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      Omentria, jewel of all the fairy shires, was the candy-speckled icing on a shit-layer cake as far as Aidian was concerned.

      Yet, here he was, climbing the glittery stone steps to the palace, his horse-drawn carriage—because, of course, the pretentious fairy council would ban cars from the city center—waiting at the curb behind him where one of the Appaloosas gave a blustery chuff.

      His family home was nearby, and a fleeting interest in who was currently living in it now that his father was gone zipped through his mind. Cousins? No matter. He had every intention of steering far clear. Aidian hated this place. All bad things came from it, though the fairy guard at the palace entrance looked harmless enough, blushing under Aidian’s smile.

      Silly bit of fluff.

      Aidian fetched his appointment confirmation from inside his cloak and held the parchment out to the guard.

      “Here to see Madrigal Lemming.”

      The fairy was pretty if Aidian were in the mood, but there’d be no sport in getting this one to fawn over him. He already was. Shy smile, ducking eyes. But after a quick glance at the parchment, he pushed one of the doors open, and a guard in the entrance hall pulled the other one wide, revealing a long stretch of gleaming white marble.

      Aidian dipped his chin and strode into the cool interior. The pomp was no more than fairy vanity. It meant nothing. Inside, fairies and humans dashed to and fro, at leisure to do whatever it was they wanted. Nobody questioned them. Nobody asked for identification. Nobody considered the possibility of rebellion. Nobody but Aidian.

      Doors extending from the floor to the twenty-foot-high ceiling lined the corridor. In the spaces between, mirrors glittered, reflecting the way his wavy blond hair flowed with his jewel-toned cloak as he strolled by. Ridiculous pomp aside, the palace was lovely and airy and his favorite color of gold. He might even make it his one day.

      The hall strung out like an endless unraveling of string—an optical illusion. The diffuse light in front of him deepened, and a golden mural appeared on the distant wall. The murmur of voices reached him as he drew nearer, the busy footsteps behind him growing fainter.

      Star Veils appeared, held close to the chests of the fairies standing guard outside the audience room.

      Aidian stepped past them and opened his arms.

      “Cousins.”

      The five of the council sitting on a dais in the streams of sunlight pouring through narrow, cathedral-style windows eyed him with fairy good humor, which never gave him any ease. Demons slaughtered with a glee they never denied, while fairies, who were no different, pretended to a noble calling. But they were in possession of all good things. For now.

      The woman in the middle—Madrigal—tipped her head with a smile that matched his. “Cousin.”

      He bowed. “I am returned with more news of the demon war preparations.”

      A huff came from one of the council, and Aidian let his gaze flicker but would not acknowledge Eddor Aragella. He forced another smile, meeting Madrigal’s.

      “I heard a recent rumor,” she said, “of you crossing through the rift many more years ago than you previously led us to believe. Long ago, in fact.”

      “I don’t know who led you.” The bastard Eddor. “True, time in the rings is a challenge. As I said when last we spoke, it is a relief to be among my own again, especially now with the news I bring you.”

      “And what news do you bring us, cousin?”

      “The war is no longer wishful thinking among the demons. They have rallied around Overlord Casford, as I warned you they would, and he is soon to march against you.”

      Madrigal let out a breathless laugh while the others chuckled. “This is the second time you come to us, and now you say the demons have gone from idle chatter to a leader, but still, it makes no sense. The truce has lasted a millennia. Demons are dozens to our thousands and have no power against us. There have been no slights, no disagreements in our memory.”

      “The rift,” Aidian murmured.

      “That has not changed. Only rogues get through, and we close it. It is a small price we pay.”

      “I hear rumor Neboleth has returned.”

      Finally, Eddor spoke, his smile gone. “Only a rumor like this war.”

      “It is said he was set free by the devices of a human.”

      Madrigal laughed again, and a fairy named Gathar gave a rough snort. “That’s impossible. Humans are blind to the rift.”

      “Not Casford’s alchemist. Beware of him. You are going against someone to whom Neboleth is beholden.”

