up pool noodle, but it wasn’t in silence.
Nope. All of the guys were still awake. Death had the laptop propped against his knees, Betrayal was glued to the new TV, Misery was snooping through the cabinets, and Hope had a book open.
Sipping a glass of water, she carried her two pool noodles over to the couch and sat beside Hope, shoving his feet out of the way. You know, politely.
“Why are you all still awake?”
“This is your home. We figured you shouldn’t have to tiptoe around when you get home. So, we sleep when you do,” Death spoke matter-of-factly.
She blinked at the floor, finding the gesture far too thoughtful. Clearing her throat against the sudden lump, she glanced up at the TV.
“When did I get a new television?”
“Today. You’re welcome,” Betrayal answered.
“You mean you’re welcome. I assume it was my money that bought it.”
“Wouldn’t be watching it if I hadn’t gone to get it,” he shot back.
Narrowing her eyes on him, she harrumphed and stood. “I’m exhausted. Gonna get some sleep.”
“Look what you did, Judas, you ran her off with your asshole attitude!” Hope teased.
A low growl rumbled through the room, sending chills over her arms. Fear? Arousal? Who knew?
“I don’t like that name,” he warned dangerously low, creating more vibration than just the movement of lips and tongue.
“Fine. Jude it is.” The demon beside her narrowed his eyes in challenge at the threatening demon seated in the recliner, and Daria moved between them. Just her luck it was her pelvis that bisected their glare. Cheeks flushing pink, she quickly moved out of the way and retreated down the hallway.
“Okay, yup. Bedtime for me. Goodnight!”
“Wait, Daria, I have houses for us to look at,” Death called down the hallway.
“Tomorrow!” she promised, and slipped inside her room before anyone could argue.
Safely away from their testosterone, she sighed, relieved to be alone. She’d admit, it was weird adjusting to such a… social life, after spending so long alone. Sure, it had only been about a year since she left behind her career and cheating ex, but she’d grown to love her own company in that time.
Her fingers deftly plucked the bobby pins tasked with holding her long hair in place during her shift. As the waves fell down around her, pins and needles attacked her scalp, penance for a long day.
Pants came off next, and then she slid under the covers, her hands lifting to work her fingertips over her sore scalp, and she bit back a groan, part pain and part pleasure.
She was so caught up in her relief, she didn’t even notice the door cracking open until a throat cleared. Her eyes opened wide to see Misery standing before her, one half of his lips twitching. “Whatcha doin’?”
“When I wear my hair up for too long, my scalp gets sore,” she explained simply, and went back to her self-massage.
“Oh.” He frowned, which really was just a permanent state of existence for him.
Crossing over to the other side of the bed, he climbed between the sheets still in his boxers and a t-shirt. Black, of course.
“Here, let me,” he offered, and situated himself behind her, then pushed her hands out of the way. He took over working circles over her sore scalp with his fingers, and Daria didn’t know where to begin hiding the moan of pleasure at the sensation.
He paused for a split second at the sound, and she smiled to herself.
“Sorry,” she mumbled not-so-innocently, before motioning for him to continue.
Obeying like the good little demon he was, he resumed the slow motions, but she didn’t miss the way he moved closer, pressing up against her back. She leaned into him, and soon his massage worked down to the base of her neck, her shoulders, before soft lips replaced deft fingers.
Daria hummed happily, reaching back to thread her fingers through his dark hair, as he kissed and sucked at her neck. Rocking back into him, she sucked in a sharp breath when he nipped at her skin, things low in her stomach tightening. He drifted his hands down her arms, her sides, as he worked his way under her shirt, the heat from his palms sending goosebumps scattering across her flesh. She sat up on her knees, withdrawing from his touch before she turned around and went back for more, straddling his lap. Immediately, his hands fell to the hem of her shirt and rucked it up, running his palms over her skin, heating her flesh as quickly as the moment.
Lifting her arms, Daria made it easy for him to strip the fabric off her, and she returned the favor, his own lost over the side of the bed. The black shirt was not missed, not as she once again was able to feel and see the warmth and strength that was her dark, sad demon.
Right then, he didn’t seem so sad, not as his pupils swallowed up his iris and his focus landed securely on her chest. He followed the vision with his hands, trailing fingertips across her flesh until he reached her breasts. A shiver shimmied its way up her spine at the soft touch, but then she sighed audibly when his thumb and forefinger teased a taut nipple. He swallowed the sound, and Daria pushed on his shoulders to lay him down. Nudging her hips back and forth, Daria widened her stance until his hard length pressed perfectly between her thighs. Only two little scraps of clothing lay between them, and Daria made it her life's mission just then to make them disappear—she wanted more. Misery playfully grumbled as she pulled away, chasing her until she made her purpose clear. Then he nodded eagerly, and she couldn’t help but laugh.
Standing by the side of the bed, she stared down at him and appreciated the sight before her. He was all hard, lean muscle, his black boxers stark against the pale canvas of his flesh. She specifically enjoyed the way his eyes mimicked midnight when she stripped off her panties and tossed them aside. With a quick movement, he followed her lead, his boxers flying over the side of the bed as if they were on fire.
Tilting her head, she studied him, nibbling on her lip as she unashamedly appreciated what, who, in that moment, was hers.
“If you keep looking at me like that, I won’t be responsible for what happens next.” His voice was as dark and sexy as the man before her.
Wasting no more time, she crawled back up on the bed, straddling him. Her breath caught as she settled back above him, her hair a curtain around them. As she rocked over him, he matched her movements, his cock trapped between his stomach and her lips.
“What if Truth comes in?” she asked as she imagined the demons gathered in the living room.
Misery smirked, and Daria had to admit it was a good look on him. “I hung a sock on the door.”
Daria couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out, halting her movements above him. “You totally came in here with ulterior motives!”
“Can you blame me?” And with that smart-ass comment, he urged her hips up with the grip he had on her sides. The movement placed her above his cock, before he rocked his hips up at the same time he brought her back down.
“Only if you don’t do that again,” she rasped out on a voice robbed by pleasure as he thrust all the way inside her. In response, he just repeated the motion, and Daria rolled her hips into his.
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Trying to keep her voice down, Daria leaned down to kiss Misery, their lips muting the sounds that escaped her throat. Even if there was a sock on the door, Daria wasn’t trying to push her luck.
“Gods, you feel amazing,” Misery rumbled out on a rough voice. He bucked up into her and she couldn’t answer if she wanted to, her fingers twisting in the covers underneath them.
He sat up suddenly, enveloping her in his arms as he pulled her closer. She rocked with him, following his rhythm, desperate to reach climax they both sought. To balance herself, she wrapped her arms around his neck, her breasts pressing into his chest, and the drag of flesh against flesh was almost too much. Tilting back, just a tad, she caught sight of his dark, heavy gaze, the moment so intimate it made her breath catch. Everything around them seemed to pause, their bodies the only sound, the only moving thing in the world.
This was more than a meeting of flesh. This was more than kisses and fingers and soft touches and total pleasure. It was… emotion.
As their bodies crashed together and apart, orgasms cresting closer like a rising wave, so too did their emotions. Ones Daria didn’t quite know if she was ready to feel.
With her forearms balanced around Misery’s neck, Daria threaded her fingers through his hair, rolling her hips into him. In his eyes, even darker in the midst of passion, she saw the same emotions reflecting in their glittering depths. She didn’t even want to recognize them, but they jumped out at her like fireworks. Lust. Affection. Passion. And one that scared her as much as it excited her—obsession.
Unable to face them, him, Daria crashed her lips to his. His fingers dug into her hips where he helped guide the rhythm, but then he removed one hand, trailing fingers over her heated skin. Bucking into his touch, she let out a moan that was lost in their kiss as he slid a finger between her lips, teasing and playing with her clit, rocking her higher as their hips bucked together.
Daria’s momentum stuttered as Misery took her to the edge, this time no teasing, no denial, just—pleasure. Her nails clawed into his shoulders as she bit her lip to keep from crying out. With a deep, rumbling groan, Misery rolled them over, placing Daria underneath him as he chased her orgasm with his own. She fluttered around him, her heart pounding as she eased her death grip on his flesh, half-moons left behind where her nails had been. Two more thrusts, three—then his own rhythm broke, his satisfaction muffled into her neck as he burst inside of her, pulling another gasp of ecstasy from her. They came down together, bone deep satisfaction emanating from them.
Misery braced himself above her, face slightly pinked from exertion, and Daria couldn’t hide the smile that curled her lips at the lost look in his eyes. Did she have a similar expression?
Misery was one who needed, who craved deeply.
And Daria had to admit it felt damned good to be the one he craved.
    
TRUTH CRAWLED into bed with them later that night, once the covers were righted and their clothes were replaced. Decadently warmed between two demons, Daria slept wonderfully in their arms.
It wasn’t until the next morning, when the sun streamed into her window and the guys started rousing—easily heard through the walls of her apartment—that she lay awake with thoughts too loud in her head.
It might have been time to return to the real world, to begin moving on from everything that had happened, but could she?
With Misery’s arms still wrapped around her, she chased thought after thought, until she glanced down at a rare vision. Misery—not miserable. Peaceful, as he slept beside her, one arm thrown over her stomach.
Daria wanted to see him smile again, just like the one from the night at her father’s ‘palace’ or whatever. But she wanted it to be genuine.
The palace. The club. The white hallway painted crimson with her lack of control.
“What’s got you frowning this morning?” he asked, startling her. His lids drifted open to reveal his dark eyes, glittering like stars in the soft morning light. His voice was a low murmur in the privacy of her room, just for two of them since Truth had left to start breakfast.
“How’d you know I was frowning?”
“I could sense it,” he teased.
So many things came to mind in answer to his question, but none passed her lips. She’d murdered a bunch of people, no biggie, right? Then they’d slept together. And the night before had clearly been… something else. But what? Were they exclusive now? Did demons even date?
Did she want to date, to fall into another relationship? Was she ready for that?
But she asked none of those things, too afraid of what the answers might be. “Just thinking about what a big job moving is going to be.”
“Death found some good places to start. And yes, before you ask, they’re all on the water.”
“Excellent. But then there’s moving. Renting the truck, finding furniture. At this point, we might as well back the truck up to a furniture store and just go to the clearance section.”
“Why clearance? You have money, why not use it?” He rolled over, tucking an arm behind his head, the epitome of a relaxed, well-satisfied man the morning after.
Daria sucked in a breath, at the sight of him, but also because he was right. With what her mom had left, she was probably set for a lifetime. But she didn’t want to risk it.
“I’m too afraid to find myself right where I was before my mom died. Borderline homeless with only a few bucks to my name. It’s just—what if something happens, you know? I want it there as a cushion for emergencies. I don’t want to live off of it.”
“Everything will be okay. We’ll figure it out,” he promised.
Despite all her worries, his words brought her a bit of comfort. It was ironic that Misery was comforting someone, but the way he spoke was so sure. And the we he spoke of. Like they were a couple.
“Can I ask you something?” Misery hedged, voice quiet. Intimate in the morning light.
“Sure,” she answered, a fake lilt to her voice to hide her nerves. One he probably saw right through. But really, did anyone not dread a question like that?
“What do you want this to be?” His voice, low and smooth, slid over her like silk. But the words themselves brought a well of panic, near overflowing as she tried to collect herself.
They’d slept together. They’d pretty much saved the world together.
But what did she want this… them, to be? Daria had no clue.
All she did know was that her heart pounded and anxiety reared up until she didn’t have an answer. Sleeping together didn’t mean they were together. But the nights he spent in her bed kind of did.
But Truth shared most nights as well, if that was any consolation. Truth. Where would he fit into all of this if she and Misery made it… what? Official?
Daria was talking herself in circles, all while Misery waited for her to answer.
All while she had flashbacks of heartbreak, her world falling apart. Of losing everything she’d worked so hard for and put her entire heart and soul into. She didn’t just mean her career—but Peter. Their relationship and engagement. Everything. It had all so easily been ripped away and she’d known him for years. Years.
What the hell would happen after just a few weeks?
She didn’t want to risk it—no, she couldn’t.
But at the same time, she didn’t want to hurt Misery. If he was asking, did that mean he wanted them to be something?
Oh god.
Before she full-on panicked, she came up with something on the fly. “I think I need to get my powers a little more under control before we decide anything. Maybe once this is all over with my mom’s murder.” Her voice was small, about as small as she felt when Misery froze on the mattress next to her.
“Sure, that makes sense.” But his hesitant words and the tone of his voice made her believe otherwise.
Wincing internally, she rolled over and smiled, laying her hand on his cheek and rubbing her thumb over his stubble. “I like this. What we have—whatever it is. I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m not ready to give you another answer right now. Is that okay?”
He nodded. “I can wait.”
She moved closer, and he met her in the middle for a sweet, chaste kiss. Then he tilted his head to the side and eyed the door. “I smell breakfast.”
With that, he rose from the bed to join the rest of the guys, the ones she could hear up and about through the apartment.
It wasn’t until the door closed and she finally sat up that she noticed a purple keychain on the nightstand. A cute little trinket that brought a smile to her face, it had a martini glass with purple liquid inside, and a script declaring, “I don’t give a sip.”
She giggled and wondered where Misery would have even gotten such a random thing. As the liquid swished inside, her heart twisted as she realized he must have thought of her when he saw it.
Groaning dramatically, she fell back on the bed.
Dammit.





DARIA
Daria glared at Death in the rearview mirror. “Excuse me, this is my house we’re shopping for. I can damn well look where I want to. And I want to live on the water.”
This was one thing she refused to budge on. Maybe she wouldn’t divulge the emotion or reason behind it, but Daria had always wanted to live by the water. Not on a beach, because that invited too many people. But a cute little cabin-esque house on a lake? Sign her up.
She had a vision of waking up every morning and walking out onto her porch to see the sunrise glimmering off the water, blinding her as it reflected off the laps of water while it rushed toward the shore and back. Sipping her coffee as the trees turned different shades with the new seasons and stained the water with the scene around it.
Daria had never gotten up before sunrise in her entire life, but that was beside the point. Maybe if she had an amazing view to wake up to, she just might set an alarm.
“All I’m saying is, we should keep our options open. I know you don’t want to spend all of your mom’s money, and houses on the bay are always more expensive.”
“I know, I know,” she grumbled. “But I still want to look. We might get lucky.”
She hated to break it to him, but if they didn’t find a house on the water, they weren’t moving out. Daria wasn’t wasting a penny on something less than dream-worthy.
When she told him so, he rolled his eyes at her, with Truth remaining quiet from the passenger seat. All five of the demons couldn’t very well accompany her in the tiny Ford, so they’d compromised. Daria had promised to send them pictures of anything they found.
The sun broke through the clouds, blinding her until she fumbled for sunglasses in the console. With the shades over her eyes, she drove over the short hills along the road, heading just out of the city, and closer and closer to the bay, the water sparkling behind the moored boats. Her stomach flipped at the thought of being so close.
“Hey, Truth, do you think…”
Her question trailed off as something in the back of Daria’s mind niggled at her. She glanced in the mirror just in time to see a pop of gold explode into a puff of smoke, leaving none other than Chaos in its wake, right beside Death in the backseat. In shock, she could only stare in the rearview as Truth yelled, until she just about wrecked when she almost drove straight through a turn. Jerking the wheel to the left, she followed the road and returned her focus to the blurring yellow lines.
“Where did you come from?” she shouted, as Death grumbled at the god’s proximity and Truth fought a grin in the passenger seat as he turned around to eye their new guest.
“I’m Chaos. I’m everywhere and nowhere.”
“I thought you wanted us to call you Kay?” Truth laughed to himself.
“Of course I do,” he answered simply.
Rolling her eyes, Daria scoffed, “That doesn’t answer my—you know what? It doesn’t matter. What the hell do you want?”
Maybe she hadn’t had enough coffee to deal with good ole Dad. Her tone came out grumpier than she intended it to.
“Thought I’d help my daughter. House hunting, eh? How exciting!” He rubbed his hands together as if watching a five-course meal roll in front of him. His dark hair was swept to the side in a manner that hinted at a whole team of hairdressers, but she bet he’d just run his fingers through it. Chaotic cool—imagine that.
Gripping the steering wheel, she grumbled, “I don’t need help with house hunting. I have five demons willing to help. That’s plenty.”
He harrumphed and sat back, crossing his arms over his chest, and Daria eyed his Hawaiian print shirt. “What are you wearing?” she accused.
Ignoring her question, he frowned at Death and Truth. “And what are you guys going to help with? Co-signing a loan with your non-existent identities? Your triple zero credit score?”
Bouncing her eyes between the road and the mirror, she watched Death’s lips thin, but neither he nor Truth offered an answer.
“I don’t need a loan, I have the money.”
Pausing, his eyes flicked to hers before he put a hand out in front of him to study his nail beds. “That still doesn’t help when it comes to all the paperwork. Tell ya what, daughter,” he began, and Daria took a deep breath to contain her patience. “I’ll help you get your house. Think of it like a gift from Dad.” He grinned a crooked smile at her and she glared back.
Nope, she didn’t trust that smile one bit.
“Why? What’s in it for you?” she asked.
Instead of answering, another pop of magic and a poof of smoke appeared in the backseat between them. When it cleared, a gorgeous, blonde bombshell was left in its place, leaving Daria gaping as Death inched as far away as possible against the right side door.
“Meet Persuasion. Another of Pandora’s demons, but released centuries ago with the original incident,” Chaos informed them.
“Hi!” she chirped, bubbly and happy and all pretty with her blonde curls and bright, white smile.
“She’s bored, and I think this is something she could do to help have a positive impact,” he continued, ignoring their shocked expressions and Daria’s growing annoyance.
“Who is she going to persuade? And about what?” Daria inquired, as a headache began to squeeze at her temples.
“I’ve done you the favor of calling a real estate agent, and he’s going to meet you at the first location.” Daria sputtered at his words, while Truth and Death were absolutely no help at all. “Persy is talented, you’ll see. Here’s the first house. The agent’s name is Jimmy.” Kay snapped his fingers, a piece of paper poofing into existence and flying up front to land in Truth’s lap.
Daria leaned over to see what it said, and only saw a mix of numbers and letters, addresses of her possible future home apparently.
“How do you even know if I like those houses? I have a feeling we have very different tastes,” she challenged, trying to poke holes in his plan.
“Please, you think I don’t know my own daughter? Pshaw.” He waved a hand at her as if the idea was preposterous. “You want a house on the water, yes?”
Narrowing her eyes again, she glared at the backseat of demons through the mirror. “How did you know that?”
“Chaos likes its space,” he replied simply.
What a know-it-all.
Daria grumbled, focusing on the road again as she took a street to lead them onto the back road.
“Well, that settles it. Let me know if you need anything.” Kay clapped his hands as if it was a done deal.
“Wait, how am I supposed to contact—”And he’s gone.
A sound strangled in Daria’s throat as she pointedly kept her eyes on the road, ignoring the lingering smoke from his departure. In fact, she rolled the window down to let it out, the whirring of the retraction was loud in the silence of the car.
It was silent for a few beats, the tension in the car high and tight as they waited for her to explode. But a deep breath helped her gain a smidge of control over her emotions, and she motioned to Truth beside her. “Okay, where’s the first stop?”
“Uh… it looks like this one is on Willow Lane.”
“Oh, that’s right up here.” Daria pointed to a huge house just ahead, on the very edge of the water, with a dock attached out front sans boat. As they pulled into the back of the house, since the front faced the water, she already knew this wasn’t the one.
“Um, Persy,” Daria called the woman to her side after they parked and got out. Her bright green eyes popped against her tanned skin and blonde hair. “Hi. I’m Daria, obviously. Well, you probably knew that. I mean, Chaos—Kay probably told you, right?”
Oh God, here we go again. She’s just so pretty!
Daria whined about her social ineptness internally, while she stuck her hand out for a shake, taking a deep breath and continuing, even though Truth laughed against his shoulder, and Death pointedly stared out at the water with his lips twitching. “What I mean is, thanks in advance for helping. I really appreciate it.” And she did, even if her father had kind of dropped her off unexpectedly.
“It’s no problem, really. Kay was right, I was getting bored. There’s only so many things to do on a beach that mimics the Bahamas.”
Leave it to Chaos to have a paradise hidden in his little palace thing. That explained the tan at least.
Daria glanced down at the white concrete drive, one that was much too clean. And just look at how close the neighbors were! She couldn’t live with five demons twenty feet away from unsuspecting humans! Who knew what could happen!
But, to humor them, she led the way. A young man awaited them, wearing fitted khakis and short sleeve button up shirt. A small, printed pattern decorated the fabric, and with his sharp shoes and wide frame glasses, Daria made him out to be a hipster.
The demons followed behind her, Persy in tow, and the man’s gaze immediately sought out the blonde. He stared for longer than was polite before clearing his throat and sticking his hand out for a shake toward Daria.
“Nice to meet you, Ms. Locke, I’m James Crys, and I’ll be helping you narrow down the search for your new home. Shall we look around?”
“Actually… uh, sure,” she agreed with a fake smile, changing her mind at the last minute at the hopeful look on his face.
“And your friends…” He trailed off, stepping forward to meet the guys.
Daria panicked. She couldn’t very well introduce them as Death and Truth.
“Hi, I’m Dante,” Death said, taking charge and stepping forward, meeting James in the middle with a firm handshake. A sigh of relief left Daria. But then she hid a grin. Dante, like the nine levels of hell. Nice. It fit him too, what with the long, dark hair flowing in the summer breeze, the shadow of a beard framing his lips, and the dark eyes.
Sigh.
“And I’m Tobias. Toby for short.”
She guessed they had already created their fake names. One less thing for Daria to worry about. Truth’s fit him too. He was the epitome of a surfer guy, if ever there was one. Of all the things to complain about with having five demons around, their looks were definitely not one of them. But first thing first, she was not calling him Toby.
“I’m Persy.” Persuasion stepped forward with a spring in her step as she beamed at the poor man. He didn’t stand a chance.
“N-nice to meet you,” he stumbled out, and Daria exchanged a grin with Truth.
This might just work after all.
    
DEATH
This wasn’t working.
Five houses later, she still hadn’t made a decision.
They were all too big, too modern, too suburban-family-magazine, whatever that meant.
Not that he disagreed with her… but, well, it was tiresome.
Daria had an exact image of the house she wanted in her mind, but he didn’t know how to make her see that it was next to impossible. Even James seemed a little defeated as she turned down yet another beautiful home on the water of Maleston’s bay. Though with a light touch, Persy perked him right back up. The man was hopelessly lost to her.
“I’m sorry,” Daria murmured. “It’s just not the one.”
A deep, troubled sigh fell from James’ lips as he pulled out a piece of paper. “Okay, I understand. I only have one house left to show you that’s directly on the water though. The others are back a ways.”
Excited, Daria rubbed her hands together. Death only shook his head at her excitement. This one probably wouldn’t work either.
The midday summer sun beat down on them, sweltering even in the last dregs of summer. It seemed it was holding on with claws this year. But the sky was blue, and Death could tell Daria loved it from the way she tilted her face up to the sun as if to soak in as much as she could before Autumn leeched it’s heat away. It left plenty of light to shimmer and play along the waterfront, just teasing them with what a sight it would be to wake up to.
It wouldn’t really be his home, but Death found himself just as eager as Daria to find somewhere to live. Her apartment was clean and well kept, but it was still just an apartment. One bordering the rough edge of town at that. She deserved something better, something worthy of the Daughter of Chaos herself.
“Let’s get to it then!”
“I’ll ride with James,” Persy announced happily, sending the man a genuine smile, teeth white in the tanned beauty of her face.
Just how bored had she been? Death couldn’t help but wonder. Had Chaos been keeping her locked up?
A question for another time, he presumed, and followed Daria and Truth to her car.
“I am really sorry this is taking so long. No one hates pointless shopping more than me, but if I’m going to live there for the rest of my life, I want it to be perfect,” she apologized, as the car rumbled to life and they started out of the circle driveway.
“It’s okay, really. We know this house means a lot to you, and we want you to find something that makes you happy.” Truth turned an expectant look toward Death in the backseat. “Right, Death?” he asked pointedly.
“Exactly,” agreed Death.
The car bumped along the road a little bit longer this time, the gap between houses growing larger and larger. Before long, the houses trailed off completely, a span of grassy plains taking over to their right, and the water beyond. The woods drew closer the longer they drove, and Death frowned at the direction they were going.
“Is this even still considered Maleston?” he queried. They were pretty far from town.
“I think so.” Daria had an equally confused expression on her face, to match the uncertain tone she used.
“Oh,” she whispered, and Death peeked around Truth’s seat to glance ahead through the windshield.
They pulled into a half-gravel half-dirt driveway, with trees and shrubs blocking most of the house from view. Just five yards or so away the forest began, the bay trickling off into rivers and streams to make its way through the dense thicket.
The trees dwindled off to a yard, still a deep, healthy green despite the obvious age and lack of care of the grounds themselves. Death gaped at the house before them.
The car rolled to a stop in front of a garage. Attached with an enclosed hallway was the house itself—a Victorian monstrosity of gables and turrets, with half-rotted boards sagging under the weight of the front porch. Shutters and bay windows glued tight from years of salt air and neglect. And yet for all of its grandeur and bruised dignity, something about the house seemed… right.
Death turned to ask Daria what she thought, but all it took was seeing the look in her eyes. Pure happiness and excitement, her blue eyes sparkled like the water itself.
This was the one.
As soon as they emerged from the car, Daria practically skipped over to James as soon as he opened his own car door.
“How long has this been on the market?” Daria asked.
James pulled out his paper, scanning for the information and wincing under the bright sunlight. “Ah… looks like about three years. The woman who owned it, her husband died and she couldn’t keep it up. According to her, it had been in bad shape for a while, and she never felt the need to keep on top of it since he wasn’t there to share it with her.”
“How sad.” She frowned up at the eyesore.
“Asking price?”
He quoted it and Daria’s eyebrows shot high. He quickly explained, “But that includes all the furniture too. It looks like all the appliances were updated about a year ago, an attempt to draw more buyers in. Other than that, the furniture inside is all the same.”
“Beds and everything?” She cocked her head to the side, gears working.
“How badly does she want to get rid of it?” Persy took over, sliding a hand along James’ arm. His eyes darted to her with a panicked look before he relaxed at the soft smile she gave him.
“I’d say pretty badly. She doesn’t pay utilities on it or anything, but the land taxes I’m sure aren’t all that fun.”
“Well, do you think she’d come off that price any? I mean… look at it,” Death grumbled.
Shutters askew, sinking roof, and clearly some reinforcements needed to be made, if not an entire overhaul of the bones of the place.
“Yeah, James, what do you think?” Persy pretty much purred as she latched on to his arm, sliding her own through his.
“It’s… possible. Let me make a call.”
“Tell her I can get cash.”
Eyes bugging out of his head, he nodded eagerly before turning away. Persy shot her a thumbs-up and a wink before trailing after James to egg him on.
“It’s perfect,” Daria whispered with barely contained glee and Death winced.
“Are you sure? It’s gonna need an awful lot of care,” Truth reasoned.
“Absolutely. Nothing worthwhile is going to come easy. Of course it’s going to take some work, but it’ll be worth it.”
Daria stepped around a hole in the porch and framed her face with her hands, peering into a set of French doors to see inside. A little squeal of happiness came out of her, even against the grime of the windows.
“Fireplace, huge living room. Second floor balcony, endless kitchen cabinets. Look! There’s a bay window nook I can read in and look outside!”
Death refrained from pointing out she hardly had time to read anymore. He just couldn’t burst her happy bubble. Damn it.
She backed up and trotted around the side of the house, her feet whispering across the green grass as the water trickled in the background. Glancing up, she shielded her eyes from the sun and pointed. “Look! It’s even got a little walkway between the two bay towers!”
And of course, she was right. Though currently it looked less than safe, he imagined how it looked thirty years ago… and it was a beauty. Unique.
His eyes trailed to the dark-haired woman instead of the home.
He hated to admit it, but the home was perfect for her.
James returned with Persy perched on his arm like a prize, and grinned at Daria.
At the glee in Daria’s eyes when James quoted the price, Death was thankful he didn’t have much to pack.