      Gathar waved his hand. “Beholdened. That is a demon practice.”

      “Neboleth is a demon,” Aidian murmured. More than that, as was he, but demon enough.

      “Neboleth’s return is only a rumor,” Madrigal said.

      “Casford’s alchemist is not.”

      Madrigal’s eyes had grown cool, her smile a shadow.

      “What can this alchemist do?”

      “Ward the demons with iron.”

      Madrigal waved her hand. “The antipathy fairies have toward iron is a wives’ tale. You know that.”

      “I know the power of iron blessed by purity.”

      Gathar grunted. “From gold?”

      Aidian lifted a shoulder, more twitch than shrug. “We grew up with the story, yes? Of metal pure as gold and strong as steel. Imagine it though. An army so armed would never fall. You are thousands to their dozens, but they will soon have the force of legion.”

      “What is in this for you, cousin?”

      Aidian turned his smile to Eddor. “I am half demon. I want no question of my allegiance.” He slid back in a slow retreat. “I will bring you more news but prepare now. They will march soon.”

      With that, he spun, flicking his cloak behind him, its colorful fabric catching the streams of light like a kaleidoscope, and retraced his steps, his smile back, stretching wide on his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      At the top of the Fillery Hotel, Tev stood under a shattered skylight, inhaling damp and smoke. Ghostly wisps twisted and blew away from the torn and burnt edges of a hole blasted in the floor, his rug and the table that had stood on it, obliterated. For a while, Tev thought his shock was too much, and he’d stand there, frozen forever. Was it only that morning he’d sat on the side of his bed with his coffee, taking in the scents of the plants he grew? Only that afternoon Aurora had come to him in the ballroom where the unveiling of Sorcery’s Kiss, Aurora’s magical pinball machine, was going to take place? She’d brushed his hair off his forehead, smiling her beguiling smile. “I’ll hardly have need of you after today.”

      Even so close to his freedom, his heart had pounded in alarm, though he’d given no sign of that, he was sure. Merely shaken his hair back onto his forehead and smiled in return. “That sounds like a threat.”

      Her laugh had been bright, girlish. “Oh no. We deal in promises, you and I.”

      Well, Tev did, and the demon had promised him too. Give me the prince, and I will give you your freedom. The prince Tev had given him was the real prince, not the shell-shocked one currently standing beside Misha on the other side of the room. The real one was Dick Slumber, erstwhile demon hunter. A brute, who’d held a Star Veil to Misha’s jugular under the deluded impression Aurora would care if he cut her son’s neck.

      Tev gritted his teeth. Aurora’s plan had been simple—hold the fairy prince hostage in exchange for the fairy princess’s surrender. The veil between realms held most times, but when it broke, demons flooded the human side. Or attempted to. The job of the royal family was to hold them back. But Aurora had wanted more than a free-for-all of demons. She’d wanted the rift’s power. Wanted to channel it to the conduit Tev had set up like a lightning rod to the demon in the basement. But she’d miscalculated, because it was Tev who’d freed Neboleth, not her. It made no difference to Tev if she’d paid for her mistake with her life, but Dick?

      Was he dead too?

      Tev swallowed. He’d won though, which meant he’d get to return to the life Aurora had torn away from him. To⁠—

      Love Misha?

      As though sensing his name in Tev’s thoughts, Misha dragged his gaze from the ragged, blackened hole in the floor.

      The opening plummeted to the ballroom on the ground floor. At first, shouts and screams had risen with the billowing smoke. Now there was just a drone and some shit for brains yelling—“Hey! Anybody up there?”

      “Asshole,” Tev muttered.

      “I hear sirens.”

      The shaky words came from Gin, the fake prince, and for some reason Tev could never fathom, Misha’s nemesis. Even now, Misha threw him an annoyed glare before turning to Tev. “What are we going to tell them?”

      “Lightning,” Tev said.

      “Straight down to the lobby?”

      “Who’s gonna say it wasn’t, Misha? Stay calm.”

      “I am calm!”