DARIA
T  wo nights later, they popped open a bottle of wine. Hope cooked, and they celebrated Daria finding her first real home. That was where they were now. Where they’d spent the entire day cleaning and trying to wash away the grime of neglect. Since she’d paid rent on her old apartment for the month already, the landlord had decided she didn’t need to worry about the lease if she forfeited the damage deposit. So, she was free to move out without worry. Betrayal’s intimidating form shadowing her might have had something to do with his easy agreement, but she’d left happy either way.
When they were all seated around the dining room table, Daria studied her demons and Persy, wondering how she’d ended up here. While the shrimp pasta Hope had thrown together was magnificent, jokes were traded, and smiles were shared, Daria couldn’t help but still feel… off. Pieces of her life were coming together, falling in line, just like she had always wanted. And yet… she was a little lost. A bit bruised from everything that had happened.
“Hey, are you okay?” Misery leaned over to whisper in her ear, his palm landing on her thigh in comfort or distraction—she didn’t know which.
What she did know, was that Misery was far too attentive. He knew when her thoughts were drifting to anything less than happy, and he always distracted her in the nick of time. Any awkwardness from their conversation that lingered had dissipated in favor of the ease that came with being with one another.
Maybe she’d had too much wine, or was growing to feel too comfortable with them around, but she answered him honestly. “Just thinking about my mom.”
Misery leaned closer, kissing her on the cheek and squeezing her thigh. “It’ll be okay. We’ll find someone else to look at the traffic cameras. Don’t worry.”
“What is it?” Death asked from across the table, staring expectantly at Daria.
She sighed, not wanting to ruin the atmosphere, but knowing the conversation needed to be had. “Once we get settled, we need to start looking for my mom’s killer again.”
It was funny, the image of Death flipping his hair over his shoulder, the gesture not as feminine as she had imagined. “You’re right. We can find someone, another hacker who can look at the traffic cams. I never heard back from the guy who got our IDs.”
“What’s this about a hacker?” Persy butted in, her smile hesitant as she leaned forward on the table. She hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol.
“Ah… my mom died in a car accident, that we no longer think was an accident. We figured to start, we’d need to look at the traffic camera footage to see what really happened.”
A bright gleam sparkled out of Persy’s green eyes as she scooted closer, her forearms resting on the tabletop. “I can do that.”
Daria blinked. “You can?”
“Yup. When I was, uhm… visiting Chaos, he let me play with whatever I wanted. I like to know how things work, and electronics have always been fun for me.”
“But you're the demon of persuasion,” Misery stated bluntly.
Persy arched a perfectly plucked blonde brow. “Yes. To persuade someone, I need to know what drives them. What they want. That same inclination made it easy for me to fall in love with computers. Coding, design, hardware, software…” She sighed, leaning her head in her palm. “I miss my toys.”
“Where are they?” Daria asked.
“They’re still at Kay’s house. Palace, whatever.”
“Can he bring them here?”
She grinned. “Would you let me?”
Tilting her head to the side, Daria shrugged. “You live here, don’t you?”
Persy laughed before turning her head to the ceiling and shouting, “Chaos! Chaos, come here please!”
Dumbfounded, Daria just stared. “That’s how I’m supposed to contact him? Just shout?”
“Unfortunately yes. No matter how many smartphones I set him up with, he still prefers the old-fashioned way of summoning.” She leaned forward as if to share a secret. “I think he likes to feel wanted.”
Daria laughed abruptly, the thought of Chaos—the beginning of everything—feeling inadequate. A throat cleared behind her and she jerked around in her seat to find her father standing in the room behind her.
“A fixer-upper then? I knew you’d like this one.” He tugged the seat out beside Misery and sat down, reaching for a plate and the bowl of pasta. “And dinner? Daria, you flatter me.”
Persy cleared her throat. “Kay? I was wondering if I could have the things you gave me brought here?”
Arching a brow, he bit the end off a breadstick and turned to Daria. “So, you’re letting her stay?”
She sputtered. “Well, I’m not going to throw her out in the street! She’s fitting into the household perfectly,” she replied honestly, smiling at the demon across the table.
Chaos snapped his fingers. “Done. It’s in your room,” he declared, standing with his plate of pasta. “Come here, I want a hug,” he told Persy.
She flushed, but stood and crossed the table, wrapping her arms around Kay as he held his plate out to the side. He kissed the top of her head in what Daria imagined was a fatherly gesture, and she wondered what that was like. Maybe soon she’d have her own bond with her father and the idea wouldn’t seem so odd.
“Wait, how did you know which one was her room?” Daria asked.
Truth chuckled and leaned close on her other side. “Don’t you know by now? He doesn’t answer questions like that.”
“Alright kids, I’ve got things to do, chaos to bring, yada yada. Stay out of trouble!” he said, his gaze touching them, ending on Betrayal, who he saluted. Then, in a puff of gold smoke, he disappeared, plate and all.
“Well, that was… odd,” Daria muttered.
“Oh, he’s not too bad once you get to know him.” Persy stood to the side, excitement practically thrumming off of her. “Can I be excused? I’ll set up my gear and we can start the search for the footage.”
“Of course. You don’t have to ask,” Daria answered, wishing the woman would feel more comfortable at the house. Instead, she simply nodded, racing from the room. Her steps echoed and creaked on the old stairs.
“We won’t ever see her again!” Hope laughed. “She will never leave her room.”
“Do you think she likes brownies?” Truth queried, utterly serious. “We can lure her out with those. Leave little crumbs on the stairs for her to follow.
His sweet tooth was kicking in now that dinner was winding down.
Daria grinned at the imagery. “Who doesn’t like brownies?”
“No nuts please!” Persy’s voice called to them from the stairway, and they burst into laughter.
    
THREE EVENINGS LATER, Daria slid a cosmopolitan across the bar, and the older woman arched an eyebrow as she glared at the pale rose-colored drink. The woman looked like she was a no-nonsense type of gal, so Daria didn’t bother loading it up with cranberry juice, which normally gave it the bright pink color.
After she tilted the martini glass against her lips and swallowed, the woman grinned and slapped down a generous tip before gliding back to her table alone. Sliding down the bar to help another patron, Daria smiled at the attractive woman across from her. Thank God her social ineptness didn’t seem to apply to her customers. Else she’d be in trouble all night every night. Couldn’t very well earn tips if she couldn’t so much as talk to them.
“What can I get you?”
The redhead across from her tossed her hair over her shoulder and none-too-subtly checked Daria out, whose cheeks flushed at the attention.
“I’ll take whatever’s your favorite,” she answered, her green gaze flashing pointedly at Daria.
“Sure thing.” Daria grinned, and pulled out the appropriate ingredients. “Hope you like it sour.”
“I like it anyway you want it.” She laughed, and Daria couldn’t help but admire her confidence.
When the lemon drop was finished, Daria slid it across the bar into the redhead’s waiting hands.
“I’m Amber, do you wanna get off tonight?”
Daria just about choked. “You know, most people ask when I get off tonight.”
“Details.” She just grinned.
Giggling, Daria was extremely flattered. “Unfortunately, I don’t swing that way, but I’m extremely flattered. Tell ya what.” Daria leaned forward conspiratorially, hating the disappointment on her face. “The cute blonde down here?” Tilting her head to the left, Daria motioned to the woman who’d been sitting alone all night. “I think she’s looking for company.” And she’d also been a little more than friendly with Daria earlier.
With eyes on a new target, Amber slid down the bar and worked on seducing her newest fancy.
Speaking of seductive… Daria’s gaze slid to the table in the back, nearest and to the right of the door, as flashing car lights from one of the long narrow windows reflected off the glossy, black tabletop. Seated behind the low table was none other than Betrayal. It was his turn on the watch-Daria-closely rotation. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem happy about it, if the grim look on his face was anything to go by. He also kept flipping that damned coin of his. She didn’t know if it was an anxiety induced tick or what. But it was annoying. It kept reflecting the low lighting above his table, distracting Daria until she had no choice but to turn her gaze to his lone figure in the back.
Yes, it was definitely the coin’s fault she kept looking over. Not his strong shoulders or the way the veins in his forearm flexed under the light as he flicked the coin into the air, only to catch it every. Single. Time.
Nope.
She didn’t really enjoy having one of the guys close by at all times. Poor Allegra was beginning to think she had a whole group of live-in boyfriends, what with how many different guys were constantly picking her up from work.
Everything had been quiet though. They’d finally moved in, completing everything this afternoon. All that was left were a few spare boxes, and Misery and Hope had decided to take care of those. Death and Truth were finishing up cleaning the last of the furniture. Couches, tables, chairs, and everything needed to be washed and polished, since it had a nice, thick layer of grime covering it.
It was almost as if the sorrow and sadness from her husband’s death had permeated the fabrics and left a stain on the home. Once Daria had cleaned all the windows though, the sun had shone right through them, lighting the house up from the outside in.
Daria wasn’t sure what Persy had done during her time in Chaos’ paradise, but she was an asset Daria couldn’t ignore. She was excellent at getting repair guys to quote them lower prices. Every day she chose an outfit tailored to who would be visiting, like it was an art.
Well, call her Picasso for all Daria cared. The new demon was fitting in right as rain, even though most of the guys avoided her like the plague. Daria’s feelings were hurt on her behalf. The girl seemed lonely, and the social contact she got from repairmen seemed to be all she could get. Every morning, Daria was sure to greet her with a cup of cocoa, since she didn’t seem to like coffee, and a smile. She appeared appreciative, but behind her eyes was something troublesome. Daria just didn’t know what yet.
With everyone at home handling their jobs, she was left with Betrayal.
Dark, tattooed, and grumpy-ass Betrayal. His attitude wasn’t lost on her coworkers either. The last waitress to check on him had absolutely scampered away. That’s why Daria wiped her hands off on a towel and made her way across the bar, her tennis shoes squeaking on the wood floor. He had helped this week with listing her old furniture online to sell, but by god she was tired of his attitude. It was bad enough he basically played a hermit, hiding out with her laptop, doing work, he claimed. But now he acted like she’d taken him hostage and forced him to sit in the bar.
“Excuse me, sir,” she grated out between clenched teeth, and put her weight on her palms as she leaned over the table to glare at him. “Could you please not scare the waitresses with your bad attitude?”
“Tell them to leave me alone then.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, is their service too nice for you?” Daria leaned closer, anger filling her up and flushing her cheeks. He’d had a bug up his ass all night, glaring from the corner, and she’d had enough. “Get over it. This is my workplace, and if you all are really gonna sit here night after night and pointlessly watch me, then you’re gonna have to be nice to my coworkers. Do you need a drink to take the edge off?”
He opened his mouth to answer, but she beat him to it. “If the answer is anything but yes, I’m going to bring you one anyway and pour it in your lap.”
His brows furrowed low, creating an almost straight line bisecting his face. “Fine,” he grumbled, turning his head to glare out the window.
She paused for another second, her gaze dancing across the sharp cheekbones covered by a short beard. For a moment, she wanted to scratch her fingers through it, feel the coarse hairs under her fingertips. Then she shook herself and backed away, her head tilted in confusion at herself, at him, at everything, before finally turning and making her way back to the bar.
Pouring two fingers of Bourbon, neat, she walked it across the bar again and gently set it down on the table.
She’d already changed direction again before she halted and hesitantly turned around. Her fingers drummed over the tabletop as she studied him.
“I know you don’t want to be here any more than I want you here. But maybe we can make this as painless as possible.”
When one sharp, dark brow rose high, she continued, “We both know this is kind of pointless, so there’s no use in you sitting here being bored to death. Enjoy your drink, hell, talk to some of the people here. It’s more suspicious if you sit here alone, in a bar, than it is if you talk to others.”
At the look on his face, she winced. “Okay, fine. Not my best suggestion.”
She stalled out, waiting for him to say something. When his silence made it clear he wasn’t going to continue their conversation further, she turned sharply, intending to make a dramatic exit to her side of the bar.
“Thanks,” she barely heard him mumble.
She was so startled by the simple gesture, she bumped right into another patron, causing his drink to tumble to the floor.
“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” she rushed out, hands flying out to steady him. His dirty blond hair and genuine smile seemed familiar, but she failed to place it in her memory. Possibly a repeat customer. He grinned at her and slipped his phone back in his pocket.
“No, that’s my bad, I was distracted and didn’t see where I was going,” he admitted.
Daria leaned down to scoop the glass off the floor, thankfully still intact, and offered him a smile. “Well, I’m still sorry about your drink. Let me make you another.”
“Ah, that’s okay.” He waved her off. “That text was my date telling me she canceled, so I’m just going to head home for the night.”
That was a sad story, and he was handsome, but Daria was through trying to take home men from her own bar. “Well, the offer will be here in the future if you decide to come back. Ask for Daria. I hope you have a good night.”
“Thanks, ah, you too.” He brushed a hand over his neck and flushed, making his way to the door. Maybe he’d just been trying to pick her up with that line about the canceled date.
Grumbling as she returned to her rightful place behind the bar, she helped Allegra get caught up on drink orders, slinging them left and right. The night passed in a blur as they stayed on top of the demands for alcohol, whether it was straight from the bottle, or masked with flavored juices and soda. She visited Betrayal a few times, refreshing his drink every so often. Thankfully, he no longer glared or barked at the other waitresses, but the scowl that seemed permanently stamped on his face never left.
What’s got his panties in a bunch?
It was possible his grumpiness was just his average state of existence.
Whatever. If he wanted to talk to her, he would. More than likely he confided in the other guys. Daria tried to imagine which one of the other demons would lend his ear to a grumpy ass like Betrayal. Maybe Hope would have the patience for it.
Giggling at the image of Betrayal on a therapy couch, she wiped the bar down one last time. Things were finally slowing down and coming to a close. The last customers had left a while ago, leaving Daria and Allegra racing to get the chores done.
It was so good to get back to work, but Daria couldn’t wait to go home and walk through the doors of a house that was all hers. Well, hers and six demons’. Who was counting at this point?
Betrayal had moved from lurking in the corner to lurking on the curb in front of the bar. Her chaperone was waiting. Misery should have already been on his way, the unofficially chosen chauffeur for the night.
After shutting the lights off, she met Allegra in the back room to get their stuff.
“My feet hurt,” Allegra whined, and Daria had never heard a statement more relatable.
“Tell me about it,” she agreed. “At least we’re pretty much done though. Did I tell you I bought a house?” Daria mentioned nonchalantly.
Allegra’s mouth dropped open. “How did you go from jobless to buying a house in like two and a half weeks?”
“My mom left me some money. I bought a house on the water.” Daria had almost slipped up and said “we.” That would’ve been awkward.
I’m just living with the five demons I was born to watch over, oh and plus one thanks to dear ole Dad. Did I mention he’s a demon-god-thing as well? No? Well, surprise!
Yeah, that would go over real well.
Their footsteps echoed on the wooden floor as they made their way to the front, Allegra’s voice accompanying them to the exit. “Wow, Daria. That’s amazing! Are you going to have a housewarming party?”
“Ah… maybe soon? I kind of bought a fixer-upper, so it might take me awhile to get her into shape.” And figure out how to explain six housemates.
“Oh, that’s great! You know, I’ve heard that’s the way to go in the market right now. Everything is way overpriced,” Allegra commented, while she dug in her purse for the keys. “Especially here in Maleston.” Holding the door for Allegra, Daria followed out after her and made sure the door was latched.
“Yep. I guess people like it here.” Allegra stepped forward to turn the lock with the key, the deadbolt sliding home.
“I have to agree,” Daria murmured as they stepped into the night. It was still warm, a slight chill setting in from the late hour of the night. Or early morning, she guessed she could say. She couldn’t complain though, she hated the dead heat of summer, so it was just as well that she wasn’t really awake for most of it.
“Well, I’m pretty crafty if you need help with anything. Seriously, let me know.” Allegra’s voice was full of genuine interest, and Daria turned her attention to the brunette.
“I will take you up on that. Some of the furniture and stuff… it’s pretty wrecked.”
“I got you. Just let me know. You have my number. Bye, Grumpy!” Allegra walked toward her car with a backwards wave to Betrayal and a promise to see Daria the next day.
Daria sighed, placing her palms on her lower back and stretching backwards, a little groan tumbling out at the relief. Maybe that clawfoot tub would come in handy. It was the first thing she’d cleaned when they had all started in on the house.
“You ready to go?” she asked Betrayal, who stood in the middle of the alley, blocking her way. “Is Misery on his way?”
“Yeah, I think so,” he replied, but he seemed distracted, his gaze bouncing around the empty street as if searching for predators.
“Is everything okay?” His intense search made a flutter of nerves go off in her stomach.
Headlights from Allegra’s car splashed the bar front with light, and she honked as she pulled out and drove away. Daria waved, but kept her attention on Betrayal.
A very distinct pressure bubbled in her chest, one she thankfully could recognize by now.
“Betrayal,” she warned, a hand coming up to massage her chest.
His brows were furrowed low as he jerked his eyes to hers.
“Something’s going to happen. It’s building.”
“Run, now!” he commanded, and Daria, not trying to be stupid, listened. She bolted for the alley, her hand gripping the bricks so she could use her momentum to swing around the corner and behind the dumpster. A thump sounded behind her and she peered over her shoulder to see Betrayal gripping his neck as he slid to the ground with his back against the wall.
Between two fingers, he yanked out a dart with a pink tip on the end, and Daria gasped as he slumped over.
Oh shit.
A smart person would lock herself in the bar. Except she’d only worked there for a few days and hadn’t earned keys yet. And even if she had keys, whoever it was could easily just break in and get to her. This was bad. The only thing protecting her was the dumpster. If she ran, they’d probably have a perfect line of sight to knock her out with a dart too. Yanking out her phone, she dropped a text to their group—911 at Twist.
Her best bet was running, shitty as it sounded.
But my feet hurt, she whined a little at the thought.
Just think of the hot bath at the end of the rainbow.
The pressure in her chest tightened, taking her breath with it. She sucked in air and glared out at the darkness. Maybe her chaos magic… power… electricity…whatever, would save them, and all of their darts would magically take each other out.
If only she knew how to do that…
Thanks, Dad.
She cursed, glancing at the rooftops, but didn’t see anyone.
“Where are they?” she mumbled to herself.
Ideally, she wanted to grab Betrayal and bring him behind the dumpster with her, for protection. But she knew she couldn’t lift his bulk. But if she sat there and waited, they’d eventually get bored and come after her.
The guys were on their way. They’d make it in time.
Please make it in time.
Daria slapped her palm against the brick in frustration, and with a deep breath, surged out from behind the dumpster, her feet slapping the pavement in a very deja vu situation. She refused to play the sitting duck.
Fucking job, always getting me almost killed.
Sprinting down the alley, she cursed every step she took. The weight on her chest tightened, solidified, and trying anything, Daria opened herself to it, desperate for relief.
She got it. In the form of a sharp pain in the back of her arm, sucking away the tightness in her chest away and all her energy with it.
The world swam around her, the walls of the alley morphing and swirling until everything was one.
Worst feeling ever, in case anyone was wondering.
The paved ground rushing up to meet her was her last sight.





MISERY
A  sigh escaped, heavy with exhaustion, as Misery broke down the last of Daria’s boxes. Who knew so much stuff had fit in her little apartment?
Thankfully, it was done now. Turns out, six demons could really get a lot done. Now, the guys would finally stop bitching about who got to use the shower first.
Besides the master bathroom, there were three other showers for them to use. Misery hadn’t been able to see it at first, but now that the grime, dust, and years of neglect had been wiped away, the house was a gem. Perfect for a bunch of demons—especially with the nearest neighbor about a seven-minute drive away.
Throwing the flattened box on top of the pile, he dusted his hands off and took a look around the master bedroom. It had a huge, king-sized four-poster bed against the far wall, a bay window to the right of that, plus the extra windows. Misery was thankful the room didn’t face the sunrise. Daria needed all the sleep she could get after working all night.
Okay, fine. He wasn’t one for waking up at the ass crack of dawn either.
In the past few days, he’d become Daria’s unofficial bedmate. It made him eager for her to return home, because he loved nothing more than cuddling up with her at night. The guys knew better than to tease him about it—because they were all jealous as it was.
Speaking of… it was almost time to go get her.
Since they were still limited to one car, they’d compromised, so one of them was responsible for picking Daria up and taking her to work. Well, her and whoever volunteered to be her watchdog for that evening.
He thought about texting her, but then stopped, his phone already resting in his hand. Normally, Daria texted when she was almost done closing for the night, but Betrayal was with her. Work was probably just keeping her late. He was only a fifteen-minute drive away, with the late night hour and the nonexistent traffic. Not that there was very much traffic in Maleston anyway.
But he couldn’t help but feel something was… off.
Waving it aside, he reminded himself, again, that Betrayal was with her. He was a big, burly bastard, and nothing would happen to her on his watch. The demon might have been a little withdrawn compared to the rest, but he was no less dedicated to Daria than the others were.
Gathering the pile of boxes, he made his way downstairs, taking extra care on the creaky steps. The contractor they’d hired to inspect the place promised the stairs were safe, but damn if they didn’t make Misery pause every time they wailed in protest at his weight.
When he safely made it to the bottom, Truth, Death, and Hope were already gathered, beers in hand as they wrapped up whatever they were doing. Through the windows, he spied Persy out on the back lawn, staring out at the water as the moonlight danced over it.
“You guys finished too?” he asked, though the answer was obvious.
“Yeah, just a few minutes ago,” answered Truth.
Nodding, Misery went out the pair of French doors to add his pile of cardboard to the already mountainous tower, staring in the same direction Persy was, but seeing nothing but the bay cast in a swash of moonlight.
When he went back inside, he bypassed the others, already tasting the ice-cold beer he planned to drink with them when he got back.
By the time he’d grabbed the keys off the side table by the back door, his phone went off.
As did the others’, all at once.
Dread curled in his gut and worry sank its claws into him. Slowly, he pulled out his phone as if he didn’t want to know what it was.
Or whom.
911 at Twist.
That’s all the message said, but it might as well have reached through the phone, into his chest, and pulverized his heart. It was from Daria, sent to their group chat.
A second later, Persy came through the door, her face pale even though she’d been outside in the humid night air. Her own phone was clenched in her fist, fear evident in her face.
“Is Daria okay?” she inquired, though none of them had the answer.
Misery blinked and found himself inside the car, phone lit against the dark night and blinding in its contrast as he rushed to start the car and get to Daria.
“Misery! Wait!” Death yelled, the others following close behind. “Don’t leave without us.”
Again, he blinked and they were on the road, rushing down the quiet streets and empty roads on the way to Daria’s workplace.
Heart slamming against his chest, he gripped his hands around the steering wheel, sweaty from fear and dread. Misery knew it had been too quiet lately—too good. They hadn’t even started the search for Samena’s killer. What if something happened to Daria and she never found out who killed her mother? Misery almost couldn’t stand the thought, and wiped his right hand on the thigh of his black jeans.
Worse—what if the person responsible was the one who was causing Daria trouble right now?
Lampposts signaled they had arrived in the popular part of Maleston, and he took the correct street to lead them closer as he stayed lost in his thoughts. As if his own turmoil wasn’t enough, the misery locked deep within him begged to be let out. It cried louder and louder with every worry that slid through his mind.
If only you’d left when you were supposed to.
Sure, it could just be a group of hecklers giving Daria a hard time after her shift, a few drunk idiots. But that didn’t warrant a 911 text from her.
It didn’t warrant radio silence when Truth, Death, Hope, and Persy traded making calls to her that went unanswered. All while his hands gripped the wheel tight enough for the leather to protest and a lead weight sunk in his gut.
Finally, finally, he rounded the last turn to The Twist, and the lack of lights around the vicinity made him nervous. Lips thinning in tightly held despair, he parked the car parallel to the curb. A deep breath hissed out before he threw the door open and rushed around the alley.
It was stupid of him, he knew. Someone could have been lying in wait for the next victim, but hell, he dared them. It’d be a fucking relief.
That was, if he could die in the first place from anything other than decapitation.
But when he turned the alley corner and found no one there, he almost wished he could.
He stalked forward, his boots scraping across the asphalt as he stopped before a few scattered items, the purple keychain glaring at him from the dark backdrop. Before him lay Daria’s keys, her wallet, and two phones.
It didn’t take a detective to guess they were Betrayal’s and Daria’s.
You were late. This is your fault.
The pure misery of guilt slammed into him like a truck and he took a deep, painful breath against the onslaught of hurt.
“Someone took her,” Truth whispered behind him. Ever the genius.
After scraping her things off the ground, along with the phones, he turned and deposited the items into Death’s waiting hands.
He kept the purple keychain for himself.
Misery may or may not have picked it up for her at random one day on one of their outings. So what if it had been bought with her own money? It was the thought that counted. Or at least, that’s what he’d learned over his years living in other women’s minds.
He approached Persy. “I swear to Pandora’s Box, if you had anything to do with this, I will kill you. Chaos be damned.”
Her brows furrowed low, her eyes wide and pixie nose crinkled in confusion. “Why would I have anything to do with this? Do you know who took her?”
“No, we don’t fucking know who took her!” he yelled, before a pair of hands gripping his shoulders pulled him back.
“Come on, man. She’s telling the truth. And you know it,” Truth confirmed low in his ear, quiet enough so no one else heard.
She had nothing to do with this. You’re just toxic.
“Fuck!” he roared, the exclamation echoing off the brick walls.
Misery, agony, and pain pressed in on him from all corners, his thoughts running wild. He couldn’t separate his own worry of Daria, his own guilt at being late, from the myriad of monstrous emotions that swarmed him on a daily basis.
Your fault. End it. Why would she want you? You’re just weak. Pathetic.
Misery shook himself, trying to make his limbs as loose as his sanity, but his muscles just tensed right back up.
A quiet conversation occurred around him as he freaked out, and tried to rein it in. It stayed far out of his reach though, and he wanted to help. He wanted in on the discussion—where had Daria gone? Who had taken her? Who dared hurt her?
But he wouldn’t be any good to any of them in this state. He wouldn’t be any good to Daria in this state.
Just go. You know it’s what is best. They’re better off without you.
Maybe the misery was just too loud, too large. Maybe it went too deep, he didn’t know. All he knew was that he had to listen. Maybe it would be quiet if he just listened. Just for a little bit.
So he turned his back on the demons, the conversation stuttering as he reached the mouth of the alley and didn’t slow down.
“Hey, Misery, where are you—” Hope called out, but his words cut off mid question.
“Just let him go, he’ll come back in the morning after he’s walked it off. Right Misery?” Truth shouted after him.
Misery didn’t answer.





DARIA
G roaning, Daria rolled over, the soft bed beneath her scented like home. She grinned in her half sleep haze. My home.
It felt so good to be a homeowner. She owed no one rent, and it was paid for in full, thanks to her mother’s money. No one would ever be able to yank her world out from underneath her. It was hers.
With another deep breath, someone cleared their throat and she jerked awake, expecting to find Misery beside her, like he so often was most mornings. She’d grown accustomed to the dark, cuddly demon as her bedmate.
But that was most certainly not who was beside her now.
Betrayal glared at her from atop the quilted comforter, his hand resting low on her back, and it was only then Daria realized this was not her home.
Everything came back in a rush, and as she sat up, Betrayal’s warm hand falling away, her heart pounded a tattoo on the inside of her ribs.
“What happened?” she asked.
“You tell me. All I remember is waiting on Misery, then nothing.”
Nodding, she relived the last few moments of her consciousness. “Yeah. You got hit with a dart, I saw it. Then I tried running, and I must have been hit too.”
“Well, shit. And now here we are.”
“Perceptive, you are.” She arched a brow at his ingenious observation, then frowned and looked around the room. It seemed old, much like her own home.
Man, I am never going to get tired of that word. Now, let’s just hope we can get out of wherever here is so I can return to it.
It was bare for the most part. There was no furniture except for the bed, but at least there were pillows. Though a few minutes ago she seemed to think Betrayal’s abs were a better surface to sleep on.
Nice, hard, firm abs.
Well, that settled it—the knockout juice must have still been affecting her.
She stood, surveying the old, wooden floors and walls, pale and yellowed from age. There was a single window, no curtains or shades, but when she got closer to look outside, she didn’t get very far. When she tried to step closer than three feet away, a headache hit her so violently she winced. Stopping a few feet away, she frowned at the glass and spied nothing but the tops of trees outside. They had to be on the second floor of wherever. Wanting a closer look, maybe to identify her surroundings, she lifted her foot to take another step forward, but her vision swam and she stopped again, afraid of passing out. When she backed up, the pain faded from her head and she frowned even more.
“It’s a ward of some kind.” Betrayal was kind enough to explain her confusion.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know exactly how it works, but I just know that as long as it’s in effect, neither of us are getting close to the exit.”
“Who can do a… ward like this? I’ve never heard of it.”
“Most demigods.”
Daria almost choked on her own air. “Gods? You think gods are behind this?”
“Well, unless someone kidnapped one and is forcing them to their will, yeah, I’d say so.” Tone drier than the desert, he explained it all as if she were an imbecile.
“Can just any god do this, or is it like—”
“Daria, if I knew who was behind this, I’d tell you. No specific god sticks out in my head, and warding is something they’re all capable of.”
“Do you think it’s Chaos? This could all be a joke.” One could hope anyway.
Hope. Her demons. Truth, Death, Misery, even Persuasion came to mind. Daria hoped they were okay.
Oh God.
“Have you seen any of the others? Is it just us?”
He waved his hand in a calm down motion. “Yeah, so far it’s just us. I haven’t seen anyone else. Sit down before you hyperventilate.”
Now that he mentioned it, her breath was coming a little fast, and that much too familiar pressure was settling on her chest for the long haul.
“Betrayal?” Her voice came out breathy and weak. It must have alarmed him, because his gaze jerked to hers and she swore she saw a hint of concern before he wiped it away. In its place remained the didn’t-give-a-shit glare that was so familiar on his features.
“I feel chaos-y,” she admitted.
“Chaotic?” he asked with a smirk, supplying a real word for her… condition.
“That sounds too dramatic. I don’t like it.”
“Chaos-y is a dumbass word. The least you could do is use a real one.”
She glared at him, her annoyance rising. “I’m not a damned superhero with a catch phrase. I feel chaotic, sounds a little catch phrase-y, doesn’t it?”
“I don’t know, you tell me. Try to use real words this time,” he growled, all while checking out his nail beds and completely avoiding her gaze.
With a huff of annoyance, she stepped forward, ready to slap some sense into the asshole, when she realized the heavy pressure had faded from her chest.
“Oh,” she murmured, finally seeing his game.
“Yeah, oh. Really? Chaos-y?” he scoffed, his eyes making a round trip around his eye sockets before the dark orbs landed squarely on her.
“It’s gone, you don’t have to make fun of me anymore. Thanks,” she whispered as she sat on the end of the bed.
“Dunno what you’re talking about. That was a legitimate question.” He avoided eye contact completely.
Daria let the silence settle around them for a minute, hearing no other sounds in the house. Spying a door, she approached it cautiously, waiting for the dizziness to hit, but it never did. Betrayal remained conspicuously quiet on the bed as her hand twisted the doorknob.
And opened it into an old bathroom. The walls were yellow with a blue, floral strip around the baseboard and on the ceiling. The tub itself was a pale yellow to match the walls, but had aged into a sickly-looking green color.
“Oh dear,” Daria murmured, and quickly backtracked out of the offending bathroom.
“I give it five stars,” Betrayal quipped with a completely straight face.
“I don’t believe you for one second,” she told him, and began a trek around the room. It started by the bathroom door, which was on the right side of the bed. Her feet whispered across the creaky hardwood as she rounded the mattress and its four posts, staying far away from the bedroom door in the right corner, past the foot of the bed, avoiding the window, and around to the other side.
All in all, it took thirteen steps. Which, when counted by a woman who barely reached five-foot-five, really put into perspective how small the room truly was.
Betrayal’s brown eyes followed her as she paced, but he never said anything. Meanwhile, Daria was lost in her thoughts. Who would have taken them? Wasn’t she a little old to get kidnapped?
She snorted at the idea. Not too long ago it had been the other three demons who’d been kidnapped, and they were centuries old.
“Aren’t you a little tired of getting kidnapped?” she asked Betrayal on her fourth trip around the room.
Shrugging, he barely blinked at her question. “I dunno. Thinking of making a hobby out of it. Think I’m doing okay so far? Two and counting.”
Daria frowned at the apparent ease with which he just… sat there. Here they were, at someone else’s mercy, not even knowing who was behind this, and there he lounged against the headboard. Not a care in the world.
“How are you so calm?” she queried accusingly.
Another shrug, one so chill and nonchalant it made her want to stalk across the room and shake some sense into him.
“Well, you slept like three hours longer than I did, so I’ve had time to pace and freak out. Now it’s your turn.”
Instantly, she relaxed… a little. “Oh. So you’ve already done all this? Testing the wards and…”
“Pacing anxiously? Yeah. I checked it off the list already.”
Defeated, she slumped onto the bed, laying backwards across the foot of the mattress. Above, the ceiling was spotted with water leaks in some areas and yellowed from time in others. She wrinkled her nose.
“I miss my house,” she moaned, feeling awfully sorry for herself.
“We’ve only been gone for like five hours.”
She jerked up suddenly. “Five hours! What am I going to do about work? I’m supposed to work tonight!”
He waved her off, more of that calm facade irritating her. “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure the guys will cover for you.”
“How are the guys going to cover for me at my job?” she huffed, crossing her arms as worry began to gnaw at her.
“Has anyone ever said you worry too much?”
Daria channeled Death in the glare she sent Betrayal’s way.
Like a man who wanted to survive, he backtracked. “I just meant I don’t think you should worry. The guys will probably have us out of here by dinnertime. You can tell allergy girl you got a weird stomach virus and were too sick to even phone in.”
“Allergy girl? Is that what you call her, really?” she questioned, while a frown curled her lips.
“Allegra. Whatever.”
Daria sat on the bed, reclining against one of the four-poster corners. “Maybe, assuming we get out of here, we should consider telling her about all this. It would most certainly make life easier.”
Now Betrayal frowned. “That’s risky. Why would you do that?”
“Well, if she knew everything that was going on, she could cover for me with Dave and since we’re apparently going to make a habit of this chaos business… it makes sense, right? And I don’t like lying to her.”
Yeah, it made her itchy to start a friendship out on a foundation of lies. Maybe she was just sensitive to it after everything that happened with Peter… but trust was important to her. How could she expect others to trust her if she didn’t trust them? “Allegra’s just so sweet, and none of you guys have felt anything off about her, right?”
Taking his silence as an answer, she continued, “I’m just saying. How helpful would it be to have her in the know?”
“How do you know you can trust her when you barely know her? It’s been what, two, three weeks?”
“Sometimes it’s not about how long you’ve known someone, it’s about how they’ve proved themselves trustworthy.” She let him soak that in for a minute before adding, “Besides, she’s one of the most genuine, caring people I’ve ever met.”
Betrayal grumbled, but a strange light had come into his eyes, and the conversation faded.
The sun cast a slice of light over the old, hardwood floors, the scuffs and black marks from years of wear highlighted in the yellow glow. Was someone ever going to come explain why they were here? Did they even know they were awake? Her gaze flew to the corners of the room, looking for cameras, red dots, or anything suspicious, but she found nothing. Just spider webs from years of neglect.
“Do you know where we are? Are we still in Maleston?” she asked, turning back and staring outside the window again.
“No. I was just as knocked out as you were. Woke up here.” He didn’t sound happy about that fact, but Daria couldn’t really say she felt like chasing rainbows either.
A hum trilled out of her throat, acknowledging his comment but not continuing the conversation further.
“If you’re that worried, I could just kill you and you can find Death and check in with him.”
Daria frowned, seriously considering the thought for a minute. It had worked when Hope pushed her off the scaffolding at the club.
Guess I’ll be taking another one for the team.
“Alright, fine. How do you wanna do it?”
Betrayal’s eyes bugged out of his head. “I was kidding!”
“Well, I’m not,” she retorted, as she made come at me motions with her fingers. “Let’s do this.”
    
BETRAYAL
Betrayal stared dumbly at the brave brunette at the end of the bed. She was willing to die to get them out of there. Glancing around the room, Betrayal realized there weren’t a whole lot of options for them to go with. He could smother her with a pillow. That didn’t sound pleasant. Though from her past experience, getting stabbed, shot, and falling to her death didn’t sound like buckets of fun either. And she’d lived through those.
Hah.
When his gaze settled on Daria’s, he found her bright blue orbs locked on him, her head cocked to the side. “What are you staring at?” he inquired, and resisted the urge to fidget under her stare, her brows furrowed in his direction.
She shook her head as his words registered. “Sorry. Thinking of all the ways you could kill me in here. Not a lot of options.”
“We could find plenty of things to do in here to pass the time. Not everyone needs tools to get the job done.” His gruff voice rumbled out of his chest with a distinct filthiness to it. He coughed to clear his throat, surprised that particular thought had made it past his vocal chords.
Daria tilted her head in his direction, playing naive. “Are we still talking about murdering me?”
“Of course,” he grumbled, and stood from the bed. Left with no options, his hands went to his belt buckle, and she grinned.
“Are you sure that’s big enough for me to choke on?” she teased.
The that in question threatened to leap to life with that particular visual, but the seriousness of the matter at hand put an end to that instantly. Instead of answering, he just glared, yanking his belt from the loops with a snap.
Clearing her throat, she stepped forward even though surely, if the girl had any sense, her self-preservation was telling her to run. “So, strangling. Sounds like a blast. Sure you’re up for it?”
Now he threaded one end of the belt through the metal buckle, tightening until a circle formed small enough to fit her head through. “I’m a demon. We’re evil, why wouldn’t I be?”
“Evil? I don’t think so. But if that makes it easier for you to sleep at night, sure, let’s go with it.”
He frowned at that, motioning her forward. To his surprise, she didn’t even fucking blink as he looped the belt over her head. Her ocean blue eyes were bright, but deep enough to drown in if he would let himself.
Was he actually going to do this? Shooting someone sounded simpler. A little detached. Pushing her off the scaffolding at the club? Would have been easy peasy.
But strangling her? He would have to stare at her, watch the light fade from her eyes, and no matter how temporary that was, Betrayal wasn’t certain he could go through with it.
Too late now. Do it.
Clearing his throat again, he glanced down at her, reading the expression on her face, almost desperate in his search for any sense of hesitation or doubt. Unfortunately, he found none. She was open, trusting, and ready to take one for the team at all costs.
Fuck.
He hated the dark leather around her slim, pale throat. It looked menacing there, which was fitting, considering its purpose.
“Are you sure about this?” he asked, just to make sure. He tightened it just a bit, just enough to let her know he was serious, and secretly hoping it would scare her into changing her mind.
But he saw nothing of the like in her features. Instead, a steely determination stared back at him and it cut him to the core. She was so fucking trusting.
Was it naiveté or bravery that made her that way?
“Well?” she prompted. “We don’t have all night. Whoever took us could come in at any minute.”
It frustrated Betrayal that he found this more difficult than he imagined he would. It wasn’t a simple task to do what she was asking.
But with a deep breath and a slow nod, he did it, pulling the loop until he saw it dig into her flesh, turning the skin red. Her eyes widened as she realized it was really happening, and he swallowed hard.
Instinctively, her hands came up to fight him off, her nails clawing into the back of his hands and wrists. Overall, only a few seconds passed before he slackened it and stepped back, raising his hands in a surrender motion.
“Nope. Can’t do it,” he admitted, watching her fingers massage her throat where the belt had cut in.
Fuck no. Call him a coward, whatever, but he couldn’t kill her that way.
“We can try again if you want, sorry about, ah...” She cleared her throat and winced.
“Not happening. We’re just gonna have to stick it out.” Crossing his arms, he hoped to hide the shaking in his hands.
It was too personal. And Betrayal didn’t think he could live with the memory of her fighting him off until she passed out. The light leaving her eyes dull and lifeless.
“Okay, okay. Fine. We can wait,” she conceded, throwing the belt on the floor and flopping down on the bed.
Too lost in his thoughts, he didn’t reply. He just didn’t have it in him to do that to her.
He didn’t kill innocents.
And Daria? She was nothing if not an innocent in all this.
    
DEATH
“What do you mean he didn’t come home last night?” Death demanded, and Persy had the good grace to flinch under the fury of his tone.
“I mean, Misery didn’t come home last night. What part of that do you need help understanding?” Her glare was a match for his as they stared at each other in the living room of Daria’s new house with the others gathered around them. All of them but Misery.
A growl rose in his throat but he choked it down, clearing his throat in a contrite manner and taking a step back. “I’m sorry for raising my voice. I’m just concerned. Misery really hasn’t come back since he left the alley?”
Even though Death had hardly slept a wink last night, he felt energized, ready to go. But maybe that was his desperation to find Daria, his need for her to be okay, which acted like an internal battery source.
“No, Death. He hasn’t returned. We don’t know where he went.”
“Great! Just great,” grumbled Truth. His blue eyes swam with worry and Death tried to keep the same emotion from showing in his own expression.
The soft crunch of a piece of candy sounded in the room, but not even the butterscotch piece could pacify Truth, though his teeth ground that candy to dust as if it held the answers in the sweet, flavored shards.
“Okay. So, we have Daria and Betrayal who went missing at the bar, and Misery who is now missing as well. Do we think it’s safe to assume that the same person has all three?”
“I don’t know what else we have to go on. What are we going to do?” Hope asked, mystified by the turn of events.
“What do you mean what are we going to do? We’re going to find her!” Truth barked.
“Well, no shit, captain obvious, but how! We still don’t have identification, and it’s not like I can hope someone into showing us security footage.”
“Uhm... guys,” a small voice tried to interject, but in their heightened emotional state, they ignored it.
“And you, what are you going to do, huh? Killing someone won’t get us the answers we need, not without drawing suspicion.” Truth glared at Death, who remained deadly calm in the face of the blond’s anger.
“Oh, can we please just—”
Hope talked even louder, arguing, “Well, why don’t I get a tattoo, and then one of you can sneak in and look at the security cameras?”
He spoke of the tattoo shop that sat across the street from The Twist, a tiny parlor that, thankfully, had a security camera outside the doors.
“That’s just… that’s a terrible idea.” Death wrinkled his nose at them.
“Oh, like he couldn’t just get it covered up. Don’t be such a wuss,” Truth growled.
“Why don’t you get the tattoo then, huh? You’ve already got a few. Another one wouldn’t kil—”
A sharp whistle cut off their arguing, and they winced in concert, then turned toward the tiny figure that had made the noise.
“Hello, hi. Nice to meet you all,” she started in a saccharine voice. “I’m Persuasion, in case you forgot.”
They stared at her blankly for approximately five seconds before a collective, “Ohh,” filled the room.
“Excellent,” Death started. “You can persuade the guy in the security room to show you the footage, right? And get the license plate number?”
“Sure can.” She grinned proudly.
“Why do you wanna help us in the first place? You’re not obligated,” Truth mumbled, but his blue eyes lit up at the prospect of progress, all while he searched for the truth in her words.
She seemed to think for a moment, “Chaos Daddy wouldn’t be too happy to find out his daughter is missing, would he? No. And I owe it to him to help, and this would be helping. Plus, Daria seems really nice, and there’s too much testosterone here without her. We need her.” Nodding her head as if her mind was made up, she drew her shoulders back and stared them down bravely. Only to be met with twitching lips and hidden laugher.
“What?” she asked.
“Chaos… Daddy?” Truth’s lips twitched as he asked the hesitant question.
“Oh, did I say that out loud?” She looked contrite. “Whoops! That’s my nickname for him when I want to get under his skin. But don’t tell him, please.”
“You think I’m gonna pass up the chance to call him Chaos Daddy?” Truth burst out in a much-needed laugh, and not even a second later, Hope’s lips twitched with the beginnings of a smile.
They stared at him patiently, and it took a moment, but Death figured out what they were waiting on. “No. That’s a ridiculous nickname. Especially for a god—”
“Chaos. Daddy,” Truth sputtered between knee slaps and gasps of air.
Okay, fine. Even Death had to admit it was a humorous name. But he had to be the one with a cool head, the calm collected one. Always. Death—forever consistent and sure.
He let them finish their laughter, because otherwise they would go out of their minds with worry for Daria and for their friends. A frown threatened to take over as he thought of Misery now missing too.
Who would be after them? Who even knew they were here, free in the world? Who would want to…?
This time he couldn’t fight the frown as it dawned on him. Tucking his hands behind his back, he paced, his fingers clenched into fists with the stress of his realization.
“Uh-oh, Death’s thought of something,” Truth observed, cocking his head as he tried to read him.
Death turned and narrowed his eyes at Truth, willing him to understand. His face paled as, finally, the same realization occurred to him.
Someone was after them, had been for a while. Someone they hadn’t even warned Daria about—couldn’t have, because it would have raised too many questions.
“Shit,” Hope whispered.
“Yeah, that about sums it up,” Truth drawled.
“What are you three talking about?” Persy asked, picking up on the tension, but as she hadn’t been with them through Samena, she couldn’t know.
“Nothing. I say we go visit the tattoo parlor, see if we can watch what happened in action. Maybe we can get plates from the car. There’s got to be something,” Hope reasoned.
“Something,” agreed Death.





DARIA
I t was so ironic how one would start a week on top—a new home, a steady job with nice tips, and a lovely… well, whatever Misery was to her. Boyfriend seemed trite, and lover was just too soap opera. But anything else—it came with expectations, and Daria hadn’t been comfortable with that.
Honestly, now that she lay trapped in a house older than Methuselah, counting the cracks in the ceiling for the umpteenth time, she wished nothing more than to go back to that morning with Misery, where he had asked her to… well, she guessed commit to something between the two of them. She wished she knew why she hesitated, but now she wanted nothing more than to go back and undo the words she’d said, the ones that had put that hurt in his eyes.
“Ugh! See, this is what happens when we’re quiet for too long,” she complained, loudly, to her unwilling companion.
Betrayal grunted, opening one eye to glare at her from his spot on the bed. How one glared using just one eye, Daria would never know, but he managed.
And that was about the only thing he managed, ‘cause it sure as hell wasn’t conversation with her. After she paced the room a thousand times, he’d demanded she sit down. She’d passed the time watching the slice of light from the window make its way around the room, until it had faded completely and night had fallen. Then, by some miracle, the door had creaked open. In a fit of adrenaline, she’d rushed the door… and promptly passed out when she got too close. When she blinked her eyes open, an hour or two later, Betrayal was grumbling some nonsense about stupidity while he munched on an apple that had been left.
So yes, their captors were at least kind enough to leave them food. This morning they’d received breakfast, and while she was suspicious of drugs, Betrayal didn’t seem to have any ill effects after he ate first, at his insistence. When he didn’t start convulsing, passing out, or dying, she figured it was safe enough.
Then he’d wanted to play the silent game. Again.
And silence… well, it wasn’t exactly Daria’s best friend. Silence left room for thoughts. When the demons had been in her head, it hadn’t been so bad because they usually filled the empty space. But now, all she had were her own thoughts, memories, and emotions to roll over and over on her palate as if tasting a wine she didn’t know shit about. Instead, she kept mulling over the same image—Misery’s fallen face when they’d discussed defining the relationship. Which, at the time, yeah, she could admit she’d panicked. Fine. Sure.
So, Peter had left her a little damaged for other men. One would think Daria could just recognize this and move on. But no, she was left paranoid, hesitant, and afraid of any further intimacy.
Misery had his own problems, but intimacy was not one of them. Unlike Daria, he had no problem putting himself out there. No, Misery did just fine in that department all by himself. Most of their nights were spent together, after all. His powers did come in handy for… stamina, she supposed.
But he wasn’t just amazing between the sheets. He was a cuddly demon and sharing the sweet moments with Truth clearly didn’t bother him. He was always excited to see her when she got home, whether he was picking her up from work or waiting on her when she walked in the door. Affection wasn’t something Misery was shy about sharing, nor asking for. And while they hadn’t come close to saying anything like the L-word, Daria suspected it hovered around the edges.
No, it hadn’t been long, but dammit if Daria wasn’t on the same page.
She would’ve thought with him being the demon of misery, that he also might be hesitant when it came to intimacy. Nope. Instead, he craved it, craved her. And while just the thought made her heart pound and butterflies take flight in her stomach, she didn’t want something to go wrong.
Like getting kidnapped.
Ugh, someone stop me.
As if Betrayal had heard her internal rambling, he grumbled, “What happens when we’re quiet for too long?”
“I think too much. I worry too much. It won’t stop!” she hissed, glaring at the ceiling as if it was the roof’s fault she was stuck there. Which, it kind of was, if you thought about how far the ward wrapped around the room.
Huh. Escape plan in the making? We can dig through the old plaster with our plastic spoons and then jump to our death. Surely we’ll regenerate before they get us back inside, right?
Daria almost laughed at herself, but then put on her best Misery mock-up expression and turned it on Betrayal. “Please talk to me.”
“You act like you’ve been in a sensory deprivation tank. Chill out.”
“I just don’t like when it’s so quiet. What do you have against me anyway?” she probed, prodding him and trying to get a rise out of him.
It seemed he didn’t have an answer for that. “The quiet is nice. Helps you organize your thoughts.”
“No it doesn’t! It just makes me think too much and trust me, there is no organization whatsoever going on up in here.” She motioned to her temple as she spoke, rolling her eyes.
“Oh, trust me, I remember. Maybe that’s a sign that silence is just really important for you. Tidy that shit up.” His gruff voice spread over her like bath water and she found herself laughing.
“Tidy that shit up? Like my brain is a dusty storage room or something?”
“Might as well be, with what little goes on in there.”
Daria faked outrage at him, silently thankful for the distraction, and sat up to slap at his thigh beside her. “I beg your pardon. Plenty goes on up here.”
“Drink recipes and home decor?”
So, he wasn’t far from the truth, what of it?
“Listen here—”
And here he would’ve listened, she was certain of it, if a sharp rap at the door hadn’t boomed through the room. Their heads jerked toward the wooden door, and they sat up straight.
A deep voice sounded from the other side. “I am coming to collect the demon. Do not try anything, or I will shoot you with darts.”
Daria gulped and reached over to grab Betrayal’s hand in hers. “What do you want with him?” she called out, suddenly fearful for her demon’s wellbeing.
Said demon turned an unreadable expression toward her, and she ignored it, keeping her gaze steady on the door.
The voice answered, “She just wants to talk. He will return unharmed.”
“She?” Daria whispered, but before she could question further, the door swung open and a blond figure stood on the other side, one who looked familiar, but Daria couldn’t quite place.
“Come,” he demanded, before stilling her with a glare. “I will shoot you. Stay right there, Ms. Locke.”
“Listen to him,” Betrayal told her, and against every emotion thrumming through her body, she obeyed and let his hand slip from hers with one last squeeze. The guard didn’t look too friendly and she didn’t want anything to happen to Betrayal.
Ever the brave demon, or cocky maybe, he sauntered over as if he weren’t afraid at all. Which, for all Daria knew, he wasn’t afraid, and she was clenching her fists for nothing.
“I’ll be back,” he promised. Then he walked through the door as the guard nodded at her with a stern look, and slammed the door behind them.
And Daria was alone.
    
HOPE
The sun fell behind the clouds, casting shadows over the paved sidewalk as Hope traveled with Truth, Death, and Persy toward Ink Inc. In the back of the group, he looked up as they rounded another corner, bypassing shop after shop. Above, the clouds hiding the sun exploded in bursts of pinks, tangerines, and soft purples.
It wouldn’t be long before it was gone completely, the moon coming out to play, and then, if this little mission didn’t prove fruitful, they’d have to start all over again the next day.
Hands stuffed down into the pockets of his jeans, Hope finally spied their destination ahead. Across the street, The Twist was barely crowded. The still hidden moon apparently hadn’t given the humans permission to come out and play yet. Thankfully, Truth had called on behalf of Daria to explain that an emergency had come up, and she was unable to come in. Allegra, her coworker, had accepted the excuse, promising to cover for Daria until things settled down.
It had been a busy day, and Hope strangely looked forward to the surprise tattoo he was going to get. Now with very human-sounding names, Hope didn’t foresee any issues arising with their business transaction. Samena’s contact had finally gotten back with Death about the fake IDs and paperwork, and they were all set.
Hope grabbed the metal handle on the tattoo shop’s door, and held it open for everyone to go in first. He followed right after, the atmosphere noticeable right away. String lights decorated the ceiling, images of customers’ tattoos hanging from plastic clothespins, while black and white images decorated the dark walls. Hope approached the front counter where a younger guy sat on the stool behind it.
“Hey there,” he greeted Hope. “What can we do for you all today?”
“I’d like to add to my collection,” Hope said, turning and showing off his half sleeve on his right arm. The guy’s eyes lit up at the prospect of an experienced customer. Little did he know Hope had never gotten a tattoo in his life.
“Sure, let me grab someone for you. I think Jacob has an empty slot for walk-ins.”
As he walked down the short hallway, a prickle of awareness crept across the back of Hope's neck, and he rubbed his hand over it to scatter the sensation.
When the counter guy returned with the so-called Jacob in tow, Hope couldn’t help but narrow his eyes before he carefully blanked his expression.
“This is Jacob. He’s new, but from the work we’ve seen, he’s hella awesome.”
“Hey,” Jacob greeted them easily enough. “I’ve got about thirty minutes before my next appointment. Is what you want complicated?”
“Nope. Surprise me,” Hope answered.
A hint of a smile cinched Jacob’s lips before he motioned him back. “Well, come on then. I’ll get you prepped.”
Hope turned and nodded to Truth, Death, and Persy, before following. Truth was glaring daggers at Jacob’s back, so Hope made a cutting motion across his neck, telling him to knock it off.
Jacob led them down the short hallway, stopping at the last room on the right, and motioning to the chair for Hope to sit in. The cushion let out a sigh as it took his weight, and he let the right armrest down to prop his arm up.
Jacob efficiently went through the prep, but it wasn’t until he was sitting down, gun poised at the ready, that Hope went in for the kill.
“So what’s the demon of pain doing in Maleston?” Hope asked, as the gun buzzed loudly in the small room, the first sting of the tattoo making him take a deep breath.
Jacob didn’t even flinch at the challenge in Hope’s tone. “Are you kidding me? I heard about what happened with Chaopados. Hell, I’m pretty sure the whole world did. Figured it was worth checking out.”
“Well, it’s not. So go home, or wherever you came from.”
“Now why would I do that? There something I need to know?”
Hope didn’t answer, glaring at the wall across from him, and Jacob continued talking. “Is there a reason you want me to leave?”
Nope. Don’t trust him a bit. Though the needle kept on buzzing, Hope kept on ignoring him.
“Someone you don’t want me to meet or see, perhaps?”
A grunted answer was all the demon gave.
“Fine, we won’t talk, if that’s what you want.”
Hope nodded in agreement, and in the hallway, he saw Persy follow the counter guy to the backroom. He even got the door for her. What a gentleman.
“But really, what’s going on in this little town? Seems to be an awful lot of demons gathered in one place. Almost as if Pandora’s little jar was opened.”
“How about that,” Hope mumbled, barely keeping a groan inside. Pain had always loved the sound of his own voice.
“Ah ha!” he yelled, and Hope winced at the way Pain kept distracting himself. Does the guy even know what he’s putting on my skin?
“So that’s it, huh? Pandora’s latest jar got killed and what? You guys are all free now?”
“Something like that,” Hope grumbled. “Can you stop talking and focus on my tattoo?”
“Not a chance. You’re in my chair. And besides, I know you’re just here to distract us while your little blonde demon gets something from the back room. Any chance she’s single?”
“I dunno, you ask her. Persuasion would go well with pain.”
He grimaced. “Ah… forget I asked. I like having my balls all to myself, thanks. And that hot little number would have me wrapped around her finger in an hour flat, I guarantee it.”
Maybe he’s smarter than I give him credit for.
“But I wonder what she could need back there. Where we keep the extra supplies and the security footage. A mystery, I say,” Pain mumbled. “This have anything to do with the kidnapping that went down in the alley last night?”
“What the fuck did you just say?” Hope asked, at full attention now.
“You know, at the bar across the street?”
“Did you see it?”
“Sure did. Erased the footage too. Don’t need humans getting all involved in demon business.”
Hope’s eye twitched. “You erased the footage?”
“Well of course. I was surprised the kidnappers didn’t think ahead to protect our kind. Lazy motherfuckers.”
The buzz of the gun was the only sound in the room for a moment, and Hope took great care to breathe deeply. Not because the tattooing hurt, but because he was resisting the urge to murder the other demon. Shit. Where would they go from here then? They had no other leads.
“I made a copy first, of course.”
A sigh left Hope on a huge exhale. “Thank Dora’s box for that. I need that copy when we’re done here.”
“What for? And why should I give it to you? I barely know you anymore.”
“Because they took my girl.” Hope couldn’t choke back the words if he’d tried.
Pain paused at that. “You got a girl?”
Clearing his throat, Hope looked away. “Her name’s Daria. We don’t know who took her or why.”
Clearly wanting more information, Pain crossed his arms and sat back as if he had all day. Their eyes met for a long moment as they glared at one another, waiting to see who would break first.
“Fuck. Fine. She’s the one who took out Chaopados. We thought that was the end of it, but now someone’s got her. We don’t know if it’s the cult again or what.”
Satisfied, Pain leaned forward and continued adding the last touches on the tattoo. “It’s not. The cult, that is. The guys who took her were organized and efficient, but they weren’t in lame ass formations like the cult usually is.”
“Did you recognize them?”
“Nope. Not at all. But the footage picked up a license plate, so if you can trace that, you can maybe find another clue.”
“Thanks, man. That’s a huge help.”
“No problem. Are you gonna tell me who the other guy is? The one that was with her?”
“That’s Betrayal. Another of ours.”
“Huh. How about that.”
Hope stiffened at his tone. “Why do you say it like that?”
“I think I’ll just let you watch it for yourself. You’re not going to like it though.”
Now, Hope’s thoughts swirled. What else could possibly go wrong?
“Well… thanks for the help anyway. I appreciate it.”
Pain scoffed, laying the gun down and grabbing the supplies to sanitize and clean the freshly inked area. “What? You think I'm doing it out of the kindness of my heart? Come on now, Hope, you’re not that naive.”
Resigned, he leaned his head back and frowned. “Fine, what do you want?”
Hope most certainly did not like his answer.
    