      “You are not. You’re yelling.”

      Misha clapped his hands to his face, his auburn hair in a tangle. He’d never permit that usually.

      “We have to report this,” Gin said. “Find Dick.”

      Tev and Misha shouted, “No!” at the same time.

      “You have to keep quiet,” Tev said, “and go home.”

      A low hum came from the elevator, and Tev riveted his stare to the light over the door. Why the hell hadn’t everything short-circuited?

      “Shit,” Misha said. “Cops?”

      It couldn’t be. The sirens still wailed, louder, but not there yet.

      Misha locked gazes with him. Tev’s jaw clenched again at the sight of his blood-stained neck. Damn Dick anyway. Hardly anybody was a more pissy bastard than Misha, but he was Tev’s pissy bastard.

      So move your ass and go over there.

      He wanted to. Wanted to break free of the seven torturous years of longing tangled inside him. Wanted to wash away the blood and grime staining his hands. Feel good again.

      Go.

      One step. A stuttery, jerky step closer, the motion like dragging his feet through drying cement. He skirted the hole’s edge, glass crunching, wind whistling through the broken skylight, stray raindrops stinging his skin.

      The sirens stopped.

      So who was in the elevator?

      He stretched a hand out and—ducked, a thunderous crash shaking the floor behind him. Misha gasped, and Gin’s mouth opened wide. “Dick!”

      Tev spun and glimpsed a prostrate form, blotted out by the creature stepping over it. Striding toward him. A demon in beige trousers and a pink shirt with a deep vee showing its pale chest. A grim smile graced its face.

      “Change of plans.”

      And before Tev could say a word, he was airborne, flying through the skylight, Misha’s cry following after him.

      “Tev!”

      After that, there was no sound but the wind. No light but the stars, until even the stars went out.

      

      Something about the dark changed and clued Tev into the fact he wasn’t dead. Not even unconscious, but the emptiness…

      With nothing to hang onto, his brain had blanked and left him fumbling, or maybe he’d passed out. Ego-bruising, though possible.

      But now heaviness wrapped around him like a blanket that wasn’t there, and winds buffeted him without touching his skin. He was cold and not cold, hot and not hot. His stomach flipped at sensations he couldn’t pinpoint.

      A garbled voice wobbled back to him. “Hang on.”

      A jerk on his wrist dragged him downward, and his stomach plummeted, his ears filling with a roar, popping, pressure squeezing his skull until…

      He stood on a hard, pointy surface—rocks? The dark softened to gray, and he saw a shadow loom in.

      “Quiet,” it whispered.

      The fucking two-faced, asshole demon.

      “Screw you.”

      “Ssh. You do not want them to hear us.”

      Them? That didn’t bode well. “Them” hiding in the dark was a horror flick come to life. Was he never going to catch a goddam break?

      Neboleth snagged Tev’s wrist again, and when Tev yanked it away, grabbed a fistful of his coveralls. “Stay close.”

      The only reason he didn’t give in to the temptation to slug the demon in the nose was because he couldn’t see it. He was at the creature’s mercy as it dragged them through the slate-colored dark. Foggy wisps floated around them, clung together, broke apart, slithered away like silver scaled snakes. Realization hit Tev hard, a gut punch stealing his breath—the demon lands. That was where they were. Had to be.

      His body went cold.

      “Where are we?”

      “Ssh.”

      But Neboleth released Tev’s coveralls, and the wisps thinned to almost nothing, a haze, until the dark turned ash-colored, and the blanket he’d imagined wrapping around him fell away.

      Neboleth gazed back. “We’re out.”

      Who the fuck cared? Tev didn’t know where “out” was, and wherever they were, he still didn’t want to be there. “Look, you asshole. You better take me back. We had a deal.”

      Neboleth gave an airy wave. “Oh, don’t worry. It’s only a delay.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      He’d never been sure who had been on the other end of that deal, or who had put it in his head that somebody trapped in the hotel’s basement did not want Aurora to be the one who freed it. But a deal was a deal. Tev might be an asshole, but he kept his word. Not that that had ever done him any good.