THE MOON HAD FINALLY MADE its appearance as he joined the group outside. Persy was laying into Truth. It was clear his mouth had gotten him in trouble yet again.
“What kinda demon do you take me for?” Persy asked, outraged.
They stood just outside the parlor, fresh plastic and Aquaphor over Hope’s new ink, the skin irritated and stinging, but he’d had worse. What they were waiting on… he hadn’t told them yet, and decided to let Persy take the conversation.
“Uh… a persuasive one?” Truth countered with a half smile.
“Damn right I am.” She cocked her head to the side. “You think I have to use my body to get what I want? That’s a little sexist, don’t you think?”
Truth flushed furiously, stuttering over his words. “Well, no—I mean—”
“If I had materialized as a dude, would you be assuming the same thing?” She crossed her arms as if to make a point.
Now a real frown curled Truth’s lips and he shook his head. “Shit, you’re totally right.”
In response, Persy grinned. “It’s alright, I’m just teasing.” Then the grin faded. “But really, persuasion is about more than what I can do for them. It’s about what they can do for me.”
Truth seemed to mull over her words for a moment. “That’s… genius. I’ve never thought of it that way.”
“You’re welcome for the new perspective. Now, we’re gonna have to find another way to find Daria. The security footage shows nothing but static at the time she was taken. I bet she wouldn’t have thought I was giving head in the security room.”
Hope choked on a laugh and lightly placed a hand on her shoulder to stop her from walking off.
“That’s because Pain erased it,” he explained.
“I knew that fucker seemed familiar,” Truth grumbled.
“Yeah, I thought so too. Anyways,” Hope said as he lifted a blue flash drive. “He made a copy beforehand and let me have it.”
“That’s awesome. Let’s go then!”
Hope grimaced as he turned his back. “There’s just… one thing.”
“Ah shit. Don’t say it,” Death warned.
Just when Hope opened his mouth to apologize, Pain came out of the front and clapped his palms together, rubbing them in excitement. “We ready to get out of here?”
“And just where do you think we’re going?” Death crossed his arms, the signal for back off if there ever was one.
“Home, of course. Heard you guys have a sweet place up by the water.”
“No, I said Daria has a new home by the water,” Hope corrected him.
“Yeah, and now you have a flash drive to find said homeowner. You’re welcome,” Pain responded, eyeing Persy and stepping around to the other side of Hope. The action put him as far away from her as he could get. She noticed, rolled her eyes, and turned to begin walking back to the car.
“Great, so I’ll just follow in my own car then?” he yelled after her. She flipped him the bird over her shoulder and kept walking.
“You’ve got to be shitting me.” Death glared at Hope.
He just shrugged in response, falling to the back of the group as they made their way home. Though it didn’t feel like such without Daria there.





DARIA
Betrayal returned hours later, unharmed, like the guard had promised. But otherwise he was shut down. His face was pinched and flushed with anger and he completely avoided eye contact with her as the guard motioned her forward.
Dread sat like a lead weight in her stomach, but she stood and walked toward the door. As Betrayal passed her, she tried to comfort him with a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged her off and didn’t look back when she paused by the door.
The ward must have been lifted, and as she left the room, she glanced back but saw no sigils or drawn lines, chalk or salt… you know, the normal stuff one would expect for some kind of magical barrier.
But no, just a plain, old, brown wooden door remained. Frowning, she faced forward and followed dutifully behind the guard. They walked down a short hallway, passing only two other doors. The house must have been smaller than she thought. By the last door, Daria heard a thump from inside and she startled.
“Who’s in that room?” she asked.
“None of your concern,” the guard replied, and finally, she recognized his voice and familiar appearance.
“I know you. You were in the bar the other night.” He was the guy she’d knocked into when she was walking away from Betrayal’s table. Of course.
He’d also been there the very first night she’d met Andrew.
Had these people really been watching her that long?
What has my life become?
They reached the stairs, solidifying Daria’s guess that they had been on the second floor.
Down they went, the steps creaking and groaning in protest until they safely stepped off onto more hardwood floors. Daria barely registered a black and white checkered kitchen floor before the guard grabbed her upper arm with a stiff grip, and hauled her into a somewhat cleaner living room.
A woman waited for her on an old, floral, but freshly cleaned couch. As she drew closer, the hair on Daria’s arms rose as if in protest to her growing proximity to the woman. With dark hair, naturally tanned, golden skin, and a pert nose, the woman stared at her from across the room with a brow arched in study. She was gorgeous, but Daria didn’t feel her usual awkwardness. Instead, a slow rising anger bubbled hot below the surface as she approached the woman responsible for all of this.
“Miss Daria Locke.” Her lilting voice greeted Daria as she carefully sat on the mirroring couch, as requested by the guard’s firm hold on her arm.
Shaking her arm loose and rubbing at the red mark left in its place, Daria glared at the woman across from her. The sensation that prickled her flesh was similar to the same kind of energy Chaos gave off—that of a god. Between them sat a coffee table, old and rickety, with an honest to god tea set in the middle. A precious china set, rimmed in gold with pink and purple roses daintily decorating each piece of porcelain.
“That’s my name, yes. And you are?” Daria asked, silently tallying a point under her name as the woman’s face scrunched up as if offended.
Yes, how dare I, a lowly human, not know the name of a completely strange god sitting across from me?
“Figures you wouldn’t know your own ancestor,” she scoffed, tossing a dark lock of hair over her shoulder. Daria suddenly had a very bad feeling as she registered her words.
The woman motioned to the tea in front of them and poured herself a cup, the steam rising off the liquid before she tilted her head at Daria, asking an unspoken question. When no answer came, she poured her a cup of tea anyway, and sat back with her legs crossed. The picture of ease.
Daria’s eyes narrowed on the woman.
“Surely you recognize the name Pandora, yes?” she inquired, a gleam in her eyes and a smile snarled onto her painted lips. Lips that left a red stain on the teacup after she took a sip.
My own bloodline kidnapped me? Hell, no.
“Yeah, I think I’ve heard it a time or two. So, how many greats do I put in front of grandma?” Daria mentally scratched another tally under her name as the woman’s face flushed in anger and her lips opened in a small gasp. Then she controlled her features into some semblance of order, but the growing annoyance was barely contained behind a tight smile and the rim of a teacup.
“Americans. No respect for your elders.”
“Err, wrong. We only respect those who earn it. And kidnapping Betrayal and me? Not really the way to earn it.”
“I care not for your respect. What I need, however, is your help.”
Daria’s eyes widened in surprise. Well, she can’t say she expected that. “My help? With what?”
“Returning the demons to their rightful place,” she said simply, waving a hand at the still steaming cup of tea. “Do you not want tea? I had it imported.”
Returning them? To the jar? Her thoughts raced at the implications, but she knew she needed to look calm and collected. So instead of letting anger bleed into her expression, Daria leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. “Tea isn’t really my thing. Do you have coffee?”
Pandora’s eyes tightened before she nodded to the guard, who disappeared around the corner. Presumably into the checkered floored kitchen they’d passed. If she imported tea, what did she do to her coffee? Handpick the beans herself?
Pandora didn’t speak again until he returned, and Daria found out quickly she had not handpicked her beans. Unless she rolled them in dirt first. A mouthful of grounds was what she was met with, and Daria quickly sat the offending, chipped cup on the coffee table. Far, far away from her taste buds.
“Coffee not to your liking?” Pandora taunted smugly.
Begrudgingly, Daria added a tally under Pandora’s name.
“Guess I decided the only thing I’m thirsty for is answers. How am I supposed to help you?”
For a long moment, she studied Daria before she began, her dark eyes twinkling under the low, old lighting of the home. Night had fallen hours ago, another day passing where Daria was far from home.
“In the beginning, when I first found out what my husband had done, I was furious,” she began.
Annnnd here we go. I do love a monologue.
“But I acted quickly, thinking only of the good of the world. With a slash of a blade, I locked what evils I could away, inside myself. An act of complete selflessness, but I do regret passing the curse on to my daughter and granddaughters. And therefore, you.”
Daria stared at her drily, waiting for what she would say next. It was intriguing, Daria had to admit, to hear the story from Pandora herself. Which brought to mind another question. How was she here today? There had been nothing in the myth, or the Chaopados’ book of her immortality. And considering she looked not a day over thirty, she was definitely immortal.
“I’m sorry you suffered at the hands of the cult, Chaopados, but that is what the demons do. They bring chaos to the world, no matter if they intend to or not. They are, through no fault of their own, evil. They must be kept locked away.”
Daria bristled on behalf of her demons, Misery appearing in the forefront of her mind. A ghost of a memory wrapped around her, his arms warm and sure and protective of her as they lay in bed together night after night. He might have had… less than pure tendencies, but he did his best to control them, and he only purposefully hurt those who hurt first. A man who held her so close and was comforting couldn’t be evil.
Crossing her arms, erecting a physical barrier between Pandora’s words and her body, Daria stared blankly at the woman. “What does this have to do with me? I’m not the jar anymore. They’re out.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. You’re of my bloodline, and therefore responsible for the demons. You are Pandora’s jar. We can put them back, protect humanity.”
“Why don’t you just put them inside you?” Daria challenged, cocking her head. If this was so important to her, why didn’t she do it?
“It’s physically impossible. Once the curse moves from one blood relative to another, it cannot be reversed. And since you apparently can’t die, it all falls to you, Daria.”
Of course it does, she thought sourly. The fate of the world rests in your hands. Blah, blah.
“They’re not… I mean…” Daria trailed off, unsure how to phrase what she wanted to say. On one hand, she had her own experiences with the demons to go on, and knew in her heart they weren’t evil, as Pandora claimed.
But then again, it had been what? Three, four weeks maybe? Whereas the bloodline had never ever questioned the curse before, at least not to Daria’s knowledge. That left thousands of years of history that she didn’t know to make an informed assumption.
Why was she the first one to doubt the curse? To doubt the history?
Were they truly good? Or just showing her what she needed to see?
What if she was wrong?
“Let me guess, you think they’re nice, right? Good?”
Daria frowned across the expanse of the table with the fine china. But gave a stiff nod.
“Of course you do. That’s what they do. They manipulate, they play. They are born of Chaos, are they not?”
Now Daria cringed for a different reason. With Daria herself being Chaos’ daughter, she did not like that phrasing.
But then Pandora continued, unintentionally putting Daria at ease. “We are all born of Chaos. The entire world is. It came from Chaos, descended into order. And now? We must protect it at all costs.”
She speaks awfully highly of good ole Dad, doesn’t she?
“Do you know why I’m here, Daria?” she asked, leaning forward suddenly as if sharing a secret. Her teacup clinked against the saucer she sat it on.
Daria shook her head.
“I am the protector of Chaos. It’s what he made me immortal for. It’s my job, has been and always will be, to look after my bloodline and keep the demons from wreaking chaos on the world.”
“Wait—I’m confused. Does Chaos not want to bring… chaos? Kind of like the cult, wouldn’t he want them to come out and play?” And Chaos had been right there. Smoking whatever magical weed he’d been passing around, hanging out with them in his stupid paradise. He could have easily taken care of the problem, the demons,
if he’d wanted to. But according to Pandora, he’d been the one to make her a goddess. Just what kind of game was he playing? Whose side was he on?
“No. It’s the opposite. Chaos wants all the fun for himself. The demons are my charge, and by default yours. You let them out,” she accused with a pointed look. “Now, are you going to help me put them back?”
Daria’s blood rushed through her veins, and she felt her cheeks color red with anger and embarrassment. Like it was her fault she’d been murdered by the cult. Nice job looking after your bloodline, Pandora.
The guys had done nothing to warrant this hatred Pandora felt for them. They might have made mistakes millennia ago, but Daria hadn’t seen anything worth imprisoning them over. They’d helped her get a house, they’d protected her at work, hell, Death had scrubbed floors for her! That wasn’t evil, and Daria didn’t know how to make her see reason.
Her frustration grew and Daria tried to pinch her lips together to hold it in, but it exploded on a wave of anger she couldn’t control.
“First of all, it’s not my fault I was murdered. Been sleeping on the job, Grandma? You talk about the demons like they’re toys an irresponsible toddler left out of the box. They may be demons, but from what I’ve seen, they’re good people. They have emotions, and feelings, and they’ve been locked up for thousands of years, living through the eyes of woman after woman. Did it ever occur to you that maybe they’ve changed a little? That maybe they’re not the chaos-hungry demons from your fucking millennia?”
Pandora, clearly not expecting her violent outburst, sank back into the couch, her mouth dropping open in shock.
“Sip on that tea, bitch.” Daria looked for the guard. “Can I go back to my room now?”
After a nod from the still silent goddess, he led the way.
But underneath Daria’s facade of anger, the seed had been planted. It wasn’t long before it sprouted, doubt and fear growing in its place to gnaw and itch as it burrowed its way into Daria’s mind and heart.
Her demons were the good guys in this scenario? Right?
    
DARIA COULDN’T FALL ASLEEP that night. She tossed and turned, her thoughts swirling to the point of madness. With both of them crammed onto the queen-sized bed, Betrayal eventually gave up, preferring the floor to her flopping around in constant distress. With a grumble, he’d left her in the bed alone, and that, if anything, made falling asleep even more difficult.
It appeared she’d grown too comfortable with Misery’s warmth beside her, curled around her, and now that she was without it, she missed it.
She peered over the edge of the bed and stared down at Betrayal. He cracked one eye open and even in the dark, she could see the glare on his face.
“Please get back on the bed. I’ll be still, promise.” As late in the night as it was, she didn’t even care if a hint of desperation bled into her voice. At least there was a bed to sleep on. The floor did not seem comfortable like Betrayal must have believed.
With a grumble and a groan once he stood from the unforgiving floor, he got back on the bed with her without much of an argument. The bed dipped beside her and she tried not to look too eager to have a bedmate again. He didn’t seem to mind when she moved a tad bit closer to soak up the warmth he was emitting like a furnace. Daria loved being cold when she went to sleep, but she had to have something to warm her up throughout the night. Usually, that was Misery, or hell, even a blanket.
Here, in Pandora’s old ass house, she had neither.
Luckily for her, Betrayal was close. Closer than he’d ever been, and Daria wasn’t quite sure how she felt about… well, about using him in Misery’s place. Sure, it was just to stay warm at night, but she felt weird about it, at least.
In the quiet, dark room, Daria thought Betrayal had finally fallen asleep, and tried to do the same. To no avail. And then, thankfully, he spoke.
“So, you think we’re good people, huh?”
“Oh. Guess you heard that?” She hadn’t realized the house carried sound so well.
“Well, you weren’t exactly whispering when you told the matriarchal head of your bloodline off.”
He’s got me there. “She wasn’t how I imagined her,” she admitted.
“Yeah? How is she different?” He seemed genuinely curious.
“Well, for one, I didn’t expect she was such a condescending bitch who kidnaps people.”
Maybe she was imagining it, but Daria was almost certain Betrayal chuckled at that. Maybe the demon wasn’t a completely lost cause.
“Yeah, Pandora was always a little… uptight.”
The familiarity in his tone made her pause, before she remembered. Pandora was the beginning of the curse, so Betrayal had been in her head. He knew her. Suddenly, Daria had questions. She wanted to pry but knew the chances of receiving an answer were slim to none. Still, it left her wondering if he felt…well, betrayed by her actions.
“Uptight? There’s an understatement if I ever heard one.” Daria sighed and stared up at the stained ceiling above, trying to push her thoughts away. She didn’t know Betrayal well enough to warrant cuddling, and damned if she didn’t miss Misery. And all the other guys, for that matter. The old house they were being kept in was too quiet. Whereas at her home, she could hear the wood creaking and settling as the guys quieted down for the night. What were they doing now? Were they looking for her and Betrayal? She frowned as a thought occurred to her. How was Misery doing without her? Did he miss her?
She tried to talk herself out of her worry. The others had been with him for centuries and they knew how to handle him. He’d be fine.
With a deep breath, she tried to shut out her thoughts, counting to one hundred, and imagining the cutest, fluffiest sheep possible. She lost count around thirty-three.
Determined not to disturb her newly convinced bedmate, she resisted the urge to turn over.
“What did she say to you?” he finally asked, breaking through the silence of the room.
Daria paused for a moment, but was too tired to try to diplomatize her response. “She wanted me to agree to put you guys back.”
“Back in the jar?”
She made a noncommittal noise in the back of her throat, uncomfortable with the idea.
“But you don’t want to.”
“Nope,” she replied easily.
“Why not?” Once again, he sounded genuinely curious, and Daria turned her head to the right. Betrayal lay with his right arm behind his head, but stared at the ceiling, avoiding eye contact even though he must have known she was staring at him.
His tattoos crept over his arms and up his neck, making him appear dark, deadly even. Likewise, his hair was longer, covering most of his face when it was down, and his beard, a few inches long, also obscured his face. Almost as if he was hiding from others.
Or himself.
“I don’t want to force anything on anyone. So far, none of you have shown me you’re not perfectly capable of blending in with humans.”
And she would miss having them around—their physical presence. She just didn’t say that out loud. Something made her want to appear strong in front of Betrayal, though by now he knew she wasn’t infallible. He’d been there when she’d broken down over her mother’s death, he’d literally been inside her head. There wasn’t much he didn’t know about her.
“But what if you’re wrong? Don’t you want to follow all precautions, just in case?”
“Just in case of what? Just in case you make a mistake? No. That’s… that’s so backwards. Why take away your choice, your free will?” She threw her hands up in the air and let them flop back onto the bed, bouncing with their collision against the mattress. “If you never have a chance to prove yourself, how will you know whether you’re evil or not?”
“We’re demons. Some would say we’re inherently evil.”
“And some don’t know you like I do,” she countered.
“You could be wrong.”
Seriously? What was he getting at?
“No. Don’t do that.”
“Do what?” As if he had not a clue…
“I’m doubting myself enough, thank you very much. I don’t need you doing it, too. Until one of you proves to me that you don’t deserve to be here just as much as I do, I’m not locking you away. Forget it.” Her voice had risen on its own accord, and she sat up, glaring down at him as he studied her with a cool expression.
“The thing is, Daria, we were locked up for a reason. We already proved we weren’t good. You just weren’t there to see it.”
“What? You want me to lock you up? What was it like in there, huh? Why do you want to go back so badly?” He didn’t answer, but the scrape of his teeth sounded as he ground his jaw. “Tell me. What is it that you hate about being out here, with me, versus inside me, trapped in whatever the hell you were trapped in with whatever magic?”
“We killed, Daria!” he shouted, bursting up from the bed to pace back and forth. His hand worked its way into his hair, his arms flexing as he tore at the strands before they fisted at his sides. His legs ate up the distance in the small room.
She scooted back on the mattress until she huddled against the headboard. “But that was so long ago, right?”
“It doesn’t matter. It happened and we were responsible. We’re not the angels you seem to think we are. We’re evil, Daria. Don’t you get that?” He stopped beside her, his palms out at his sides and face up, imploring her to understand. Or was he imploring her to prove him wrong?
“No. I don’t get that,” she admitted through gritted teeth.
Something clearly still haunted him, but his torture-me attitude was grinding on her nerves.
He steamed beside her, his nostrils flaring with the anger, or frustration, that so clearly coursed through him. But he didn’t say anything for a long moment.
“Explain it to me,” she dared, meeting his glare with her own, but he was the one who broke. He looked away with a snarl and shook his head.
He’s beautiful, even in anger.
Daria wondered for a split second where the fuck that thought had come from.
“Fine. If you want to be stubborn, just wait and see how wrong you are,” he spit through gritted teeth before crossing to the other side of the bed and sitting down on the floor, with his head resting against the mattress.
“I could say the same thing about you,” she growled, getting the last word in. But she couldn’t leave it at that. “You are wrong, you know. You guys have done so much good just since being here, even if you don’t see it. Despite what you may think, maybe even an old demon can learn new tricks.”
It was silent for a long moment, her racing heart slowing to a soft beat, his breathing still loud in the room. He never responded.
“What did she say to you?” she asked.
But as expected, she didn’t receive an answer.
She fell asleep with her thoughts swirling harder and more violently than before. What if she was wrong?





DEATH
F ury crept in like a slow fog, silent and deadly.
“He can’t be serious with this shit,” he cursed, watching the footage Hope had retrieved from Pain.
They were all gathered, even Persy and Pain, minus Misery, staring at Daria’s laptop screen as the dark and gritty video played.
“This is unbelievable,” Truth muttered, swiping a piece of candy off the table. He tossed it aside in the next second, unable to eat it.
Hope, ever the silent one, just cursed before pacing the room again. Like he’d been doing ever since they’d first watched the video thirty minutes ago. Death kept pressing repeat, hoping by some fate or twist of magic that the occurrences would change.
“Are we sure he—” Persy began, a thread of worry in her voice.
“Yeah, that’s him. I think it’s safe to say that whoever took them didn’t take Misery,” Death muttered, staring at the images again in silence.
It showed Daria and her coworker walking out of the bar, with Betrayal waiting for them out front. Allegra said goodbye, her headlights flooding the bar and alley in a wash of bright light, obscuring the video for a second or two. Then she was gone, and Daria and Betrayal talked for a moment.
That’s when it all went to hell.
They seemed to pause together, Daria looking at Betrayal oddly before they darted for the alley. Daria got around the corner, hiding behind the dumpster, just as Betrayal slumped against the storefront, partially hidden by the town’s decorative planters from the angle the camera got.
Everything froze for a moment, as Daria clearly decided what to do. In a rush of movement, she darted out from behind the dumpster and ran, sparing a second to glance back, desperate to get away.
The panic and barely concealed fear on her face gutted Death.
And then she faltered, and her hand slapped over her arm, her mouth gaping in a split second of horror, before the drug took effect and she hit the ground. Hard. She hadn’t even been conscious enough to catch herself, and he could only imagine the headache she had the next morning.
But the real kicker? When Betrayal himself stood from where he’d slumped against the wall, straightening his shirt as if the whole thing was nothing to him.
A few men came into the alley, dressed casually, and picked Daria up off the ground. One of them none too gently swung Daria over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold. Her limp arms dangled down his back, and her pure vulnerability plucked at a thread inside Death. One that brought forth an anger so fierce he had to swallow against the urge to scream. Rage. Kill.
Betrayal? He just followed behind the men, Daria’s captors, like he was taking a midnight stroll.
Right before they turned the corner, disappearing from the frame for good, Betrayal turned, and even though the footage was dark and grainy, it was clear he stared across the street at the tattoo parlor. At them, as if he knew they’d be watching.
He shook his head and walked away, following Daria and the men who’d taken her.
“What the fuck is he thinking?” Truth asked, as mystified by the demon’s actions as anyone.
“Obviously, he has a death wish.”
“Wait, what did he say right there?” Persy inquired, and Death cocked his head at her as she pointed to the video.
“What do you—” Before Death could even finish his query, she took over the laptop and moved the progress bar back several seconds. Then, by some miracle of technological magic, she zoomed the footage in and cleared it up just a bit, pausing at the part where Betrayal turned back to the camera.
“His lips move here. What does he say?” she repeated, pointing at his face.
With the beard and the hair, Death didn’t know how the hell she had noticed his lips moving, but as they crowded around and studied the pixels harder, they noticed it too.
“Holy shit, he does say something. Can anyone tell what it is?” Hope questioned, a hint of pleading in his voice.
“Play it again,” Death demanded, and waved his hand at the computer. Persy took over and rewound it again before clicking the white triangle.
For half a second, Betrayal’s lips moved, and Death went cold at the words they formed.
“I’m sorry,” Betrayal said.
    
BETRAYAL
The light from the afternoon sun glinted off the metal of the coin. Up it went, to flip and twist in the air, then down it came, smacking into his palm. He did this over and over again, remembering, thinking, doubting.
The last time he’d flipped the coin, his stomach had twisted with anxiety as it flipped in the air, end over end before landing in the flesh of his palm and damning him.
But he’d done what fate had decided. At this point, he didn’t have much of a choice.
Except now he was having much the same doubt. Just like in the bar, when he had been trying to decide if he should truly follow through with this crazy plan and betray his friends, his brothers… Daria.
True to fashion though, as soon as the coin decided, he’d followed.
He was angry. At himself. At Daria.
She was the whole reason they were in this mess. If only she would see.
How could she not see?
They were demons, for Dora’s fucking sake. What spelled evil more than that?
But she was human. Hell, she was Daria. Keen to see the good in everyone, even when it didn’t exist.
His thumb flipped the coin again as he stared out the window. His ass was numb from the time he’d spent on the floor last night, and now he sat as close to the glass as he could get without passing out. As it was, he felt a slight buzz of the power that warded the windows, and the needling sensation over his skin was his punishment.
His punishment for bringing Daria here. For going behind the guys’ backs.
They probably would never forgive him for this, and, well, that was expected. It would make for an uncomfortable eternity back in the jar, but he could live with that.
What he couldn’t live with? History repeating itself.
It was safer for everyone if they were back in the jar. He just didn’t know how to make Daria see that.
Hell, Misery barely held on to his own sanity. Maybe Betrayal could use that. The guy had good intentions, but everyone knew how that often worked out.
The door rattled, pulling him from his thoughts, and he turned to see the door creak open. The guard motioned for Betrayal to come with him, and he glanced at Daria before obeying. She hadn’t spoken to him all day and that was just fine with him.
If she hated him, maybe it would make her realize he was right.
The ward nullified and he walked through the door with ease, before the guard did something and he felt a zap of power as the ward replenished.
Neat trick.
Down the short hallway they went, past a few doors as the guard led the way. A voice sounded from behind the door closest to the steps, and Betrayal arched a brow at the back of the guard’s head.
“You guys got company?” he asked.
No answer, not that he’d truly expected one.
Past the ugly ass kitchen they walked, until he was once again back in the old lady looking living room. Pandora sat on the flower-printed couch, and Betrayal carefully balanced himself across from her.
The furniture looked ancient, and with his bulk, he just didn’t trust it to hold his weight. But, against all odds, he settled firmly onto the cushions and the thing didn’t even groan in protest.
“From the yelling I heard last night, I assume your meeting didn’t go well?” he inquired, before she could say anything.
Her pert nose turned up at him, and he barely kept himself from smirking. Daria was a challenge wrapped up in a cute little package, and she came with a bite.
Wonder where she got that from, he speculated dryly, with Pandora herself sitting across from him.
“You’d be right. But, considering she has yet to agree, I assume you haven’t had any luck convincing her?”
Betrayal kept his trap shut, leaning back into the cushions.
“That’s what I thought. You’ve had nothing but each other’s company for days now. I’m surprised you haven’t made any progress. Are you changing your mind?”
His lips thinned in frustration. “No. But you’ve met her, you’ve seen how stubborn she is. It’s going to take patience.”
Her thin smile gave him the creeps. “Well, we all know I have nothing but time. However, humanity does not. The longer your… brothers are out there, the more opportunities they have to wreak havoc. I want this resolved quickly. That was the deal.”
“I heard you. I said I’m working on it,” he gritted out. It irked him that she assumed his brothers were out there just torturing humans, like they had nothing better to do.
“Well. If you can’t convince your precious Daria, be assured that I have a backup plan.”
Betrayal’s brows drew low, confusion lacing through him. “What does that mean?”
Pandora sipped her tea innocently, a brow arched in confidence. “I was sure this day would come, so I took precautionary measures to guarantee it could be fixed. Trust me.”
“I thought you said we could only be returned if the host gave you consent?”
“That is still true. And I have someone who will consent, but I know how attached you are to your original host. That’s why I’m giving you time to convince her.”
Worry sank into his gut, but he tried to keep his face blank. “I thought it had to be of your bloodline?”
“Oh, she is.” Her lilting voice was dripping with excitement over her little secret, and Betrayal froze. Surely she doesn’t mean…
Oh fuck. This changed everything.
“I can get Daria to agree. That was the deal. You never mentioned another host.”
“Of course I didn’t. Can’t have you knowing all my secrets, now can we?” When he didn’t answer, she beamed, her teeth perfectly white as she held her rose petal teacup. “You have three more days. Make them count.”
Fuck. Manipulating Daria like this was difficult enough… but it would all be worth it if she was the host. The woman Betrayal suspected Pandora planned to use as the host… Daria would never forgive him.
No, the only way this would work was if he could convince Daria. He shouldn’t have trusted Pandora. Couldn’t trust someone who conspired against their own bloodline.
What does it say about me that I’m helping her?
Betrayal didn’t have an answer for that.
    
DARIA
Betrayal returned to the room, but she pretended not to notice. It was pitiful really. The only option she had was to stare down at the old bedspread and count the quilted squares again. Twenty-four, if one was wondering. Or was it twenty-three?
Better count them again to make sure.
He returned to his spot in front of the window, the afternoon light shining in and highlighting the copper tones in his dark hair where it was combed into a perfect mess. He’d showered this morning, and without a comb or brush, or hell, anything, he had only finger brushed it to… perfection, somehow.
Unlike what Daria could do with her hair. Thankfully, she’d had her hair up while she was working at the bar, so she’d had an abundance of bobby pins to continue to keep her hair up. Because without product? Her so-called curls were limp and useless.
Not that I really had anyone to look good for anyway, she thought while glaring at Betrayal.
A flash of light caught her eye and she grit her teeth as she realized he was flipping that damned coin again. The rasp of his thumb flicking it into the air. The smack it made as he caught it perfectly again and again.
She’d had enough.
The next time it went into the air, she darted across the bed and grabbed it midair before he caught it. Clearly not expecting it, he glanced up at her in surprise, where she glared down at him and held the coin between two fingers.
“What is it with you and this damned coin? Why are you constantly flipping it? You got a dream of being an extra on the set of Batman?”
At that, he glared before making a move to snatch the coin from her grip. She jumped back, wrapping her fingers around the metal. “Nah-ah. You can’t have it back until you tell me what it’s for,” she threatened, hiding it behind her back.
His gaze darkened, like he’d spotted prey, and she suddenly became very nervous. He stood, his dark figure towering over her measly five-foot-five, and she backed across the room, around the bed. He stalked her, quietly, efficiently, and her pulse pounded in her throat. Not a single word left his lips, but his dark eyes did all the talking and told her everything she needed to know.
She’d made a mistake.
But her body didn’t have the same recognition. No, her pulse raced, but it wasn’t fear that made her blood turn hot. It was excitement. Her breath came short, but only because he sucked away all the air in the room with his presence.
“I was mostly kidding, you know,” she rambled. “I’m just curious. You’re always flipping the damn thing, even from the first moment I met you. Remember? In the hallway at the club?”
“Yeah, I remember.” His voice was like gravel escaping the confines of his throat, and it made her belly flutter.
She gripped the coin tighter in response, holding on to it as much out of anxiety as she did stubbornness. The backs of her knees met the bed, and she stumbled, her hands flying up to balance herself. They landed on his chest as he drew closer, her actions halting his advance.
His nostrils flared, his eyes darkened further, the pupils huge and eating up the glimmer of gold she saw.
Funny, she’d always thought his eyes were dark, but brown didn’t really describe them. There was a hint of light in there.
What would it take to bring it out?
They paused, frozen in the moment, and for the first time since she’d met Betrayal, in the dark hallway in the back of the nightclub, she recognized how large he was. Always keeping his distance from her, she’d never really been able to study him up close. Now with her neck craned back, she noticed he was at least two heads taller than her, pure muscle, and she truly felt every bit of the danger he could pose to others. But he wasn’t threatening to her. No, the look in his eyes wasn’t anger, though he might have been trying to feign the emotion to disguise what he truly felt.
Desire.
Where Daria’s palms rested on his chest, the pounding of his heart beat fast behind hard muscle. She stilled, suddenly aware that they were about to travel into unchartered territory, but she didn’t move. The gray shirt he wore stretched taut around his biceps and chest, and the ink trickled its way over both arms and up his neck. His beard covered half his face, his entire look intended to keep people away. It left her with one question.
“What are you hiding from?”
He stilled, his lips thinning before he reached for her, his warm hand sliding over her shoulder and down her arm. Mesmerized by his eyes, his touch, she didn’t even realize what he was doing. Instead, her breath caught when his fingers covered hers, holding her hands to his chest.
Then he slipped his fingers through hers, plucked the coin from her hand, and stepped away.
She frowned as disappointment laced through her. For just a moment, she could have sworn he was going to kiss her.
And then the guilt slipped in. What about Misery?
Daria sat hard on the bed, bouncing as she watched Betrayal round the bed to sit back in his slice of sunlight.
The coin went airborne again, and Daria collapsed back with her hands over her face, a groan of annoyance muffled behind her fingers.
    
“FAVORITE COLOR?” she asked Betrayal, finally at her wits’ end with the silence in the room.
“What did you just ask me?” Slowly, his head turned until he stared at her with a mix of surprise and worry. “Have you absolutely lost it? It’s only been a few days.”
“What? The quiet sucks. Come on, we’re stuck in here. I might as well learn a little bit about you. You already know basically everything about me.”
For another moment, he stared as if she were crazy, which honestly might not have been that far from the truth. She was going stir crazy. Now she knew why prisoners in the movies were always depicted as doing pull-ups. She might as well exercise, right? Nothing else to do.
Too bad she wasn’t that desperate… yet.
She settled for pestering Betrayal some more. Turns out, it made for a great pastime. He absolutely despised talking about himself, so what better way to rile him up than to ask him questions?
“You’re like a toddler, you know that?” he grumbled.
“Why is the sky blue?” she retorted.
“I like gray,” he admitted, after a deep breath and a moment of quiet.
“Gray? Why?”
He shot a pointed look in her direction and she understood what he meant about the toddler thing, which didn’t make her want to know why he liked gray any less. It didn’t even count as a color, no more than black or white did.
“What, did you expect me to pick red or something? That’s too loud. Gray is demure, it’s quiet. Like it hasn’t decided if it wants to be black or white, it’s stuck in the middle.”
“That’s rather deep for you. I’m proud. What’s your favorite food?” He wouldn’t have wanted her to dwell on his answer, so to keep him talking she moved on to the next question. But the irony wasn’t lost on Daria.
“A nice steak. And roasted potatoes.”
“You are such a man.” She sighed as she flopped onto the bed, counting the cracks in the ceiling while he stared out the window some more.
He didn’t have a response to her obvious comment, so she continued with her game.
“Hobbies? Besides coin flipping.”
She dipped her head over the side of the bed just in time to catch him send a sideways glare her way. He was pretty, even with the world turned upside down. No, pretty wasn’t accurate enough. Sure, his hair was tousled around in that perfect, I-woke-up-like-this way. His facial hair was trimmed neatly, framing the shape of his face perfectly, as far as beards went. But he wasn’t pretty. Sexy was a better word. Yes. In that, damaged, dark and tortured way.
Yum.
Unlike Misery, Betrayal kept his hurt locked deep inside, whatever it was. Misery wore his heart on his sleeve and often laughed in the face of his pain.
Why am I comparing them?
Zoning back into their conversation, she sat up, only to have her head rush. She groaned as she balanced herself on the bed, waiting for it to pass.
“What was your answer? Sorry. Hobbies?”
“You weren’t even listening. How rude,” he teased, and she turned her head to see a hint of a smile grace his lips, before it was chased away with a grinding jaw, as if he wasn’t meant to find humor in their exchange.
“I’m waiting,” she said, dragging out the last word into a singsong.
“I like to watch television,” he answered then stopped.
She turned her whole body around on the bed, rucking up the comforter underneath her.
“Wait. That’s it?”
“Yeah, I guess.” He shrugged. Shrugged! Then he explained, “I haven’t really had too many opportunities to get out and find out what I like. Did you forget about the whole, stuck in a jar for centuries thing?”
Daria clapped her hands together. “Okay. First things first, as soon as we get out of this shithole, we take Betrayal out. Clubs, movies, mini golf, roller skating…”
A laugh bubbled out of him, one of indignance. “I am not roller skating.”
“Okay, no. Shh, let me plan. You might love roller skating, you never know. We can bird watch, go to rollercoaster parks…you know, I bet you’re an adrenaline junkie. Shall we go skydiving?”
He blanched. “Um… I think not. Hell no.”
“Aw, is Betrayal afraid of heights?”
He glared at her before grumbling out a, “Maybe.” Very sullen, her demon was.
“I’m glad you say that, ‘cause I am too.”
Turning to her, he arched a brow. “What would you have done if I wanted to go skydiving?”
“I would’ve gone skydiving,” she answered without missing a beat. “Not saying I wouldn’t shit my pants, but if the end result was finding something on this realm that you love? Done.” Daria hated heights. But these were her demons and she’d be damned if they were going to be miserable here.
Betrayal cocked his head to the side, staring at her, and she might have been imagining things, but his eyes seemed to soften just the slightest bit.
She smiled brightly, moving on. “Favorite… dessert?”
“Bougatsa.” He answered instantly, and Daria wondered what had changed during their exchange.
“What’s that?”
“Kind of like a custard pie thing.” He flushed and it seeped away the wistful smile on his face.
“Custard pie thing? That doesn’t sound too bad. Maybe we can attempt it. Misery can’t help though. Don’t need to be setting the house on fire.” A thought dawned on her. “Oh God, I wonder who’s doing the cooking since I’m gone? Please let it be Hope. He seemed confident. I swear, if my house has been burnt to the ground when we get out of here, Pandora will pay.”
His half smile dissolved as if the mention of their capture was a reminder. “You sound so confident that we’re going to get out of here, why?”
“Well, I’m sure the guys are looking for us. And besides, between the two of us, surely we can outsmart that uppity bitch, right?”
Betrayal didn’t respond, his head turned back to the window, but Daria tried not to let it get to her.
A tiny part of her, though, suspected maybe he didn’t want to escape.





BETRAYAL
Daria was different, Betrayal finally realized. When she admitted that she would’ve gone skydiving, even with her own fear of heights, he couldn’t help but look at her a little differently.
Peter had been a downright idiot to throw away this woman. She’d go the extra mile for those she cared about, and somehow, Betrayal and the others had wormed their way into that category.
It posed a problem.
It also left him with one final, damning realization.
She would never lock them away. Words weren’t enough. He could sit here for weeks and try to convince her, but they’d come to the same impasse every time.
Daria was too eager to see the good in them, overlooking the entire idea that they were locked away for a reason. Completely oblivious to the horrors they could do, had already done, eagerly and with a smile.
This—what he was doing now, it wasn’t working. Hell, somehow she had him playing twenty questions, and he’d answered all of them. Like they were… bonding, or some shit.
With a growl, he glared out of the window as a hesitant regret crept alongside his millennia-old guilt, nestling right in and holding on with determined claws.
Betrayal was desperate for this to work, because the consequences if it didn’t… he wasn’t sure he could live with them. If his plan didn’t end in the results he needed, Betrayal would have to spend eternity inside the jar… hosted in someone he’d thought long dead. His heart ached at the thought.
“You okay over there?” Daria inquired, and Betrayal refrained from answering, his thoughts too oppressing.
“Fine, clam up all you want. It’s just gonna make this whole ordeal more frustrating.”
Keeping his lips sealed, he grunted and continued flipping his coin. He had a decision to make. He could take this a step further—more so than he’d ever planned to—or he could start plotting with Daria about how to get out of here.
He propped his elbow on his knee, holding the coin carefully between thumb and forefinger as the light glinted over the skull on one side, and the wings on the other. The last time he’d made a decision based on emotion, it had ended in thousands of deaths. Tens of thousands.
He was too close to this problem. If he chose to help Daria escape, they might never figure out a way to convince her to protect herself—to protect humanity—from them. If he went the next step… he’d have to reveal everything he’d worked so hard to lock away.
If he made the wrong choice, he’d have to live with that for the rest of his life—eternity.
Betrayal just couldn’t do it.
So he flipped the coin. With a rasp of flesh on flesh, a flick of his nail against the metal warmed from his hold, it went end over end.
And then it landed, and he had his answer.
    
DARIA
Betrayal hadn’t spoken to her for most of the day, and she tried not to let the little fissure of hurt worm its way under her skin. But it did anyway. Now, night had fallen, another night to awkwardly convince him to sleep on the bed with her, without going so far as to beg. He refused and it annoyed her, as did the shutter outside their window slapping against the house. A rush of wind had moved in, probably carrying another storm. Summer was coming to an end, and it tried to hold on with sweaty tenacity to the heat and humidity. Daria would be glad to see it go, and gritted her teeth when the bang sounded again.
She missed her own bed, the other demons, the comfort of home.
Betrayal remained seated at the side of the bed, the back of his head resting against the mattress. Looked like another sleepless night for Daria. Maybe the fluffy sheep would make an appearance. Hell, maybe cats would work better.
I should get a cat.
Death would like a cat.
She bet Betrayal wouldn’t, and nodded her head to herself. It was a done deal. As soon as she got the hell out of here, she was going to the nearest shelter to find the ugliest, saddest looking cat to bring home. People always overlooked those, punishing them to a life in shelters to die alone, as if their looks or misgivings were in their control. It pissed her off.
Why am I thinking about shelter cats?
A light tap on the door startled her from her thoughts and she sat up in bed, narrowing her eyes at the warded barrier. Betrayal’s attitude had put her in a terrible mood. She dared Pandora to come at her again with her bullshit reasoning. Pointing fingers and assigning blame, trying to take away the demons’ freedom again. Daria would rip her fucking hair out, immortal or not. Can goddesses grow new hair? I sure hope not.
Instead, the door opened and that same guard motioned for Betrayal. As far as she could see, Betrayal hadn’t even turned his head to see who was at the door, but he stood nonetheless, as if he knew he was the one being called. Without a backwards glance, he left, and Daria knew for certain she wouldn’t sleep now. What were they doing with him? Betrayal obviously wasn’t the chatty type—so what the hell could Pandora want from him?
Her thoughts swirled with anxiety and worry, but none of the pressure on her chest came like it normally did. Funny, it hadn’t made an appearance the whole time they’d been trapped here. Did Pandora have a way to ward against that too? If so, Daria would like to know what it was. She couldn’t afford to buy new TVs every time she got annoyed that the guys were staying up late.
Half an hour passed while Betrayal was gone, and Daria was on the verge of sleep. The house was quiet, and in that peaceful, perfect place, she was right on the edge of dreaming. She felt safe for a moment, and could almost pretend that she was home in bed. Sleep had snuck up on her, and now that she was there, she’d happily fall right into the deepest, most relaxing—
An odd sound echoed through the house, startling her fully awake and yanking her right out of her almost sleep.
She sat up and it echoed again, probably coming from downstairs. Quietly, she rose from bed and crossed as close to the door as she could, straining to hear anything more in the silent house. An ugly suspicion took root and began to bloom, and she clenched her hands into fists at her sides, listening.
When it came again, she startled, finally recognizing the awful thunch of a fist meeting flesh. A pit opened up in her stomach, and she just knew it wasn’t the sound of her demons somehow magically finding them and coming to their rescue.
As it sounded off again, she felt utterly hopeless. Useless.
“Pandora!” Daria screamed, stomping on the floor like a child, since she couldn’t beat on the door. “Don’t you hurt him! Stop it!”
Her screams echoed and died against the empty room as she called out for them to leave Betrayal alone. The beating continued, sickening hit after sickening hit. Daria had never fought with only the intention to cause pain, but by god she imagined hurting Pandora over and over again. With that in mind, she mentally counted the sounds of inflicted pain, tallying them up so one day, when they got out of there and Daria learned to control her powers, she could pay Pandora back for every ounce of hurt she gave Betrayal.
Daria stomped and jumped and yelled until her voice was hoarse and her feet hurt, and still those ugly sounds bled through the walls as surely as Betrayal was bleeding downstairs. Daria knew Betrayal couldn’t die from a beating, not like a human could. Yes, she knew that, but it didn’t stop her from hurting for him, from the anger and hopelessness building until a spark of pressure ignited in her chest, and she gasped as the sensation grew. It was clear then, to Daria, that her chaotic powers were tied to her emotions, so she fed it. She let all of her homesickness, her worry, her sadness, and frustration build and grow until, with a scream, she let it out. The force of it tossed her head back, her mouth tearing open in a yell as it all escaped in a whoosh. Light bulbs popped, first in the room then bathroom, and then she heard the echoes of it in the hallway, glass shattering as it moved throughout the house.
Then everything stopped, even the beating, and silence reigned for so long Daria almost forgot to breathe, the pressure gone from her chest.
Footsteps sounded up the stairs, stilted and clumsy, and Daria was frozen to her spot in the middle of the bedroom floor, on the edge of the ward. Its power trickled over her skin like soft fingertips, but she didn’t dare move back.
The sensation dissipated, and the door swung open, but before Daria could even think about rushing the guard, he shoved Betrayal into the room and slammed the door shut. She put out her arms as if to catch him, but that was stupid because Betrayal was all muscle, whereas Daria had really grown used to Truth’s baking and candy habits.
He stumbled into her, and she only saw a flash of him before he used her as a crutch to reach the bed. When he collapsed onto the mattress, she struggled turning him over, and cursed him a few times before he finally cooperated with a groan.
“Change your mind yet?” he asked, and his words hit her like a physical punch.
    
BETRAYAL HAD BECOME a rainbow of agony, painted the red of blood and the blues and purples of fresh bruises. His left eye was swollen shut and the right one had a gash over his eyebrow, pouring blood down his face. A bloody—if not broken—nose looked less than fun, and his lip was split in two different places. With the way he clutched his side, she almost feared to see what was going on underneath his shirt.
“Shit, shit, shit. I’ll be right back.” Daria left him momentarily as she rummaged in the bathroom for something—anything. A first aid kit was tucked in the back of the cabinets under the sink, with dust so thick covering it she could hardly make out the red shaped cross on it.
She used one of their old towels to wipe it off, and grabbed a fresh washcloth, wetting it with cold water before she rushed back into the bedroom.
His breathing was labored, and she winced at the sight of him. Distraction worked for pain, so as she dabbed at the blood covering his right eye, before focusing on the gash above it, she teased, “Believe it not, you look better now than you did before.”
He grunted and tried to push her hand away. “Leave me alone. It’ll heal in a few hours.”
Daria tilted her head. “Huh. Guess the immortality thing comes in handy.” And then she went back to dabbing at the blood, slapping his hand away when he tried to shove her off again. “Sit still. Jeez. You’d think you didn’t want me taking care of you or something,” she commented dryly.
“That’s exactly what I wan—” His words cut off in a groan as Daria accidentally sat too close to his side and leaned over to reach his eye better—inadvertently putting pressure on the side he gripped.
“What was that?” she asked sweetly.
He grumbled out, “Nothing,” and went quiet. They remained that way for a bit, Daria cleaning wound after wound, each cut or bruise noted in the back of her mind as she plotted Pandora’s death.
Two washcloths that had started out the day white were now stained crimson with the evidence of Betrayal’s wounds. Grabbing his hand, she dabbed at his knuckles, a little swollen and cracked from where he’d apparently fought back.
His question… had she changed her mind? This was Pandora’s play. Betrayal was hurt because Daria wouldn’t agree to what she wanted. A lump swelled in her throat and she swallowed hard against the tears that threatened to well, but her lips quivered and even though she tried to hold it back, a drop fell and splattered on the back of Betrayal’s hand. Quickly, she wiped it away with the rag, but he’d already noticed.
“Are you… crying?”
    
DEATH
“Chaos!” Death yelled, looking up as if the god were hanging out in the second story of Daria’s house. “Chaos!”
Truth and Hope shared a look, but not discreetly enough. Death saw them out of the corner of his eye and waved them off. “He’ll show up. He’s too nosey to resist.”
While he waited, Death trailed over to the counter in the kitchen to get his caffeine fix. Daria had a collection of mugs that were too ironic not to be appreciated. By the time he was seated at the bar, the air pressure changed, before it released with a pop, a flare of gold light, and some smoke.
Hope coughed and waved it away, and when it finally cleared, Chaos stood with his arms crossed and a sour look on his face, his brows pinched low in annoyance.
“You called?”
“Yes. We need your help,” Death stated plainly. Short and to the point—he refused to leave any room for Chaos to twist his words or play some game with them. They didn’t have time for that.
“Well, we all know how I love helping people,” he admitted drily. “What’s up?” Casually, he perched on the arm of the couch.
Death glanced at Persy and Pain, before the affirming nod from Truth gave him the go-ahead.
“Pandora is causing problems.”
Kay’s eyes darkened before he shook his head and stood straight, stepping away from the couch.
“Um… no.” He went to snap his fingers, but Hope stepped forward to grip his wrist.
“She has Daria,” he said.
Hesitation stilled Kay’s body, but he just shook his head. “No. Listen, Pandora is a little…” He twirled a finger behind his temple. “I don’t mess with her. I did her a favor a while back, and it cleared the slate with us. I am not looking to owe her again.”
“What favor?” Death demanded, and Truth stepped up to stare hard at Daria’s father. He wasn’t leaving without admitting the truth.
His gaze bounced between the two of them, before darting over to Persy and then Pain, who happened to be clear across the room from the lady-demon.
“Okay fine. Fine!” Chaos jerked his hand out of Hope’s hold and stalked to the island in the kitchen, sitting on one of the stools. “Gather round children, it’s story time.”
Begrudgingly following his request, Truth and Hope trailed closer to the bar. Even Persy and Pain, with a glare between the two, eliminated a little distance between them to hear the story.
“Aren’t you going to offer me refreshments? I am a guest, after all.”
“Stop stalling.” Death sipped his coffee after motioning for Kay to start explaining.
Chaos leaned his arms on the bar and sighed. “After Pandora… after she had her daughter, she came to me worried that when she passed, her daughter wouldn’t be able to handle keeping the demons. So… she requested that I make her immortal, as the jar’s keeper, so she could keep an eye on her daughter, and the daughters down the line. I don’t need to explain my actions to you, but for my own reasons, I agreed. When it took effect, her daughter lived on with the curse of the jar inside her. And Pandora stepped back to make sure everything was okay. Watching from afar, checking up on her, just keeping an eye on things. That’s how it’s always been. She hasn’t caused any problems thus far.”
Death sat his mug down and motioned around the room. “Yeah. But the curse hasn’t been made null and void with our escape before either.”
“You got me there,” he replied, but his joking tone was lacking its luster. “I have no idea what she’s been up to. After I did my job, I lost contact with her. It’s not like I’m her keeper.”
“Well, she’s your something, and we suggest you get her in line before she hurts Daria,” Death gritted out through clenched teeth.
“Listen, I wish I could help, but Pandora is her own woman. She doesn’t answer to me or the other gods. You’re on your own.”
Death mulled that over. “So, if something were to… happen to her, there would be no repercussions from the other gods?”
Chaos seemed to deflate at Death’s words. But in response, he shook his head. “Not unless she’s brokered a deal from another god underneath my nose. Which she wouldn’t.”
Death shared a look with Truth across the bar from him, and he nodded.
“Okay then. That’s all we need to know. But I do have one more question.”
“And what’s that?” Chaos sat back in his chair and crossed his arms, his frustration with the conversation evident. But as Death listened to what he had to say, a low anger began bubbling under the surface.
“If Pandora was supposed to be this immortal watch-dog, guardian, whatever, where the fuck was she when Samena was murdered?”
The expression pinching Kay’s features was bleak. “Maybe she was there all along.”
And then he disappeared in a wash of light and a puff of smoke.
They paused as the slow, dawning realization broke the surface, and Death surged from his chair with a roar, chucking his mug across the room. Porcelain shattered and coffee splashed against the wall between the two French doors.
Death’s reaction startled the others, if the wide-eyed looks he received were any indication. It was rare for him to show his emotions, sure, but they didn’t have to look so alarmed. It pissed him off even more, and he stalked to the very French doors he’d lashed out at.
“No one clean this up. I’ll do it when I get back.”
“Where are you going?” a voice called out behind him, pausing Death with his hand on the doorknob.
“For a walk. I’ll be back.”
And then he jerked open the door and walked out into the night, his anger boiling low and hot, like the lightning flashing through the clouds above, just waiting for a target to strike out at.