      “Take me back.”

      “Hm… Not yet.”

      “Fuck this,” he muttered and turned around, but there was nothing behind him either. He didn’t count the flat gray landscape, the lead-tinted sky, the charcoal clouds as something. What the hell kind of place was this? A moonscape?

      “Is this hell?”

      Neboleth sank his teeth into his bottom lip, the ends curling into a chagrined smile. He shrugged. “An argument could be made.”

      “You lying cheat.”

      “Oh please. Weren’t you just a little bit curious what this side of the veil was like?”

      Tev took another gander at rock and… rock. If they were in hell, it was going to have to burn to cinders before Tev admitted to a shred of curiosity. It was the bad place in too many fairytales to count, and somebody always died in every one his parents had ever read him anyway. Plus, this place was just… rock.

      “I’ve seen it. Take me home.”

      Neboleth sighed and scanned the horizon. “I would have pegged you for more of the adventurous type.”

      “You owe me.”

      “I do,” the demon murmured, a frown worrying his face. “I thought I’d be met.”

      A cold wind, scented with brackish water and metal, tugged Tev’s coveralls. Jesus, he didn’t even have a coat. “Look. I don’t care about that. I set you free.”

      “Technically, you didn’t. And I can’t let you go. I need you.”

      Tev leaned in, lips curling off his teeth. “You don’t need me, and we had a deal.”

      Long black tresses spilled over Neboleth’s shoulders as he shook his head. “I owe you, true, but my deal was with Aurora. Change of plans as I said. We have to be flexible in life.”

      “You be flexible. I want to go home.”

      He should have known this was going to happen. Maybe that was why he’d waited too long to make his way across the gutted floor to Misha. But Misha hadn’t budged either. Too much between them maybe, but Tev hung onto the fact rejecting him was all that had kept Misha safe. The minute she sensed Tev’s weakness, Aurora would have used Misha against him. Pushing him away now had become a habit Tev wasn’t sure he could break. Wasn’t sure he wanted to. People died around him.

      “Is Dick dead?”

      Neboleth—still scouring the landscape—gazed back at him, mouth in a sour twist. “I’m not a monster. Evil was done to me.”

      Tev marveled at the hurt look in his eyes.

      “You’re a demon.”

      “And I can send you home too. After you do me a favor.”

      “Are you insane?” Was this even real? Though the second the thought went through his head, lightning streaked through the sky like a diamond-bright blade. And then it was gone, the forlorn gray returning. “I’m dreaming,” he muttered.

      “I would give you sweeter dreams than this,” Neboleth said. “But it had to be done. The world is better off without that crone in it.”

      “Fuck does that have to do with me. And we aren’t in the world anymore.”

      “No,” Neboleth agreed.

      Smoke swirled around him, and his last words floated like aimless wisps, drifting through the empty space where he’d stood only a second before. “These are the demon lands.”

      

      Maybe two days later, a jagged line grew on the horizon, but it was hard to tell because the sky clung to the faint light as if afraid it’d never get it back again. The gray pall hung heavy over the rocky gray land. Tev found water in puddles and pools but didn’t drink it. Rain fell sharp and stinging, and the clouds billowed in windblown flurries and fell low. A looming shadow morphed into sharp angles and flat edges cutting the far sky. Maybe it was a mountain range, but the closer Tev got, the more geometric the shapes became.

      Buildings?

      He wasn’t sure, but a few miles closer, half a dozen skeletal, teepee-like shapes appeared. As he got near the first one, he made a slow circle around it. Considering this place, it could be a baby demon spider planning to practice its web-spinning skills on him or an alien-bio machine abandoned here by the mother ship. But it wasn’t either of those things. It was a water purification setup. Six eight- or nine-foot poles, which he swore were bamboo when he got up close enough to touch one, leaned into each other at the top to form a cone. You could grow beans on these.

      But no beans grew in these rocks. It didn’t look like anything grew outside of a random weed.