BETRAYAL
T  he guilt eating away at Betrayal was soul deep. Vines intertwined around his heart with thorns, keeping him from healing and moving on. It was hard to live with, and some days he found it harder to go on more than others.
None of it was worse than knowing he was the cause of Daria’s tears. She may not know it, but he was the reason she was crying. The coin may have decided he follow this path, but it had been Betrayal who created the options. It had been his plan to take this a step further and have the guard beat him. And now he felt like shit, aside from the contusions that littered his flesh and the broken rib that most likely dangled down into his belly.
“Are you… crying?” he asked, and in response she shook her head and wiped another tear off his flesh with the rag.
“Nope,” she answered finally, sniffling in between words. “It’s a figment of your imagination.”
Well, shit. It didn’t seem she was any more open with her emotions than he was with his. Where did that leave them?
“You can’t be crying for me,” he scoffed in disbelief.
She jerked her head up with a vicious scowl on her face, even if she looked like a weeping angel with her dark hair and ice-blue gaze, and tears trembling on the tips of her lashes like snowflakes. “And why the hell not? I can damn well cry if I want.”
“I don’t fuckin’ deserve it—that’s why.” Even he was surprised by the vehemence in his tone, but he tightened his features into a mask of indifference.
Her face flushed as he watched. It traveled from her neck to her cheeks, painting her in shades of anger. “And again I ask, why the hell not, Betrayal? Why don’t you deserve my sympathy? And while we’re on the topic, why are you so hell-bent on being locked away for eternity? Forever living life through another person, only to lose them and go through the same thing over and over again with a stranger?”
So surprised by her outburst, he didn’t immediately answer, and she leaned in with a snarl. “Because to me, that sounds like hell, and I want to know why you think you deserve to suffer.”
He found his voice in a low growl. “If you really want to know—fine.”
Instead of gloating at her victory, she gave a stiff nod and lifted his other hand to dab at his knuckles. She was a little less than gentle, but he didn’t wince—he’d had much worse.
“We had a mentor once. Phoebe.” Just saying her name sent an emotion piercing through his chest that he was all too familiar with. Guilt. Regret.
“When we first materialized, we all were… raw. You were dead when we materialized this time, but it was much the same kind of thing. Our skin hurt, we weren’t quite used to our bodies, and our powers were a little out of control. Enter the mentors. There were so many of us, they had no choice but to split us up, each group assigned a single person to look after them. Ours was Phoebe. She was supposed to teach us how to not only use our powers, but how to control them and ourselves. How to fit in with humans and how to fly under the radar of the other gods.” He cleared his throat, swallowing his pain against the onslaught of memories. Daria took the rags to the bathroom, returning empty handed and curling up on the opposite end of the bed.
“She was our everything back then,” he said, stating the words like a dare, another barrier to place between them, but she didn’t flinch. That understanding, patient, open look in her eyes stared back at him.
He looked away.
“We shared her, and she shared her love with us in return. Slowly, we learned to rein in our powers when needed, how to act, and all that. We weren’t born, so it’s not like we had a childhood to go off of. To remember things from. Just her. Phoebe.”
Betrayal got lost in the moment, remembering her beautiful blonde hair and her clear blue eyes that shone right to her soul. Pure. Or so he’d thought. Then he’d had to ruin that too.
“Phoebe was expected to report to a council put together by Hephaestus and Athena about our progress. But they didn’t make her like they made Pandora. She was a mortal, because who better to help a bunch of demons related to humans than another human? We all lived in an Oikos, a Greek type house together, easier for her to keep an eye on us. Sometimes, the gods or the council would come check up on us, and that was no problem either. We stayed out of trouble, kept mostly to ourselves. Misery especially didn’t like the public, as I’m sure you can imagine.”
Her lips twitched just the slightest.
“For whatever reason, the guys had all left that day, and I was still hanging around. Back then, the acoustics in houses like that were… well, let’s just say sounds carried. As did whole conversations, if you weren’t careful. And that day, Phoebe wasn’t very careful.”
Betrayal remembered it all as if it was yesterday, excited to surprise Phoebe by staying back and romancing her for the whole day. Instead, he’d stepped onto the courtyard balcony, and from the way sound carried against the marble, overheard a conversation that had changed their lives forever.
“…every person, they have their faults. Misery can’t control his release in public yet. Death wants to play with the humans. Hope doesn’t understand why people can’t be hopeful all the time, and Truth is far too happy to reveal secrets, even when they’re better left in the dark.”
“What about Betrayal?” he asked.
He spied them walking on the other side of the balcony, and ducked behind a column. Some of her words cut out and he only heard the last bit.
“…the worst. I’m telling you, Adrian, he’s just… different. I don’t know what to do about him.”
More walking and some of his words were lost. “…give up on them?”
She was quiet for a very long time, while Betrayal’s heart thundered inside his chest. And then he heard the word that sealed their fate.
“Yes.”
No, his heart didn’t thunder, it came to a stop, cracked and shattered into a thousand pieces, turning to dust and crumbling behind his ribs. An unparalleled anger flamed hot, turning his face red with embarrassment. He thought they were doing well—that Phoebe was happy with their progress—with them. Frozen to the spot by his heartache, he had no choice but to listen as their voices moved closer, the acoustics still only sharing bits and pieces of their words. But what he did hear was enough.
“…promise to seal them away?”
“I’ve told you yes, plenty of times. But give me time to…”
Yeah, he’d heard plenty.
Betrayal had no choice but to turn and leave behind the home they’d made together. A home they’d put every ounce of love and work into—to be what was expected of them for Phoebe’s sake. For their own.
She’d done a damned good job of playing them. Of wearing her facade.
He’d raced through the streets of ancient Greece, hunting down his fellow demons—who were apparently too evil to exist. Phoebe, of all people, had agreed to lock them away. The woman who’d welcomed them into the world with open arms. Who’d wormed her way into even Misery’s heart, who was too afraid to share the touch of another person. And she planned to rip that away from them?
No. He wouldn’t let her. They wouldn’t let them.
The look on his brothers’ faces when he’d shared what he had heard had been almost as painful to witness as it had been to learn for himself. He hated hurting them, but they needed to be prepared for the council when they came for them.
“We were furious,” he continued, the old memory fading as he came back to the room with the spring laden mattress and the brunette across from him. “We thought she loved us—just like we loved her. But she just… betrayed us so easily. And I didn’t even see it coming. There was nothing… no reason we’d given her to lose faith in us. So we decided to give them something to be afraid of.” He hung his head, the shame that never really left sitting heavily on his chest like a physical presence. “We raged. Killed hundreds and thousands of innocent people. All in the name of a conversation I thought was leaden with betrayal.”
Daria’s hands tightened where she clenched them in her lap. “What happened after?”
“They caught us. After about eight days, they tracked us down, and we were high on our powers without a care in the world. They brought us back to Olympus and put us before the Pantheon.” His eyes slammed shut as he tried to escape the memory. Gods, he’d been so stupid. So careless.
He’d been asked to explain their actions, and when he’d finished with a righteous smirk on his face, the council had just stared. Then they’d laughed.
The demon of memory had been there. All of them were. Each demon represented the whole, and the five of them had given them all a very bad name.
Memory had walked forward, hesitation in every step, because he knew they were all damned. He tapped him on the forehead and shared the councilman’s memories with Betrayal.
And suddenly, he’d been in the shoes of the councilman, staring down at Phoebe, and Betrayal even felt the disdain and disrespect the man felt for the woman. He knew exactly where the conversation was.
Phoebe was speaking, love shining in her eyes as clear as the sky outside.
“Truthfully, Betrayal was dealt a hand that was the worst. I’m telling you, Adrian, he’s just… different. He doesn’t trust anyone, and I don’t know what to do about him.” She sighed a sad sigh, and the councilman knew she was lost to them. But maybe that could work in their favor.
“Phoebe, as protector of the demons, do you promise to never give up on them?”
She was quiet for a very long time, and the councilman started to suspect she doubted herself, but then she proved him wrong.
“Yes.” He saw the conviction in her eyes, in the way she nodded simply, shortly, needing not to explain more than that. It was in the confident set of her shoulders, the stern way she met his gaze as if daring him to doubt her.
“If they get out of hand, do you promise to seal them away?”
Now her brows furrowed, a sadness creeping into her gaze at the thought. “I’ve told you yes, plenty of times. But give me time to work with them more. Patience is key here, and I have plenty to go around.”
That’s not all that’s going around, the councilman thought.
Betrayal came back to himself, the councilman across from him, the very one who’d walked with Phoebe that day. Phoebe, who loved them with all her heart, staring at them, limp and weak from her capture and obvious torture.
Yeah, he’d heard plenty.
Just enough to prove he hadn’t trusted the one person he should have trusted the most.
“Phoebe was there. In chains.” The words gutted him as much as the memory did. “I’d misheard… everything. Misunderstood everything. She’d been advocating for us, and I’d only heard the most damning words.”
He remembered everything about that room. The cold stone beneath his bare feet, the fear, sadness, and gods be damned, but there had still been love in Phoebe’s eyes.
“It is clear from your actions these past several days that you are a danger to the public. You all are. You cannot be trusted, and as previously agreed, your punishment is Pandora’s Jar, effective immediately.”
Betrayal hadn’t been able to stop staring at Phoebe. He wanted to say so many things to her, to apologize, beg her forgiveness. He wanted to fall at her feet and have her tell him everything would be okay.
But they were past that now.
He’d fucked up.
This was all his fault.
“Pandora killed her,” he announced to the room, to Daria, as bluntly as the death itself had been. His voice croaked out on the words as though they’d barely scraped by. “To lock the evil, us, inside the jar, it required a human sacrifice. Phoebe was chosen, because she’d failed.” Daria’s soft gasp was too much for him, and he swallowed thickly. “It happened in front of us. That was our punishment for the lives we’d taken. The years we were going to spend locked in the jar weren’t enough. They wanted us—me—to know how badly I’d fucked up. Phoebe’s job was to make us human—to show us the value of life and how great it could be. And all I’d done was take the worst parts of it—the distrust, the suspicion, the hatred, and anger—and I acted on it without a second thought. I didn’t give her a chance to explain. And she died because of it. Because of her failure. Me.”
“Betrayal… look at me.” Daria’s voice was soft, and he already knew what he would see in her eyes, hear in her words. He ignored her, avoiding her gaze, her soft words, and what he suspected was understanding in that gentle tone of hers.
“So in place of her, Pandora stepped forward to guard the jar, and by default us. Then her husband, with Chaopados, tried to free us. It worked for some of them.”
The bed dipped, the covers rustling as she shifted. “Why weren’t you among the ones who got free?”
Betrayal scoffed cynically, shaking his head at his past. At his stupidity. Always dragging his brothers down with him. “I wouldn’t let them leave. I reminded them what happened when we were free before, so when the jar opened, we let the others leave first.” Because as terrible as the jar had been, at least it was safe. No Phoebe, no innocents. “As heartbroken as we were, it wasn’t a hard decision to make. We believed we deserved to be there.”
Finally, he looked at her to gauge her reaction, his jaw grinding against the onslaught of memories and heartache. What he found in her gaze was exactly what he expected, and irritation slithered through him. Understanding, empathy, and other emotions he couldn’t even begin to decipher gleamed in the ocean surface of her eyes.
“It doesn’t sound like she failed at all. It sounds like she did just what she was supposed to do. She taught you the most human emotion there is. She taught you how to love.”
He burst up from the bed, his ribs screaming in agony, but he ignored it as frustration got the better of him. All she’d done with that one comment was excuse their actions when they didn’t deserve to be. “That’s what you got out of what I said? You’re just gonna ignore the fact that we murdered hundreds, thousands, of innocents? That’s who we are, Daria, not some lovesick fools who reacted wrong. We’re dangerous. What if something sets us off again, like that?” Like you, but that went unsaid.
Because that was his real fear. That each and every one of them would fall for her just like they had Phoebe, and something would come back to haunt them. To hurt her.
It already is, he reminded himself. The epitome of his fear sat downstairs, waiting for him to convince Daria to lock them away again.
In the face of his revelation, he remained silent, his jaw clenched and body stiff as if the flesh on his bones were the armor he needed to keep breathing.
Daria stayed calm, the embodiment of patience as she waited for him to calm down. His chest rose up and down, and his breaths came on a wave of anger as it receded, leaving the pain in its wake, but he remained standing.
“You’re not dangerous. You couldn’t even kill me when I asked you to, remember?”
Oh, he remembered. His hands pulling the belt wrapped around her neck tight, but unable to finish it.
Little did she know he couldn’t help them escape. It defeated the whole purpose of their time locked in the room together.
Dora’s box! Could he have finished it if the circumstances are different? Murdered her in cold blood for the purpose of freeing them? The way his heart stuttered was his answer.
“Tell me one thing,” she demanded.
“What’s that?” he grunted, daring her with a glare to absolve him, to tell him it was okay when it was so clearly not, and no amount of guilt or apologies would bring those innocents back. And in the back of his mind rang a realization that he was doing it again—fucking it all up again.
“Would you do it again? Murder thousands of people out of anger from a misconstrued half-conversation?”
Motherfucking Dora’s damned box.
He knew where she was going with this.
But he also knew the truth, even if the blond-haired fucker wasn’t here to tell it to him. The guilt that ruled his mind, his emotions more so than anything else, at least had one advantage. He sure as hell would never hurt another innocent.
And no, Chaopados didn’t count. They had come for them first, they earned their deaths. But all those innocents he’d had a hand in murdering? He would never erase them from his memory.
And that was damning more so than anything else.
“No, Daria.” If he knew one thing, it was that he’d never hurt another innocent.
And Daria was innocent.
He’d be damned if he would be the cause of her ruination.
She would not be the next Phoebe.





THREE DOORS DOWN
T  he room so familiar and at one point comfortable… like home, had quickly become a prison. The window, long ago boarded up, no longer let in the sunshine. Instead, through some magic of mimicry, the wash of light cast an unnatural glow around the room, painting the hardwood floors and floral walls in shades of yellow.
She hated yellow. Well, she was pretty sure she did.
Glancing at the mirror, she stared at herself. At least that was familiar. Her long, brown hair fell in soft waves, just like it always had. Her spring green eyes were the same for as long as she could remember.
But things had changed. Very much so.
She had agreed at first, had accepted Mother’s wishes, because she had been so lonely. Now, she regretted it. Now, she didn’t know which thoughts were hers and which were… other. Now, she didn’t trust herself, or her mother.
Studying herself in the mirror, she cocked her head to the side. Suddenly. she wondered if that even was her mother. It’s what she’d been asked to be called, yes. But they looked nothing alike, she realized. Mother’s hair was darker than her own, and she had golden eyes, a deeper natural tan, and a slimmer figure.
Nothing was right. Was this even real? Was this her life?
She wanted out, had suspected and isolated that want from the voices in her head long ago. Ever since they had first manifested.
But now? With the ugly, awful sounds she suspected were violent coming from down below? Now she wanted to escape with a fervor she’d never felt before.
Mother had told her they’d have visitors for a while. What she had actually meant were other prisoners, like herself.
She wanted to know who they were so badly—what Mother wanted with them.
“Who are they?” a voice inside her head chanted.
Ever curious, that one. Always asking questions and wondering what the consequences would be of any action.
“Not today,” she spoke sternly. Really, she learned it was the only way to speak to them. Else they all talked at once until she was ready to pull her hair from her scalp and scream at the walls.
No, now she wished she had never agreed to Mother’s wishes at all.
Now, she wasn’t so sure of her purpose.
She wasn’t sure of a lot of things.
But one thing remained true—one thing beamed loud and clear from within as she listened to the grunts and groans of the… of what she suspected was a violent beating.
She wanted out.
    
DARIA
So that’s what Betrayal’s guilt was about. He’d gotten his heart broken and overreacted. He carried the regret of murdering all those people, the remorse of not communicating with his lover, and the shame of leading his brothers to captivity. But she already knew they’d grown past that. Not once had she caught a side glance of anger or frustration from the other demons.
And he claimed to fear repeating the past? After all these millennia, even Betrayal, as dark and tortured as he seemed, wouldn’t take pleasure in taking an innocent’s life. Not now.
“And why do you use the coin?” she asked, but she suspected she already knew the answer.
His glare cut her like glass from across the room, but she just waited patiently. “I don’t trust myself to discern a betrayal like that ever again.”
A betrayal demon unable to trust himself. Imagine that.
She couldn’t imagine… emerging into existence with no prior knowledge, only to have someone placed in charge of you. The first person you were taught to trust, and then overhearing a conversation like that. And then ultimately causing your lover’s death? No wonder Betrayal had such an unforgiving exterior.
Eyeing him across the room, she wondered what was going through his mind. More self-blame, she would bet. He was undoubtedly plotting a way that he could convince her to agree to Pandora’s crazy plan.
But nothing he’d told her had changed her mind. She still believed they were better off out in the world. The other freed demons had done just fine all these millennia, after they were freed from the jar. At least, as far as she knew. How were her five any different?
He stood, tall and angry and dark across the room from her, and she patted the mattress for him to come closer.
His lips curled up in a snarl, but she saw past his gritted teeth to the secret hope within him. He wanted to trust someone, he just didn’t trust himself. And she could understand that. After Peter, she never thought she would be able to put her heart in another’s hands. Still wasn’t quite sure she was capable of that, not after her entire world was ripped out from under her. But at least she was willing to try.
Now the question remained, was Betrayal?
She suspected he was too afraid to let himself try.
Tension tightened his shoulders, his ink stretched taut across that dusky canvas, his clenched jaw, all of it was an armor. As if he braced for an invisible blow, his chin was tilted up in defiant anticipation. Every inch of Betrayal's massive frame was poised for rejection, afraid of her agreement just as much as he was afraid of her refusal. But Daria already knew she would never grant his twisted wish. She couldn't feed his hatred, his need for self-destruction.
Whether he realized it or not, he needed something to temper those sharp edges, to smooth out the sadly stitched pieces of his heart.
The bed dipped as he sat on the edge, across from where Daria perched, head cocked as she studied him. He didn’t want to let her get close. Not physically, not emotionally. Because if he did that, if he allowed her inside, that meant he’d have to face his past and maybe forgive himself. It’s why he wanted her to stay away.
But she did just the opposite. She moved closer on the bed, the ancient quilt underneath her bunching up as she did so.
His eyes darkened the closer she came, until they were in their own cocoon of intimacy. Her knees touched his thigh as she sat with her legs crossed on the mattress beside him. He truly wasn’t evil—none of the guys were. Daria just didn’t know how to make him see that.
“You didn’t have a choice when you were first locked away. Why are you so eager to throw that away now?”
The way she phrased that obviously bothered him, and he avoided her gaze. Good. She asked another hard question.
“Don’t you owe it to yourself, and to the others, to at least try? What’s to stop Pandora here with you five? What if, once she locks you away, she goes for the other demons? Like Persy?”
Persy—the bubbly, sweet, innocent looking girl who’d helped Daria get her first home. There’s no way she could be evil. No more than Betrayal.
Through lips thinned in anger, he growled, “Why are you so hell-bent on saving us? You’re not Mother Teresa.”
“No. I’m just a bartender,” she admitted. But was that still true now that she’d been gone for so long?
Betrayal turned to her, the fabric of his pants rustling against her own as his torso turned to face her just a little bit more than before, with an angry snarl on his lips. “Is that all you think you are? That’s just your fucking job, that’s not who you are.”
Daria wasn’t the only one shocked by the statement. Betrayal looked taken aback by the words he’d spoken. She didn’t know what it was, but something about the heat buried in his words, the absolute surety of them… all the pieces clicked together. That’s why she’d been so heartbroken and bitter over what her ex had done. The relationship hadn’t mattered so much—it was the loss of her career. Daria had lived, breathed, and thrived off of everything PR. It had been who she was. Now, she didn’t know exactly what she was.
Well, beside Pandora’s fucking demon keeper.
Though it’s not like they’re inside you anymore.
Well, Misery kind of had been.
The thought startled her, the bad humor too poor to ignore. So she laughed, and laughed some more. She ignored the odd look she received from Betrayal, content to giggle at her own internal, terrible joke.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” he barked.
But his outrageous expression only made her giggles come harder, until tears streamed down her face and she clutched her chest until finally, they subsided.
It was only when she wiped away the last tear from her cheeks that she noticed Betrayal. He’d stilled on the bed across from her, his stare like a caress itself, and as she stared, his gaze dipped from her lips to her breasts.
She opened her mouth to ask him what the hell was wrong, but he moved before she could even take a breath. His lips crashed into hers like a tidal wave, stealing her breath and sending chills over her flesh. Daria gasped in surprise, and as if the sound startled him, he jumped away from her. Jumped. Off the bed, his boots landing on the floor with a thump, and he began to pace, running his hands through his hair. Muscles flexing as he tugged at the locks, he mumbled to himself while Daria remained still, shocked from the kiss.
When he winced and brought a hand down to his side, she remembered his injuries and glared. “Sit down! Your ribs and whatever else is hurt needs to heal!” she scolded.
“Oh shut up, I can pace if I want to. I’m not an invalid,” he grumbled back.
“No, you’re just a stubborn ass demon!”
He turned to her as if surprised by the words that left her mouth, and really? Now he was surprised?
“I’m stubborn? You’re stubborn! You can’t just do things the easy way. You can’t listen to reason. Nooo, you have to get your emotions all involved and start making us feel things!”
Daria didn’t even think he noticed the words pouring from his lips, and while his pigheadedness pissed her off, she waited until he ran out of steam.
“—soft ass lips, and your hair—”
She did the only thing she could think of to get him to shut up. She stood from the bed and walked right up to him, his mouth still flapping and dark eyes following her movements underneath brows drawn low in frustration. Stopping right before him, she noticed for a quick second how petite she was next to him, before she acted.
Wrapping a hand around the back of his neck, she pulled him down for another kiss.
His lips smacked into hers, less than gentle, but even if the kiss itself wasn’t soft—his lips were. With their blood still racing through their veins with heightened emotion, faces red from worn-out anger, they kissed.
Instead of with words, they battled with nips and bites, teasing and taunting each other the same way they did verbally.
He fisted what hair he could find, since it was all knotted up on her head.
None too gently, he pulled at the bun until tendrils started unraveling, but the tugs and pulls only added to the arousal that had burst into existence from the anger.
She dug her nails into the back of his neck, but he pulled her closer, one hand gripping her waist and the other still loosening her hair.
Tiny clicks sounded as her bobby pins were tossed aside one by one, like fallen soldiers in a battle. As he finally got her hair free and her scalp tingled with relief, she moaned as his hand tunneled through and gripped a handful. He used the leverage to tilt her head to the side so he had the advantage, but it didn’t stop her from nipping at his bottom lip when she could. He pulled back and cursed when she bit a little too hard, but his lips twitched in a smile as he licked the blood away with a swipe of his tongue. A movement she tracked the whole time.
Not a word was spoken, but they’d already said everything they could and then some. They were past that—the only things left to be said could be spoken with their actions.
So when Betrayal dipped his head down to ravage her mouth again, she met him halfway. Their kiss reopened the small cut she’d made, the coppery taste of his blood coloring the kiss as their tongues intertwined and their breaths ran short.
Running her hands from his neck to his shoulders, she gripped the swell of his muscles, appreciating how the fabric of his shirt hugged every contour of his strength.
“I hate this damned shirt,” Daria grumbled against his mouth, tugging at the sleeves.
“That’s one thing we can agree on.” And then it was gone, and she was left speechless with the expanse of his skin, more ink than olive flesh, with too many designs to explore and contemplate in the moment. His abs clenched as if anticipating her gaze and she didn’t even try to stop herself as her fingertips traced over the hills and valleys of each muscle.
Betrayal was ripped as fuck.
And for now, he belonged to Daria.
“I think we can find other things to agree on.” She nodded eagerly as she trailed her hands down to his waistband. “Not a huge fan of these either.”
His grin was as filthy as her thoughts were.
If he looked this good now, how much better did it get when he was naked?
Daria sure as hell planned to find out.
Betrayal leaned in until Daria’s eyes crossed, then he dipped down to lick and suck hard at her neck, until a slight squeak of apprehension slipped out from the force. Then it dawned on her. He was totally marking her, that alpha demon asshole!
But as his tongue soothed over the sore spot, and his hands massaged her scalp and tugged at her strands, she didn’t really care.
She was like a ragdoll in his arms and he hadn’t even done that much.
Yet, she hoped.
“You first,” he whispered as he pulled back, his breath hot against her skin, tickling her cheek. For a moment, she had no idea what he was talking about, but his fingers trailing down her back and pausing at the swell of her ass to dip under her shirt brought her back to her senses.
Promptly, she reached down and gripped the hem of the tee before she lifted and tossed it aside. She was left in her work bra. The only sexy aspect of the fabric was the color—black.
He hummed in the back of his throat, his grip tightening where he’d placed them around her waist, his thumbs stroking over her bared skin.
“If you disliked my shirt, I loathe this,” he teased, and plucked at a strap.
She smiled slyly and wrapped her arms around his waist, stepping forward and pressing her breasts into his chest.
“And what are you gonna do about it?”
His gaze darkened, the pupils dilating in arousal, and she felt the bulge in his pants against her belly where she was glued to his front.
In response to her tease, his fingers worked deftly behind her back to free her. The soft click sounded and with her nails pinched into his sides, she slowly pulled back, leaving marks as she backed away, creating space for the bra to fall from her chest and hang from her forearms. She released him completely, the bra too, and tossed it aside.
With Misery, it had been intense, but they’d been reverent, discovering themselves with each other. With Betrayal, it was a culmination of all the annoyance, anger, lingering glances, and building emotions that had slowly but surely taken root and sprouted. He didn’t know it yet, but she’d already dug a place in her life for him. He just needed to sit the fuck back and accept it.
Which... wasn’t a half bad idea.
Walking backwards, she stopped before the side of the bed and at the last second turned them both, pushing Betrayal onto the mattress. He chuckled and went with it, sliding up until he lay on the pillows.
“Can’t have you straining yourself,” she teased with a flirty grin, shucking her pants off and going with the moment.
Eyes glimmering in the low light of the room, he devoured the sight of her when she tossed her clothes aside. His brows dipped low as he grumbled at her. “I’m sure I can manage,” he quipped.
In answer, she crawled over him and flattened her palms on his chest, dragging her fingers down his skin, and over the history inked into his flesh. Daria had been captivated by him from the very start—in the club that night—and now he lay before her.
The cool air in the room teased her as she moved, tightening her nipples and playing in the valley between her legs. Far too impatient, she plucked away at his belt buckle, the metal clacking in the silent room as she undid it. The button popped loose, and then the soft shhh of the zipper sounded. His stomach muscles clenched every time the back of her knuckles brushed against his skin. Daria had felt him against her, when she was melted to his side, but now she wanted more—she wanted to see him. Taste him. Feel him.
Undressing him was just a pleasure too decadent to waste. And it gave her the opportunity to tease him. Just like he’d been trying her patience ever since they’d met, she wanted to try his patience now. But when she met his gaze as she finally freed his erection, she had very little patience to work with, if the darkness in his eyes was anything to go by.
He helped her rid himself of the jeans, Daria tugging the fabric as he lifted his hips. As soon as they were down to his feet, she tore off his boots, and chucked them off the side of the bed.
As she settled at the edge of the mattress on her knees, surveying him, a sound escaped her throat that turned hoarse with arousal.
Then it hit her. How intimate it was, a moment like this.
But as she stared down at him, bare and inked and sinfully, dangerously sexy, she told herself they could try slow later. For now, she just wanted to play.
So she did, trailing her fingers up his legs and thighs as she finally gave herself permission to stare unabashedly. No more sideways glances and staring from the corner of her eyes. This was so much better. He was doing the same to her, she knew, and the heat of his gaze caressing her flesh only made her blood run hotter.
Then she noticed the discoloration on his ribs and frowned. It pulled her out of the moment and plucked at the strings of her heart. He’d been hurt because she wouldn’t agree to Pandora’s stupid plan.
“Take a picture, it’ll last longer,” he joked, and she narrowed her eyes on him, successfully distracted.
“But then I couldn’t do this.” Straddling his right thigh, she nipped and kissed at his abs as she slid her hand closer to where they both wanted it. Like the rest of his body, Betrayal’s cock was far from small. Her fingers wrapped around his girth, and she continued to leave marks on his skin as she worked her hand on him.
His hands tunneled through her hair, bundling the waves on top of her head. When she teased him for apparently longer than he liked, he used her hair as leverage to move her lower. Hiding a grin at her success, she licked the underside of his cock in a long, greedy stripe, the salty masculinity of him coating her tongue. The groan rumbling from his chest went straight to her core, and she shuffled her kneeling position, trying and failing to find relief.
Sealing her lips around him, she dipped low and sucked him inside, her fist working in tandem on what she couldn’t take. She slid her gaze up his body to read his expression, and saw his head thrown back, veins in his neck taut with tension, and his abs working as his hips began to roll into her rhythm.
Pausing at the tip, she swirled her tongue around him and felt a thrill of satisfaction at the sound he made. This time she took him slower, deeper, watching for his reaction. Suddenly, his head snapped up and his midnight gaze had the slightest light in it.
His hand tightened in her hair, and she relented, pulling back with a pop as the suction of her lips released his cock. A groan escaped from his throat as he reached for her and pulled her up his body, until she straddled his thighs.
Fucking perfect.
With her hair still tight under his control, he tilted her head as he kissed her, his tongue swiping past her lips as she opened to him. At some point, their battle of nips and teases had become a soft roll of their hips as they worked toward a common goal.
Balanced over his lap, she ground herself down on him, searching for the pressure that would lead her where she wanted to go.
“Stop with the teasing,” he said, the words falling into a moan lost in his throat as she snapped her hips over him in retaliation.
Then she finally decided they’d both had enough. She nipped him one last time on his right pec before sitting up. Dragging her nails down his skin, she reached for his cock and slid him between her lips, their moans echoing and mixing with the other as she spread her arousal over him. Then she placed him at her core, her hips rocked onto him of their own will, but she followed through until she felt the slight stretch of him within her.
He paused with his hands on her hips, letting her work herself down on him at her own pace.
When she dragged her lids up to study his reaction, she tilted her head and rolled her hips back. “Just stay right there. Wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself, now would we?” Her tease disappeared into a swallowed moan as she rocked on him. The drag of his cock inside her was better than she’d anticipated as her eyes drifted closed.
She didn’t even get a chance to repeat the action, because when she moved back down on him again, her ass meeting his thighs, he grunted and picked her up. The world swirled around her before she even realized what was happening. Surrounded by warm muscle, she blinked her eyes open as the wall met her back.
“I’m not the one who’ll be sore after this, Daria.” His words came out as a growl, though not from anger like she had become accustomed to, but from the intensity of his arousal. As she stared at him, jaw ticking from his barely restrained control, his hips thrust into hers in one smooth move, seating himself fully inside her.
    
BETRAYAL
Her whimper turned into a moan as he repeated the action, sliding into her again, hard. Her nails dug into his shoulders until he was certain she’d leave marks, her legs wrapping around his waist, pulling him closer, urging him on. Following her lead and her pleas, he pounded his hips against hers, the staccato rhythm of flesh on flesh a heavy beat. Her moans the melody. His fingers bruised where they gripped her hips, but he eyed the thrumming pulse in her neck and couldn’t resist. Trailing one hand over her heated flesh, he tucked it at the back of her neck and tangled it in her waves.
Her hair was fucking amazing, and if it wasn’t spread out amongst the sheets, he wanted it in his fist. He cranked her head to the side, his lips and teeth and tongue falling to her neck, licking and sucking and nipping, leaving his mark on her flesh just as intensely as he pounded into her. The steady way he slid into her over and over again as she clenched down around him and begged for more. Wordlessly, in the way her nails scratched his skin before tangling in his own hair. In the way her breaths came out as air, her words lost in favor of moans, her hips bucking and meeting him thrust for thrust.
This—the intensity of the pleasure between them—was a bomb that had been ticking down from the moment he saw her in that darkened hallway, wearing a red dress, black boots, and steely determination in her ocean blue eyes. An ocean he found himself adrift in far too often, losing himself just as surely as she was lost to him now. He released her hair, trailing his fingers down her skin to take a pinkened, taut nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Her gaze shot to his, her mouth open as she panted for air, before she hid the ocean behind her lids, sliding shut in pleasure as he teased and tugged at her nipples.
He couldn’t have her drifting off now.
His fingers pinched together, her eyes flying open in response, a whimper strangling in her throat, but he just grinned and leaned in to take her mouth. Her lips were so damn soft—the bottom one so plump and pillowy he could just bite it. She bit back and he expected nothing less, their mouths chasing each other just as they chased the release bearing down on them.
Reaching between them, he tilted her hips away from the wall, changing the angle of his thrusts, and stretched his thumb over her clit.
She cried out and the sound died between them as he swallowed it, just for another to take its place as he dipped his finger down to spread her arousal over the sensitive bud.
“Oh God, I’m—” She keened, but the words cut off into a high-pitched moan as she shattered around him. His thrusts stuttered as she clamped down on him, and he knew he’d follow her soon, the pressure in his spine building.
“Where?” he asked, barely able to comprehend the English language.
“Inside me,” she panted out.
Only a few more thrusts took him there, and with her nails in his flesh, her cries in his ears, and her taste on his tongue, he came. Spilled inside her with a yell of ecstasy.
“Fuck,” he choked out, burying his head in her neck as he slowly bumped their hips together to ride it out.
When they both stilled, nothing but their breaths between them, he stepped back in case she needed space, but she just wrapped her arms around his neck.
“On the bed, please,” she requested, cheeks flushed from exertion.
He arched a brow in question, and she rolled her eyes. “I don’t think I could walk right now if I tried.” She grinned when she admitted it, and for once, he laughed. A deep rumble of sound so rarely heard he was surprised when cobwebs didn’t fly out of his mouth.
Setting her gently on the bed, he pulled away from her. She groaned happily and curled up on the bed, with her head in one hand as she turned onto her side.
With stupid satisfaction running through his veins, he swiped his coin from the floor where it had fallen in their eagerness earlier. He flipped it just for the hell of it, a satisfied grin curling his lips as he stared down at the sexy brunette on the bed.
“Is that to decide if there’s a round two?” she teased, her chest still flushed, the freckles standing out in stark contrast against her pale skin.
He growled, tossing the coin onto the nightstand as he dove onto the mattress and pulled her closer.
“This is one thing I don’t need the coin to tell me I want,” he growled, and took her mouth just like he planned to take her again.





TRUTH
“He’s fucking dead, is what he is,” Truth raged. “And oh, fuck, if Misery finds out?”
He crunched the candy between his teeth as if it would give him the answers he needed. It didn’t of course, so he unwrapped and popped another piece into his mouth. The sweet, buttery caramel flavor exploded on his taste buds, but it failed to melt away any of the anger coursing through his veins.
“I still can’t believe he ran off. Where the fuck is he?” he erupted again, thinking of Misery.
Two firm hands gripped his shoulders and he looked up to find Hope before him. His nostrils flared at the challenge. Death had left not long ago, and pacing was the only way to work off the fury that burned through him. “Let me go,” he demanded.
“You need to breathe. And it's a damn good thing we can’t die, or else the candy you’re pounding back would give you a heart attack,” Hope pointed out dryly.
Truth knocked his hands away, but took a deep breath anyway. Hope was kind of right, but by gods they had a good reason to be pissed.
“We should have expected it. I mean, he is Betrayal.”
“That’s a cop out and you know it,” Hope answered calmly. His cool demeanor only pissed off Truth more.
“How are you so calm!” he yelled, voice booming, and he saw Persy jump from where she was across the room, far from the ball of anger that was Truth. Her reaction made him pause just the slightest.
Another deep breath in. A heavy sigh laden with exhaustion. With hurt.
“We know exactly why Betrayal is doing this,” Hope told him, his green eyes boring into Truth’s blue ones.
Truth snarled and looked away, his fists clenching at his sides as he tried to rein it in. “I know we know. That doesn’t make it any easier to swallow.”
“We just have to get to them before he does something he’s going to regret.”
“As if he hasn’t done that already. He set Daria up! He set us all up!”
The blood drained from his face as he turned to Hope, searching for something positive in all this. “What if they hurt her?”
Hope shook his head, so adamant in his answer it relaxed Truth, and gave him a bit of hope that this would all work out okay. “No. Even Betrayal wouldn’t go that far. Not after what happened.”
Memories better left forgotten rushed to the forefront of Truth’s mind. He’d spent the last millennia trying to forget that night. A glint of silver, a splash of blood. Screams of rage and agony before it was all muted as the curse was activated and they were locked away.
Shaking his head, he pushed it to the side and sagged against the bar behind him. “We have to find her. Where do we start?”
“Well, how long do we think Pandora has been in the area? We know she was hunting Samena, right?” Hope reasoned, crossing his arms and wiping a hand over his mouth in thought.
“Pandora does nothing alone—she’s always got that one guy with her. So where would they stay?”
“Pandora is… high maintenance. I think it’s safe to say she’s not hiding in a hotel somewhere in Maleston.”
“No, you’re right.”
Maleston, while beautiful, was not a tourist town. There might have been a bed and breakfast, but it was so old and worn down he highly doubted Pandora would even give it a second glance.
He looked around the old home that they’d quickly made their own. The crown molding, the custom hardwood, the furniture, while outdated, was clean and made the whole place feel like home.
“Would Pandora have bought a place, you think?” he mused aloud. Unlike the demons, Pandora had been free to roam and amass a fortune for herself. And from what he remembered? She liked shiny, shiny things.
“It’s possible.” Hope and Truth shared a glance.
“Persy,” Truth spoke softly, and glanced across the room to the woman. “Do you think James would like to go for coffee?”
She smiled slowly, the startle he’d given her long faded once she was included in the plan. “I’m sure he could be… persuaded.”
    
DARIA
Daria couldn’t find it in her to care that Pandora wanted to see her at the ass crack of dawn. At least the sun was coming up. Another day to spend locked away in this old house, waiting for Pandora to make her next move. Another day to wonder what the others were doing, if they were searching. And how the hell was she going to salvage her job after this?
But despite all that, she couldn’t hide the smile on her face. She’d done it—finally broken down Betrayal’s walls. Just the memory of what they’d done the night before brought chills chasing across her flesh. She was a little bit sore, but it was welcomed—more proof that it had actually happened. After fighting her attraction for him, it had felt so good to let it all melt away under the heat of his touch. Finally giving in.
Now, she hoped this talk with Pandora didn’t take too long. She had a few more things she and Betrayal needed to… discuss.
Down the hallway she went, past that ever-shut door and down the rickety stairs. It made her frown. Surely, after all these years, Pandora had more riches than she could count. Why was she holed up in this junky old house?
As she entered the living room, she pushed all that from her mind. It was time to put on her game face. Pandora was a grade-A bitch, and Daria would show no weaknesses.
“Glad you could join me,” Pandora greeted with a smirk tucked away behind the lip of a teacup.
What was it with this woman and tea?
“There’s nothing else to do in this prison, might as well.” Daria crossed her arms and leaned back into the floral couch across from her captor.
“It seems you found something to do, or shall I say someone?” She tilted her head to the side with a mocking grin on her face, and Daria’s cheeks heated with good ole fashioned embarrassment.
Avoiding the topic completely, she ignored Pandora’s jab. “What do you want now? You already know I’m not going to agree to what you want.”
No, now more than ever Daria believed the demons needed to remain free.
“I figured you might say that.” Her eyes darkened as she caught Daria’s gaze and held it. “Did you make the final decision before or after Betrayal confessed he brought you here?”
Daria’s heart sank as confusion rocked her. Keeping her face blank, she outright denied it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But it didn’t stop a bad, bad feeling from sinking into her gut.
“Oh, whoops, did he not mention it? How silly of me to spoil the surprise!” Pandora laughed a fake laugh, her head thrown back, and tossed a lock of hair over her shoulder.
Daria resisted the urge to leap across the table and strangle her. Doubtful that would work on an immortal, but hey, a girl could dream.
“Shouldn’t be such a surprise, should it? He is Betrayal, after all.”
Still refusing to take the bait, Daria turned her head to the side and glanced around the room, and her eyes turned to the stairs. What was he thinking?
“Okay, twist my arm, I’ll tell you all about it. I came to Betrayal, because I knew he, out of all people, would agree that the demons were too dangerous to mingle with humans. And of course, I was right. You know how he is, all tortured and sad.” Pandora made a pouty face before continuing. “But once he told me all about your… relations, with Misery, we both knew it wouldn’t be easy to convince you. So we came up with a plan to bring you both here under the guise of a kidnapping. You know, he’s such a conniving demon. Wouldn’t surprise me if he got between those thighs of yours just for the cause. Now that’s dedication. Of course, I should have known that when he told Thomas over here to beat the hell out of him. Genius.”
The longer Pandora talked, the deeper Daria’s heart sank into her gut, until she wasn’t sure she had one anymore. Betrayal sure knew how to live up to his namesake. She didn’t need Truth here to know Pandora wasn’t lying. There was too much satisfaction in her gleeful expression for it to be fake.
So much made sense now. Why Betrayal had been so calm and rational when she’d first woken up. Why he was so eager to convince Daria to reactivate the curse. She wanted to smack herself in the forehead—it was so clear now.
Daria reeled, not wanting to believe it, but unable to do anything but. She’d been played for a fool. Betrayal had played her.
Despite her pounding heart and swirling thoughts, Daria knew one thing. Pandora was the enemy, not Betrayal.
It didn’t stop the hurt from swallowing her up any more than it stopped the anger that suddenly grabbed hold of her. She slumped back against the couch, lost in her own thoughts.
Gods it hurt. Could she not be enough for just one person?
No, that wasn’t right. She was enough for someone. And she’d be damned if she didn’t get back to him.
“Now, what are you thinking in that pretty little head of yours, hmm?” Pandora asked, leaning forward and resting her head on her hands, which were propped primly in her lap.
“Why not just kill them?” Daria inquired suddenly.
Pandora’s eyes widened, apparently taken aback by the question. Then she shrugged. “They do say there’s nothing worse than a woman scorned. But that’s a no-no. Killing a demon of concept would tip the… status quo, if you will. It’s all about balance. There must remain as much good in the world as evil. If you killed a demon, the universe would automatically correct itself.”
“So, what, a gaggle of nuns would die?”
Pandora chuckled. “Oh no, dear. Something much, much worse.” She waved a hand dismissively. “But we don’t have time to get into all that. We’ve gotta get down to business. Have you made a decision?”
Daria stared at her ancestor across the rickety coffee table, inside the ancient house she was being held captive in. With the demon whom she’d grown to care for, whom she’d opened up to and who in turn had let her in. The demon who she had let in, had shared herself with, only to learn that he had set the whole thing up.
Yeah, she’d made a decision.
“Excellent. Much smarter than your mother, you are.” Pandora clapped her hands together twice and stood. But Daria remained seated, her blood freezing in her veins.
“Excuse me?” she spoke clearly, a hint of warning in her tone. “What about my mother?”
Pandora paused for just a beat before she smiled brightly. “Oh, nothing. Just a disagreement your mother and I had. No big deal. Come on, let’s go then. We can start the ritual.” She held out her hand.
Daria ignored it, crossing her arms and trying to remain cool. “I want to know about this disagreement. You know, Chaos told us all something when I met him. That my mother’s accident wasn’t an accident.”
Her heart raced a steady beat behind her ribcage, a sick feeling bubbling in her stomach as she tried to piece the puzzle together. Meanwhile, she tried to keep herself from falling apart at all the new information Pandora teased her with.
Why? That’s all she wanted to know.
“Fine. You might as well know. There’s no taking it back now.” Pandora sat back down and motioned to the teapot, but Daria stared blankly, not having time for bullshit tea. “Your mother was… peculiar. But you two have so much in common. She, too, wanted the demons to be free. She was searching for a way to break the curse without involving you, or her own death. As the keeper of the demons, obviously I couldn’t let that happen. I was just doing my job.” Pandora seemed to plead with her, as if aware her chance of Daria’s compliance slipped away with every word she spoke. Not that she’d had it in the first place.
Daria stood abruptly, her fists clenching as anger fired through her, hotter than anything she’d felt before. The oh-so-familiar pressure built in her chest and Daria spoke through gritted teeth. “You’re supposed to protect the bloodline, not kill us!”
Daria stood before the woman who’d killed her mother.
She hadn’t even had to search very hard for the killer. Her fists tightened, and before Daria even knew what she was doing, she’d leapt across the table like she’d only pictured moments ago.
A solid punch connected with Pandora’s cheek, and the woman let out an unnatural growl, but Daria was too far gone. The pressure in her chest tightened, tighter, until she could barely squeeze a breath past the vise around her ribcage, and then it exploded.
The glass that had survived the first bout of Daria’s uncontrollable emotions shattered, as did Pandora’s precious tea set, sprinkling them in porcelain and tea. Pandora kicked Daria back with a well-placed foot, and Daria grunted as she was tossed off the side of the couch. One more blow was landed before a hard, immovable grip tightened around each of Daria’s biceps, and she screamed in frustration. Expletives and words Daria couldn’t even hear past the blood rushing in her ears fell from her lips as she cursed the woman who’d killed her mother. The guard dragged her backwards, and his grip shifted until he had an arm banded around her waist and one up around her torso, trapping her arms at her side. Pandora straightened her mussed hair and brought a hand up to her cheek, which was red from Daria’s hit, and glared across the room at her.
“Take her back to her room.”
“What am I, a little girl? Bitch!” Daria screeched as the guard dragged her backward. She kicked her feet out, trying to throw him off balance, but she should have known better. It just made it easier for him to get her up the stairs.
Dear gods, now she had to face Betrayal. That was fine, all this anger flowing through her needed an outlet anyway. He didn’t know what he had coming.
“I’m going to fucking kill you!” Daria yelled, hoping Pandora knew just how badly she’d fucked up.
A thought hit her like a punch to the gut, and she went limp in the guard’s arms. Betrayal had partnered with her. The woman who’d killed her mother and covered it up to look like an accident. Betrayal had willingly worked with her to get Daria to do her bidding.
Her throat went tight as emotion welled, and she didn’t even fight the guard as he cranked open the knob and tossed her into the room. She stumbled, crashing right into the arms of the one who’d betrayed her. Staring up at him, she just couldn’t believe that he would be so heartless. That he would kidnap her, have himself beaten, and sleep with her just to get her to comply. Her heart sank.
Her mouth opened, but she just couldn’t ask him. If he lied, she’d never know, and as of that moment, she couldn’t trust him. She backed away, jerking her arms out of his grip.
“What?” Betrayal demanded, not liking the look on her face. “What is it?”
Had he known all along? That Pandora was responsible? “My mom… Pandora…” She trailed off, her brows tucked low and furrowed together in disbelief. At him. At herself, for falling for the ruse.
His eyes widened and he moved forward, but like a dance, Daria moved back from him. They faced off at the edge of the bed, the buzzing of the ward warning Daria she was too close to the window.
“Pandora killed my mom,” she rasped out, wrapping her arms around her waist and drawing into herself. It was like she was lost all over again. Daria had known so little about her mother, and it seemed there was more to her than just what she’d claimed. She’d been trying to get the demons out of the jar, out of her. Trying to find a way to free them, a loophole for the curse. “Pandora said she was trying to set you free, and took her out before that could happen.”
A thought occurred to her, and she gave him a sad smile. “How ironic that I set you free anyway.”
At least she’d been able to do one thing right. Daria had completed what her mother had started, and that filled her with a piece of happiness, with pride. For once in her life, Daria felt that she’d done just what she was meant to.
Betrayal said nothing in response, and she glanced up at him again, just then noticing how he’d stiffened, how his eyes had seemed to focus far away.
Daria mourned her mother all over again, as well as the Betrayal she’d come to know. What if it was all a lie?
He glanced down at her, confusion plain on his features. Was that an act too?
“She was the one who killed Samena?”
“According to Pandora herself. She gloated about it.” Pandora’s words bounced through Daria’s mind, and she pinched her face in response to the ugly words she had used. The film of hate that seemed to cling to everything she’d said. They were her own bloodline, how could she have such a hatred of them?
“We need to get out of here,” Betrayal said suddenly, and Daria paused. What was this instant change of mind?
She would question that later. For now, escaping sounded like a good plan.
“Do you have something in mind?”
“Sure do. And sorry, in advance.”
Daria cocked her head at him, “What are you sorry for?”
Glancing at her sadly, he stepped forward, and against her better judgment, Daria stayed still as he laid a hand on each shoulder, the warmth momentarily comforting her.
“Everything,” he admitted, and she frowned at the sad look on his face. Like he’d lost all hope.
“Betrayal… what’s wrong? Whatever it is, you can tell me.” Please, be honest with me, she begged.
“I will. After.” He pulled her close, burying his face in her neck and taking a deep breath. What was wrong with him?
“After what? Stop acting so weir—” She never got to finish her sentence as deja vu swam through her as he pushed her toward the window. The force with which he pushed her was so hard, that she broke through the old, stained windows, shattering glass around her as she flew backwards, before the backs of her knees hit the windowsill, knocking her even farther off balance. Over the side she went, hands slicing open against glass as she tried to catch herself, and Pandora’s ward shattered.
The last thing she saw was Betrayal’s stricken face as he grew farther and farther away, as Daria fell closer and closer to the ground.
Then nothing.





HOPE
“Y ou’re sure that’s the only house that sold in this area around the timeline we gave you?” Death clarified, again, with James.
It had taken no persuasion at all for James to agree to have coffee with Persy. He probably hadn’t expected the four of them to accompany her though. Too damn bad. The six of them crowded around a booth in the back of the coffee shop, with James looking more than uncomfortable with the scrutiny he was under.
Pushing his glasses up on his nose, he looked to Persy for a boost of confidence before swiping his fingertip across the screen of the tablet.
“According to our records, yes. This might be surprising to you, but the housing market in Maleston isn’t booming.”
“Why’s that?”
“I’m not sure. It’s always been this way. We have nothing to offer tourists, and there’s not a huge influx of new people. As it is with most small towns, rarely anyone leaves. Not that I blame them. Maleston is pretty great.” He beamed town pride at them over his mug as he sipped his latte.
“Back on track, please. I think this is our best bet,” Death spoke to the demons specifically, but James arched a brow at them.
“Best bet for what? Why did you need this information anyway?”
“Just an old friend we’re looking for. We think she relocated in this area.”
Persy sipped her own coffee, bought by James, of course. “You know, I think you were right.” She smiled shyly at him. “I think I do like coffee after all. What was this again?”
“Well, it just seemed wrong to come to a coffee shop and not get coffee. You’re drinking a caramel latte, extra caramel drizzle.”
“It’s perfect.” She beamed at him and his cheeks flushed red.
Hope might have thought it was sweet if they weren’t so impatient. Thankfully, Persy must have picked up on the tension at the table. Or maybe it was the way Pain cleared his throat loudly enough to ruin their moment. She turned a glare his way before focusing back on James. “What are the chances you could give us the name of the person who bought it?”
He shifted in his seat, uncomfortable, and Hope frowned. They needed the answer.
“I don’t know—I mean, I could get in serious trouble for that. It’s private information.” Tugging at the neck of his hipster button up, he seemed unwilling to break the rules. But then, Persy came through by blowing across the rim of her drink, while staring directly at James.
“Please?” she begged innocently. “I promise we’re just looking up a friend. She’s one of those hermits, you know? So it’s not like I can just look her up online.”
He wavered back and forth, fingers dancing over the tablet as he tried to make up his mind. Persy must have shot him puppy dog eyes or something, because he finally relented and picked up the tablet again. “Okay fine. But don’t tell anyone how you got the information. My license could be compromised.”
“My lips are sealed, promise,” she answered happily, sending him another one of those million dollar smiles. Around the table, everyone seemed to relax, the tension falling from their shoulders, Hope included. The only person seemingly on edge now was Pain, and it was paired with a glare at Persy and her coffee date. What Hope would give to be a fly on the wall when that finally exploded.
“Ah… it looks like her name was… Penelope Marco. Please tell me that’s who you’ve been looking for,” he begged as he shot Persy a hesitant look.
Nodding happily, Persy bounced in her seat. “That’s her!”
It sure was, Hope thought. Marco was a Greek name meaning guardian, and the translation was not lost on them.
Pandora had always been a shitty guardian.
And now she had Daria.
“Alright, well. You guys enjoy your coffee date. We have another errand to run,” Death announced.
Persy shot him a glare worthy of someone named Death, and Pain growled in his throat before choking back the sound. “Excuse me?” he grumbled behind Death, but the demon just shoved an elbow back into his gut to shut him up. Pain rubbed at the spot and glared at the back of Death’s head, while Persy sputtered.
“No, wait. I think I need to be included in this errand, shouldn’t I?” she argued.
“No, that’s okay. We’ve got it from here. Besides, James is having such a good time, aren’t you?” Death turned to James, who stuttered out a half answer, agreeing instantly with a nod.
“Yeah, um, I’d like to get to know you, you know, without an audience.” He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly, and Hope just smirked. The human hoped he had a shot with Persy, clearly assuming all the signals she sent him were genuine. Which, for all Hope knew, they could be. He didn’t know what she had been doing with Chaos all this time, but she seemed rather reserved. Maybe James would be a nice big dose of boring. Seemed kinda perfect for her.
Pain clearly did not agree, and Hope grabbed his forearm to pull him aside. “You wanted to help, you’re helping. Come with me.” And dragged him outside before he could murder the human with a coffee mug. Such a thing was possible, surely? They were awfully fragile.
“I don’t know what your deal is with her, but you need to rein it in if you’re going to be staying at the house. Don’t go threatening the new girl with all your growly nonsense. Now, keep it together and let’s wait for the others to join us so we can go find Daria.”
A few moments later, the others did just that, and Pain leaned around Hope to see Persy still inside the coffee shop. “Are we seriously just leaving her here with that guy?”
“He’s harmless. If anything, he should be more wary of her, not the other way around,” Truth remarked, hoping to reassure the jealous demon. And that’s exactly what it was—jealousy, though Hope had no idea why.
“Fine,” he grumbled. “Let’s go get your girl back so we can get m—Persy away from that loser.”
“You know, by human standards, the guy is actually pretty well off,” Truth rambled, a smile twitching his lips as they walked back to the car. “I mean, he has a stable job, seems pretty coherent, and he paid for her coffee.”
Pain glared.
“So, do we have a game plan?” Hope interrupted, trying to diffuse the situation before Pain could lash out at Truth’s teasing.
“Yes. We get Daria back,” Death murmured as car doors slammed around him.
Truth rolled his eyes. “Obviously. We just gonna barge in?”
“Yep. It’s not like Pandora travels with an entourage or something.”
That was true. Pandora had her flaws, and one that worked in their favor was her pride. She’d always been too proud to ask for help, and that might actually benefit them in getting Daria back.
The car rumbled to life and Death pulled out of their parking space, heading for the address Hope was sure they all memorized. Like Daria, she had bought an older house on the outskirts of town, but on the opposite end. No beautiful water to look out on from her house. Instead, she had chosen a house on the edge of the woods, secluded and far from the public.
It made him even more suspicious of her actions. What was she up to? And why Maleston, aside from the fact that Daria and her mother were from there?
Lost in his thoughts, the trip across town went quickly, and excitement nipped through his body as they drew closer to the destination. Like always, Hope remained in the background, the others’ nervous chatter filling the car. They all quieted though, as they turned onto an unmarked driveway. Hope remained silent as usual, gravel popping under the tires as the house came into view. It was a sight for sore eyes, that was for sure.
But the ugly house wasn’t what kicked his pulse into high gear. It was the shattered windows and the glass littering the lawn as the house sat, silent.
Cursing, he threw open the car door as soon as it rolled to a stop, and Truth just barely grabbed his arm before he could take off. He turned to glare at his friend, but Truth lifted a finger to his lips, signaling that they needed to be quiet.
Hope knew he was right, and waited for the rest of them to join his side. Then they split up, silently circling the house and looking for clues. There wasn’t another car in sight, and the gravel was disturbed, and not only from their own tires. Someone had left in a hurry, a pair of holes in the gray rocks where tires had spun out before gaining traction.
His heart sank as they rounded the side of the monstrosity, more glass, and a sight that made his pulse skip.
The grass was stained with blood, and shards of glass coated in the same crimson evidence littered the space around it.
Someone had been thrown—or jumped—from the second story window. Glancing up, he saw the window in question, with blood painting a few remaining, jagged edges.
He hated to think the worst—but fuck, it was like he just knew. Daria had been the one to fall. Had she jumped out of desperation to get away?
Chills ran over his skin at the thought.
With a deep breath, he ran a hand over his head, the short hairs rustling under his fingers. He wished he had long locks to tear at. Instead, with his anger internalized, he marched through a back door that had been thrown open, and surveyed the house. He’d walked into a kitchen with black and white checkered floor. A little farther in, he spied a sitting area with floral couches facing a coffee table. Other footsteps in the room made him move on, but he didn’t miss the shattered tea set and the stains wetting the cushions. A set of stairs were his next destination, and as he pounded up the steps, they creaked and groaned in protest, warning him away from what he both dreaded and needed to find. A door to the left of the stairs was thrown open, and he peeked his head inside.
Boarded up windows blocked any kind of light from entering the room, but the rest of it was fit for a princess—brand new vanity with a huge mirror, powder blue bedspread with a mountain of pillows, a dresser and even an attached bathroom.
Odd.
Moving on, he passed two other rather empty rooms, a bathroom, and finally, three doors down from the first one, he came to another bedroom and bathroom suite. This one wasn’t new. Instead, the wood floors creaked as he entered, the bed was old and rickety, with four posts, one on each edge. This was the room with the shattered window, where blood stained a few pointed edges that had failed to break away with the force of someone’s body.
The bed was rumpled, the sheets torn asunder, and the room had the faintest musk to it.
His mind raced with chaotic thoughts—the worst coming first, but he tried to push them aside.
Betrayal wouldn’t dare hurt Daria, right?
Fuck, he hated himself for even thinking it.
Footsteps pounded up the stairs behind him, until they were all gathered in the room he suspected held Daria.
“What the fuck?” Death growled, marching forward to finger the broken glass.
“He’s dead,” Truth promised, fury evident in his tone, and Hope winced.
It hurt, just the thought of Betrayal acting on his namesake. Especially with the woman they’d learned had killed Samena. It was just wrong.
Had Betrayal known? he wondered.
There were still too many unanswered questions that only Betrayal himself could answer. Had he been the one to seek out Pandora? Did he really hate them all that much?
Rubbing a hand over his chest, he finally spoke out loud. “Find anything downstairs?”
“Not much. Looks like a fight happened in the living room. Then the scene outside. Other than that, it’s like no one was ever here.”
But they knew differently.
“What do we do now?” Truth asked, and Hope dreaded the answer.
“Fuck. Fuck!” Death boomed, and stomped from the room with fury blatant on his face.
“Well, he’s dealing well,” Pain deadpanned, and as one, Hope and Truth turned to glare at him. He lifted his hands in a surrendering gesture and backed away. “Okay. Not the time for jokes, got it.”
He ran from the room like a coward, but a smart one. Hope was an inch away from strangling him.
Deep breaths helped him control his emotions, but the longer he stood in the room with the messy sheets and the bloodstained glass, the harder it was to hold on. Leaving the room in favor of the hallway, he marched back before pausing beside the powder blue room with the new… everything.
“Who do you think was held here?” he asked Truth as the demon stopped alongside him.
“I don’t know. But I doubt it was someone we ever want to meet.”
Hope turned to him, his worry bleeding out through his words. “Tell me you don’t think Betrayal would hurt her.” He needed to hear it from the demon of truth.
“He wouldn’t hurt her.”
That was all Hope needed, and he gave a short nod before trailing downstairs, spying Death leaning against the car as he glared daggers at the home.
Hope could relate. He didn’t like the place one bit. It left too many questions unanswered.
    