      Inside the cone, three layers of fabric, thin as muslin, stretched between the poles. Each layer was separated by a foot and a half of space, and under the bottom layer, a box filled with charcoal sat on thin strips of wood over a basin. The basin contained water that had filtered through the charcoal.

      A weird feeling passed through Tev at the thought of demons purifying their water, not one he understood, but he shook it off. He scooped a handful out of the basin and tasted it. It was sweet and flat, and though it could be poison, dying of thirst wasn’t much better, so he drank it. After he’d had his fill, he stared at the city. He couldn’t go there.

      But where?

      Stupid that the question scared the crap out of him. His heart galloped, and he bent over, gripped his knees, and stared at the pebbles and sharp-edged rocks. He pulled air into his lungs and picked up one of the stones. Gray, threaded through with something lighter, like every rock at home. The water was water, the air, air. He took another breath, and his heart slowed.

      Forward was the only logical direction. From nothing to something. And ten minutes later another shape rose out of the gloom, thin and hooked and by itself. Not a building. He approached it slowly. If there were demons here, he hadn’t seen any, though there had to be. Maybe they were watching him. Following him.

      “Bastards,” he said aloud.

      But the echo that reached him, floating and fading, wasn’t his. It was a scream. Did demons scream?

      He took a few more faltering steps toward the shape. It was some kind of signal pole like a traffic light. Wind tugged at him, cold and water-scented, and he hugged himself as he pushed on. Something round—the sun?—formed a distant, hazy aura, and the signal light stood black against it. Tipping sideways. A rise in the ground led him to a pair of black train tracks. In his thirty-five years of life, the time Tev had spent imagining the demon lands was zero hours and zero minutes. Yet, he’d state with utter confidence that Chernobyl wasn’t what he would have come up with.

      What had happened here?

      Slowly, rising out of the mist-like gray, buildings appeared. Mostly short, a few two or three stories, but nothing moved among them. He stepped over the tracks and found the crumbling remains of a street. Pebbles crunched, bits of asphalt grinding underfoot, the sound like bomb blasts in the stillness. His heart ignored his deep breaths, pounded like a banshee anyway the closer he got to the… what? Demon suburbs? Beelzebub Estates?

      Hysterical cackles rose in his throat. Weird reaction for somebody who’d spent seven years in the involuntary employment of a troll. Strolling into the ruins of a demon city should be a piece of cake, but some Spidey sense crawled up and down his spine. Because maybe it wasn’t so ruined, so abandoned as it seemed.

      But he had to hole up somewhere. Find food. Devise a plan, though the only one that came to him was to make his way to the fairy lands. Was there a map? He swallowed another cackle. Fairy GPS. Follow the yellow brick road and turn right at the second star.

      “Fuckers!”

      Oh yeah, that was a scream. It sounded human too.

      Tev picked up speed, dashing toward the nearest building, a squat old gas station with a faded marquee on a metal post in the corner of the broken lot. Shattered glass rimmed the empty window frames in front, and the door stood wide open. He veered away from the building, not wanting to be caught without an exit, and ducked behind one of the rusty tanks where he crouched, hand on his chest, head tipped back against the metal. A loud crash like garbage cans tumbling off the back of a truck had him peering around the tank and across the street at a girl with long blonde braids whipping around her head.

      Well, that was… wrong somehow. It had stuck in his mind that demons were dark-haired. Neboleth was, but what the hell did Tev know?

      “Leave me alone!”

      He pressed back against the tank. This wasn’t his business. Having everybody in his life turn out as treacherous as fuck had taught him a good lesson. You don’t stick your neck out for anybody.

      Of course, that was a blanket statement wrapping his parents, neighbors, classmates, and Misha into the same package. Black and white thinking in a land of gray. He bit back another laugh. Jesus, he was losing his mind. But demons had magic, right? She’d be fine.

      Unless she wasn’t a demon.

      He squinched his eyes shut for a minute. Idiot.

      “Ow, you bitch.”

      Pure English.

      He peeked around the tank again.