DEATH
Fury burrowed deep inside him as he stared at the house and waited for the others.
He could sense someone had died on the back lawn, and from the lack of alert he’d received, he knew it was Daria.
At least she would be okay. She’d wake up again, and they still had time to find her.
That was the only comfort he had for himself right then. He was frustrated—and that was putting it lightly.
All over the world, he could sense death. An average of one hundred and five people died every single minute of every single day. He knew, because he could sense them. Little pings that registered in the back of his mind. His job wasn’t to ferry them to the underworld or some shit, just to make sure things were in working order. For instance, if there was a jump in numbers, he would know something was amiss in the world. Or, if there was a decrease in numbers, he would know something was up with the other gods. At that point, he could step in and make sure things kept moving on a normal scale, but he hadn’t had to do that in a long time.
Once, the Fates had tried going on vacation, and from inside the jar, it had been hard as fuck to keep things moving along. It had pissed him off royally. It was their idea to lock him away, yet he was expected to take care of things from his prison while the fucking Fates had a vacation. Whatever.
But no matter how many deaths he sensed, Daria’s never appeared on his radar until he purposefully sought her out. And then, for him to even sense her, she had to already be dead. It was no easy task narrowing down his search to a single person in the universe.
But as he waited for the others, he did just that. It didn’t take long, but he broke out in a cold sweat while he searched. He found her… essence. Her being. She’d definitely died, but for whatever reason, he couldn’t meet her in the middle like he’d done to share his location when they’d been held by the cult.
Opening his eyes and grunting as a fresh wave of frustration swelled over him, he found the others before him.
“Let’s go. I can concentrate better when I’m immobile. I’ll try again when we get home.”
It usually took her a couple of hours to wake up, and the death outside that window was fresh enough that they had enough time.
They filed into the vehicle silently, and then Death proceeded to break who knew how many speeding laws getting them home.
Daria’s home came into view as he pulled into the driveway and rounded the trees that set them back from the road. Parking, he sighed heavily as he got out of the car, readying himself for the mental toll hunting down her subconscious was going to take.
But for her? He’d do just about anything to make sure she was safe.
He paused on the porch, the same plank creaking like it always did. The lights remained off, the door shut and locked like normal, but something was off. As he motioned behind him, the guys quieted as they saw his warning, and slowly, Death unlocked and cracked the door open.
He caught a familiar scent and roared, throwing the door wide before charging through and stalking toward the person who was the center of all his rage.
“Death…” Betrayal warned, hands in the air as if he were surrendering.
Death saw nothing but red though, and tackled the bastard, taking him down to the hardwood with an oof.
Death was one who usually kept his emotions in check. He thrived on control, making sure things were in order. It’s what he was created for, after all. But the moment he saw Betrayal, a red haze descended and he was lost. When he blinked and came back to himself, Betrayal’s eyebrow was freshly split open, and his jaw was red where it threatened to swell from the punch Death had landed. He paused, and hands around his biceps pulled him away.
He went willingly, cursing himself for letting his emotions get the better of him. He stood, and when Truth finally released him, he straightened his shirt and cut a glare to the demon in front of him. “You better have a damn good explanation. Where is she?” he demanded.
Betrayal got to his feet, and after a lengthy pause, dipped his head to the side. Wasting no time, Death crossed the room and peeked over the back of the couch. And instantly wished he hadn’t. A fresh wave of fury crested over him and he ground his teeth together, every muscle in his body tense with the ferocity of his emotions.
He adopted Hope’s usual method and took a deep breath in, before releasing it on a sigh. Daria would wake up, he was sure of it. But that didn’t stop his heart from seizing when he saw her on the couch, face marred in an expression frozen with shock. Truth and Hope, and hell, even Pain, crowded around the couch to look down at her.
“So you pushed her then? Out the window?” Truth accused, his voice lower and spitting gravel with barely controlled anger.
“I had to break Pandora’s ward. Daria’s blood broke it, since she’s of the same bloodline.” Betrayal’s voice was hesitant, but strong.
“Damn that’s cold. Even for you, Judas.” Pain whistled in observation as he taunted Betrayal, who growled in response.
“Leave, please,” requested Death. His tone brooked no arguments, and with a simple nod, Pain made himself scarce. He might have been a clown, but he knew where the line was. The tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife.
Hmm. A knife. One of those would come in handy right about now.
Now with the four of them, plus Daria, they waited for Betrayal to explain. Misery’s absence was like the elephant in the room.
Hope was silent as ever, but the emotion radiating off him was nothing to joke about. Truth walked around to the decorative chair beside the coffee table, reached for a piece of candy, and annihilated the sweet in a matter of bites, all while staring at Daria.
Betrayal asked an obvious question first, stalling probably. “Where’s Misery?”
“Good question,” Truth countered.
With brows drawn low, Betrayal surveyed the three of them. “What does that mean?”
“We don’t know. We thought maybe whoever took you and Daria had taken him, too. But we crossed that out when we found out it was you.”
He winced in the face of the truth.
“I get it. I fucked up,” he admitted, voice low.
A growl rumbled from Death’s chest before he choked the sound off. “No. Fucking up is spilling a cup of coffee on the carpet. What you did, not coming to us... was so far off… fuck Betrayal. Just fuck…” Death trailed off and cursed in frustration before jerking his dark gaze to the demon. “I want an explanation. Start talking. Did you go to her? Did you seek this out?”
“No. She came to me.”
“And?”
Betrayal crossed his arms and leaned against the back of the couch. He tilted his head to the side to look down at Daria, his lips thinning as he stared.
“She brought up Phoebe.”
Death’s anger swelled all over again, and he swallowed it back. It didn’t surprise him that Pandora would do anything, manipulate anyone, to get what she wanted.
“Why would you play into her hands?” he demanded.
Betrayal’s gaze dropped to the floor in the face of Death’s demand, fists clenching where he had them wrapped around his biceps.
“You know as well as I do Phoebe’s death was my doing. As was getting every single one of us locked up.”
Hope rolled his eyes as if he’d heard the same story before, but Death remained steady, staring.
“The way I remember it, we all had a hand to play in that,” he reasoned. “We all were hurting. We all acted without reason. You didn’t make us do anything. You weren’t alone in that and still fucking aren’t.”
“I’m the one who misheard! If I’d given her time to explain—”
“It wouldn’t have changed a damn thing!” Death yelled, losing his temper yet again. This was a new record for him. “If you had interrupted her and the councilman, who's to say they wouldn’t have locked us up right then? And really, do you think you were in a listening mood, Betrayal? We were all blinded by our emotions—and that’s not on any single one of us.”
Betrayal’s jaw clenched, and Death wanted to shake him for being so obstinate.
Death stepped forward, and Hope moved closer, ready to pull them apart again if necessary. “I can possibly forgive you for carrying unnecessary guilt all of these fucking years. But what I cannot forgive is you not trusting us. You turning to Pandora for Gods’ sake!”
With a groan of frustration and fury, he turned his back to the demon and fisted his hands in his hair.
Betrayal had always been stubborn, but how were they to move past this? How were they to trust him again?
Would he always carry this guilt, this pain over what all of them had caused, as if it were his sole mission in life? That would not be acceptable.
“I can’t make you believe me,” the demon defended gruffly. “But I can give you information Pandora let slip, and maybe it can bring us closer to finding her, or hell, helping Daria find her family. I don’t know.”
There was not a sound in the room as Death slowly turned back to him. “What do you mean her family?”
“I’m not… I think I should tell her first. She should be the first to hear it, when she wakes up.”
“That’s another bone I have to pick with you,” Truth barked from the chair. “You pushed her out that window—killed her? For your own gain. After kidnapping her. Does she know you had something to do with it?”
A short nod, then, “I suspect Pandora told her when she gloated about killing her mother. What I did, breaking Pandora’s seal the way I had to, it was no different than the way we used her, the way Hope pushed her in the nightclub.”
“The difference is, I never wanted to do that in the first place, and I will never forgive myself for it,” Hope admitted. The words were a low rumble, a vibration from a place full of emotion he didn’t let others see often.
“You think I don’t feel awful about it?” Betrayal yelled, drawing up close to Hope’s face, his nostrils flaring in anger.
Hope growled right back at the proximity of the other demon, his shoulders tensed and taut underneath the shirt he wore. “You don’t want to start with me.”
A tension filled moment passed before Betrayal backed down, knowing he was already in hot water. Hope released a breath of his own.
“Daria does know I… she knows I helped Pandora. To some extent. I didn’t get to explain everything to her.”
“Well, it looks like you’ll have your chance,” Truth spoke softly, and as one, the other three turned to him and peeked over the couch to see Daria groan and shift on the cushions.
“Can I talk to her first, please?” Betrayal had never sounded so sincere, or looked so… crushed.
Good, Death thought. Maybe there’s hope for him after all.
Death nodded, and as he left the room, he heard Hope and Truth follow behind him after murmuring to Betrayal.
As furious as Death was with the demon, he had known him too long to suspect he’d truly had any ill will toward any of them. But his actions… actions always spoke louder than words, and the next move he took would tell them all they needed to know.





DARIA
C onsciousness slowly returned to Daria, as did the memory of why she was knocked out in the first place. She wanted nothing more than to crawl into a hole somewhere and process everything, but she jerked awake, studying her surroundings in case Pandora had found her again.
Instead she was met with the comfort of home, her beautiful old house surrounding her. She breathed a sigh of relief, before movement behind the couch startled her. Betrayal was here with her.
“Did you bring us home?” she asked, although that was a dumb question. She blamed dying for her slow brain. What, like Pandora was going to hand deliver her to her couch?
At the thought of the vindictive, manipulative, murdering bitch, her chest seized as an anger that Daria didn’t even think she was capable of lit and burned hot inside her.
“Yeah. The guys are here too, but we need to talk.” He spoke low and careful, as if he was afraid of scaring her.
Her first instinct was to slap Betrayal right across his handsome face. Then yell for Truth, so he could be here to validate everything Betrayal wanted to say. But Daria knew that would just do more harm than good. He might have deserved a little hurt, after everything he’d put her through, but despite everything, Daria wanted to trust him. She knew what he craved most was a person who trusted him, someone who gave him a chance to show that he could be trustworthy.
Daria motioned to the chair across from her and brought her knees up to wrap her arms around them.
Her hair felt stiff and she reached a hand back to comb her fingers through it, but they only got stuck in the matted tangles. When she pulled her hand back, speckles of dried blood decorated her skin and she shook her hand off.
Ew ew ew.
“Please explain why I had to die. Again.” She glared pointedly at him, and motioned for him to start talking.
With a deep breath, he sat up and straightened his shoulders, while rubbing his palms against his pants. He opened and closed his mouth before swallowing hard, and Daria couldn’t help but watch his Adam’s apple bob.
Memories of their night together rushed through her, and her cheeks flushed in remembrance. As she tilted her head to study him, something seemed off about him. It took her a long moment of staring, a long moment of him studying her just like she was him, for her to realize why. He was nervous. And scared. He feared that forgiveness was so far out of his reach that it was unattainable.
Daria released her knees and let her feet rest on the floor as she leaned forward and rested her chin on her hands.
“Be honest with me. I’m listening,” she said, trying to motivate him to share the truth with her. Even after everything that had happened, Daria could trust him again, but it would take time. She didn’t know if that made her a sucker. A miniscule part of her wanted to turn her back on him. He’d conspired against them all—with the intent to lock away all of her demons against their will. Conspired with the woman who’d murdered her mother. Gotten himself beat up to further his own goals.
The thought of never seeing them again… Daria blinked back a wash of tears as her heart clenched. The bigger part of her, the part already lost to him, knew that she would sit here and listen for any explanation he could offer. So she did.
“Pandora’s ward was built by her—but as with any demigod, the wards are weak in a single way. Blood. Specifically of the same genetics. When you fell through, it shattered the ward and made it easier for us to escape.”
“Why couldn’t you have just told me that!” she exploded, her emotions getting the best of her. “Did it not occur to you to give me the benefit of the doubt, like I’ve been giving you since the beginning? I would’ve happily shed blood to get us out of there.”
Why doesn’t he understand? God, he’s infuriating.
Brows dipped low, hands clenched where they rested on his thighs, he answered her in a low voice. His eyes slid to the side, unable to hold her fierce gaze, but she read the shame in them, and the fight went out of her.
“Because after what I tell you, I don’t think you would’ve listened to anything I had to say.”
“How did you even get out? Did you jump out after me?” she inquired, reliving the fall to her death again, the crushed expression that had marred his face before darkness had taken over.
“You probably didn’t notice from your fall, but there was a window underneath us with an awning over it. I lowered myself from the window and jumped down from that before the guard came after us.”
“And then what?”
“I grabbed you and ran here.”
“You ran? All the way across town, carrying a bloody, broken girl in your arms?” She arched a brow at that, failing to imagine how that hadn’t warranted a 911 call.
“Of course. It was just a matter of staying hidden. Besides, you weigh practically nothing, so it really wasn’t that difficult.”
Daria’s scale would beg to differ, but as her gaze caressed the powerful muscles standing out in stark relief as he ran a hand over the back of his neck, she could imagine that for him, maybe her weight wasn’t that big of a deal. He was a big guy.
In more ways than one, her memory provided.
Betrayal moved closer to kneel in front of her, and Daria dragged her mind out of the gutter. This was a serious situation, but the sexual tension that always seemed to prickle at them wouldn’t leave her alone.
“Daria… I want you to know, I had no idea that Pandora was responsible for Samena’s death.” His eyes took on a faraway look. “If I had known, there’s no way I would have… I can’t believe she would do something like that. I mean, the Pandora we knew, in the beginning… she would never have been able to do something like that.”
He trailed off, his gaze falling back to hers, and for the first time, she noticed the light in them again. But it was clouded with the guilt, the pain he felt over his own actions, and she wanted nothing more than to erase that. But how? Would he trust anything she had to say, if he couldn’t even trust himself? Could she trust him?
It would take time. Rebuilding the modicum of trust they’d shared with one another. They wouldn’t be able to snap their fingers and make it all better, blink their eyes and wish it away. But none of it could be taken back either. He’d still played them, lied to them all. It happened. It was over. But now what?
Daria could hold a grudge. She could spend weeks, months, obsessing over every moment they’d shared, doubting everything he’d told her. From the stress lines around his mouth, to the guilt coloring his dark eyes even darker, Daria knew he meant everything he said now.
What was the other option?
Did Betrayal really need to grovel, beg for forgiveness that wouldn’t come instantaneously?
“Do you trust me?” she asked, and reached forward to steal one of his hands, running her fingers over his palm that he immediately bared to her. She traced the lifeline running through the center.
The lines around his eyes winked into appearance as he winced, but then he studied her. Bronzed, beaten, tarnished gold to ocean blue.
“Don’t answer that,” she told him suddenly, as the solution presented itself to her. His eyes widened in surprise, but before he could say anything, she leaned forward. Her heart pounded against her chest as she touched her lips to his, his beard softly scratching against her cheeks.
“We can start over—earn each other’s trust in time. Grudges are exhausting, aren’t they?” she asked him as she pulled away. His lashes fluttered against his cheeks as his eyes shut in what she hoped was relief. He swallowed again and leaned closer to her, his arms coming up to wrap around her back and pull her close. Returning the embrace, she breathed his scent in as he buried his face in her neck.
“We can start over, though it won’t mean all is forgiven. I know you aren’t asking for forgiveness, you’re smarter than that. It will take time, and lots of effort. Work too… it requires a lot of foot massages.” Hiding her smile against his neck, she nipped at the skin there, a reflection, a reminder, of the teases they were so familiar with.
With his arms tight around her, he was quiet for a long moment, absorbing her words. Then, “I’d like that,” whispered on a breath that warmed her neck, and she sagged in relief. He was willing to try. “I’m so sorry,” he said a moment later.
“I’m sorry Pandora used her against you. Phoebe.” He pulled back in surprise and she tilted her head to the side. “That’s what happened right? She played your emotions against you. Manipulated you. I’m sorry for that.”
“Why are you apologizing. No, this is all on—”
Daria tightened her arms around him, her nails prickling into his skin as she pulled him closer. “Don’t do that,” she hissed. “I know you are responsible for your own actions. I’m not excusing what you did. But I’m also not Phoebe. Don’t blame yourself for what happened for the next thousand years. We move forward, starting now. This ends here, okay?”
“Right here?” he queried, a sly smile curling his lips, revenge glittering in his gaze like a seduction.
“Okay, fine. It ends when we kill Pandora, but
no guilt. No shame.”
Daria might have been a headstrong woman, confident in herself, but one thing she couldn’t handle was Betrayal staying here, with them, with her, out of some misplaced guilt or obligation he felt he had to fulfill.
“Deal. I promise.”
Her lips curled in relief, finally. Maybe now, things could fall into place like they always were supposed to.
“There’s one more thing you need to know,” he hedged, his fingers tightening around hers.
“What is it?” she demanded, though she didn’t know how much more life altering information she could handle.
“When I spoke to Pandora last… she threatened to use a different host for us.”
Daria’s mind reeled in confusion. “But how is that possible? I thought it could only be of her own bloodline…”
His lips thinned in what she suspected was anger. “You have a relative out there somewhere.”
It just wouldn’t register, the thought that Daria might have family. Then she remembered the room. “The locked door, right by the stairs. Someone was in there.”
Betrayal nodded. “I remember.”
“Oh my God. You know this means we have to find her, right?”
“I figured you would say that.” He grinned and cocked his head to the side.
“But where do we start—”
“Is it her?” a voice interjected. Daria jerked in surprise and turned around, excited to see her beautiful blond surfer demon. “Is it Sofia?”
Her smile faded in favor of a confused frown. “Who is Sofia?”
Betrayal tried to answer him. “I don’t know for sure, but—”
“The room we saw. With the purple. Was she in it?” Truth took a step forward as he demanded information.
Daria felt as though she was in a tennis match with the way her head bounced left and right as she followed their conversation. “Who are you talking ab—”
“I don’t know,” Betrayal repeated. “I never saw inside the room. It was closed every time I went past it.”
“I swear to god, if someone doesn’t answer me—”
“Sofia is your sister,” Truth blurted, confusion and disbelief a mixture in his blue eyes. Anger still tinted his words, but she suspected it was aimed at the circumstances rather than Betrayal.
“How do you know that?” Daria asked despondently. Her gaze sought out Death as he came into the room behind Truth. Death, always sure, always confident. If anyone could make sense of the confusion swirling through her, it would be him. “What’s going on?” she queried again.
“Samena was very young when her mother died and she became our host. Younger than you are now. As soon as she read the histories and figured out what to do, she vowed to free us, no matter the cost.” Death’s voice was dull, as if he were reciting a history lesson, yet his eyes blazed with emotion. Daria stared, captivated by the story he told and the obvious way it affected him. Hope had snuck in behind him, and he gave Daria a simple nod, when all she wanted to do was hug each of them, relieved to be home. But then, Death kept talking.
“Samena was on a mission—one of her own volition. Breaking the curse required bringing a demigod into the bloodline.”
“So… what?” Daria scoffed. “She seduced Chaos?”
Death nodded, his expression grave.
“I was just a means to an end for her?” Daria sat down hard on the cushions behind her, turning her back to him and staring at the floor as if it held the answers between the cracks in the floorboards.
“No, Daria, that’s not—” Hope rushed to reassure her, but Death cut him off in a sharp voice that demanded Daria’s attention.
“Absolutely not!” Steps pounded in the room as he moved before her, sitting in the decorative chair across from her. He held her gaze, with vehemence in his tone. “She loved you, but you did have a purpose in life, and she knew that from the start. Samena knew that if Pandora figured out whose daughter you were, she would hunt you down.”
“So she gave me up to protect me, so one day I could free you?”
Truth sat down across from her, his gaze sad as he nodded at her. “Yes.”
Her heart cracked a little bit more. “She never planned to have a relationship with me, did she?”
“I think she hoped for a miracle, one that could never come to fruition. So in a way, you’re correct, but she was never happy with the outcome. It was a sacrifice she was willing to make though, to keep you safe.”
Daria hated to admit it, but for a split second, she was glad she’d never known her mother. The rules hadn’t changed. Samena had to die for Daria to receive the curse. Then Daria still had to die to break the curse. Her mother had never planned to live to see Daria. Their relationship was doomed from the start, and Daria, just then, was glad she had never known. Better to have never loved at all, than to have loved and lost, and all that bullshit.
She swallowed hard. “How does my… my sister tie into this?”
“She was born a few years after you. Unplanned. An accident. Because of this, Samena assumed she would be safe from Pandora. She saw Sofia as a second chance. A chance to have a daughter and do right by her, unlike what she had done with you.” Death took in a deep breath, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “Samena left for work one night, leaving Sofia with the babysitter. She was only four at the time. There was a fire, and the babysitter’s body was recovered, but Sofia’s was not. No one ever thought twice about it, and she just assumed she died, consumed by the flames. We assumed she died.” Death looked away quickly, his dark eyes shining.
“How could you not have known?” Daria asked quietly, hesitant to question Death, of all people.
Death crossed his arms, staring past her shoulder as he lost himself in his thoughts. After a long, tense moment, he finally spoke. “Samena was so… distraught, so heartbroken over her death, it was hard to hear, to think past anything else. Her mind was consumed with it.”
What he didn’t say, what Daria had to read between the lines… they had been upset too. Living life through another’s eyes, through their thoughts and emotions, she could only imagine how attached they’d been to an innocent child. One they cared for, took care of, through the hands of another.
Heart in her throat, Daria glanced around the room, from demon to demon, finding the emotion in their eyes, the clenched fists, the hardened jaws. There was so much pain in their story—in her mother’s story. Sacrificing one daughter to… what? The greater good? Just to lose her other one to a painful death…
“But now you think she’s alive?” She turned to Betrayal, grasping at the speck of hope revealed. “You think she was in the room by the stairs in Pandora’s house?”
“Yeah. The last time I spoke to her, Pandora mentioned a… a backup plan. Someone of her bloodline whose consent she had to host the demons… us.”
“Then why did she even need me?” she wondered. Why go through the trouble of kidnapping her, when she had a willing host all along?
Betrayal swallowed and looked away. “I didn’t know she had anyone else ready. She kept that to herself until the end. But your kidnapping… that was my doing. I wanted you to be our host. You were the only option to me. Still are.”
While her heart warmed at the sentiment, a damning realization occurred to her. “You think Pandora was behind the fire. You think she stole Sofia.”
“That’s exactly what we think,” Truth murmured behind her, a crunching bite of candy his punctuation. It would have been humorous, if Daria wasn’t so shaken by this new information.
From the start, Daria’s life had never been in her own control. She was born for one purpose, and that wasn’t to have a loving relationship with her mother. It was to do what her mother had been unable to. Staring at the demons in the room with her, she had done what she was born to do. She freed them.
So now what?
“We need to find my sister. Save her from Pandora.”
As demented as Pandora clearly was, who knew what kind of emotional and mental damage she’d inflicted on her sister.
Her sister that, despite everything, Daria craved to know. To meet. To have a relationship with. Maybe between the two of them, they could have some semblance of a family Daria had always been denied.
Daria was truly living up to her father’s namesake. This whole situation was nothing but chaos.
When did my life turn into a soap opera?
There was only one person who could understand the depth, the chaos of emotion coursing through her. But he wasn’t in the room with them, and with her world turning upside down, she only just now noticed his absence. He hadn’t joined them like she had imagined he would.
Pushing aside everything—her lost sister, the deranged demigod, her mother’s murder, the secrets her demons had been keeping—she wanted only one thing, but he wasn’t here.
Which left the question… “Where is Misery?”
Silence. No one answered her, even though Death shared a look with Truth over her head.
“Where. Is. He?” she asked slowly, a well of panic taking hold as she feared the worst.
As a group, they turned to her, but Death, ever the fierce leader, was the one who answered her. “We don’t know.”





EPILOGUE
MEANWHILE, ELSEWHERE
F ists clenched, she looked around the new room. Decorated in lovely, vibrant purple, it looked like a room fit for a princess. To her, it felt like a prison. Escaping had not gone to plan. At all.
Before she could even solidify her strategy, she’d heard the shouts and alarm of the other prisoners escaping. Truly, she should have used that as a distraction to escape, but Mother had burst through the door in a panic, swept her away, and taken her to a new location before she could blink.
And here she was. Alone again.
“Rude,”
one of her eternal companions muttered within her.
“You don’t count,” she told them, speaking to the empty room before her. “You are always here. Trust me, I wouldn’t forget about you.”
How could she? When they’d been the ones to make her question everything in the first place. Always asking questions. Curious’ most favorite word was why.
He asked it all the time. Why was she always kept locked away? Why did she have no friends? Why was she not allowed to leave? Why did she eat only when a tray was brought to her?
She guessed it had never occurred to her that others didn’t live this way. It had been her life for as long as she could remember.
But now she wanted more. They all wanted more, since they were one in the same now.
The door creaked open behind her, and she turned to find Mother there.
Strange that they didn’t look all that similar.
Cocking her head to the side, she wondered what would prompt such a visit.
Mother smiled.
“I have a job for you, Sofia. You can finally have your freedom.”
She agreed before she even learned the terms.
…TO BE CONTINUED





AFTERWORD
Hello there!
I know… I know. Misery, where art thou? Don’t worry. Book three is coming soon. In the meantime, thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed diving deeper with each of these characters. If you did, or even if you didn’t, I’d love to hear about it in a review.
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, which is my readers’ group, where I’m most active.
Until next time,
Lana
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