      The girl was swinging what looked like a golf club in front of her. Well, it might do damage if it connected with a skull, but she’d have to take out two guys with it. Two guys who were black-haired like demons were supposed to be, with ghastly grins on their ugly mugs. At least Neboleth was beautiful. Not that that counted for diddly considering a trip to hell was how the damned demon had repaid him. Ungrateful bastard.

      “Fuck off, you shitheads.”

      You go, girl.

      She swung the club like a helicopter blade over her head. The guys cackled. “Whadda ya gonna do with that, sweet cheeks?”

      She lunged and swung, the club making a beeline for the nearest demon’s head. But the guy didn’t disappear in a puff of pixie dust or whatever. Didn’t fling a lightning bolt at the girl, who probably wasn’t a demon with the blonde hair and all. Why rely on a golf club if magic was an option?

      Why, if magic was an option, duck and stagger back like the real demon was, half falling on his ass before bounding up and high-fiving his pal?

      Bros. Great.

      They danced circles around the blonde. The one she’d swung at blew her a kiss. “Come on, sweet cheeks, give us a little fun. We’ll let you go after.”

      “You’ll like it,” said the other one, bouncing.

      “I doubt it, you micro-prick loser.”

      Tev bit off a laugh and rolled back against the tank again. He liked her. But liking her didn’t mean taking a risk on her. Clearly, doing anybody a good turn ended up with him in deeper shit than when he started. And the girl, no matter how feisty she was, was none of his business. Not my monkey. She sounded tough enough, and from what little he’d seen of the town he was in, tough was probably a prerequisite to making it alive to the next day.

      He let his head rest against the tank, eyes closed again. They’d go eventually. She knew what she had to do. More than he knew. And he couldn’t save her anyway. What did he think he could do against a pair of demons?

      Demons without magic though.

      Not my circus.

      He clenched his jaw. Crouching in the gloomy dark doing nothing chafed at him. It wasn’t his way. He could be as patient as a monk, but that didn’t mean he sat around twiddling his thumbs.

      “I have the overlord’s protection, piss brains!”

      Overlord?

      Well, that was interesting.

      “You see ’im anywhere around here?” snarled one of the demons.

      “How do you know he can’t see you?”

      A snort followed that. “Rayga ain’t all that. Hardly better ’n us.”

      Rayga. A demon overlord. Maybe not somebody Tev should stumble into. Except she said he was protecting her, so maybe he was somebody to stumble into. Or at least somebody to get the deets on.

      “Everybody’s better than you, dork.”

      One thing Tev knew though—he had no plans to get on her bad side.

      You aren’t getting on any side.

      Right.

      Except he was rolling to the tank’s edge and peeking around it again.

      The demons flanked her now, one edging closer while she swung her club at the other. She connected with the idiot’s hand, and they both skittered backward.

      “Bitch!”

      It still wasn’t his business though, and she had the situation under control for now. The battered demon shook his hand and rolled his shoulders, head tucked low.

      “Gonna hurt you for that.”

      Tev rolled away, gaze on the busted-out windows in front of him. The city was dead—war, pestilence, something had emptied it out. Maybe the populace had run or died, and the few survivors had hauled the bodies away. But the buildings had stayed.

      The golf club stayed.

      What else?

      He took another quick look around the tank—the demons were leery of her now—and scuttled across the parking lot into the market that took up the front of the building. Glass crunched underfoot, but he doubted the sound carried far. He went through a door behind the counter. There was an exit at the back of an empty bay, the sign over the door as gray and lifeless as the sky. He pushed on to a gravel lot where panels of chain link lay on the ground and other sections hung in droopy flaps from metal poles. A dumpster that might have been blue, though in the somber light it was hard to tell, squatted with its lid up midway along the fence. That wasn’t what he was looking for though. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, to be honest. A two-by-four? A misplaced Star Veil? No such luck, but his gaze fell over a row of orange gas cans against the garage’s back wall. They had to be empty. There was no sign of a car anywhere, and the gas tanks out front grew rust like mold. The contents of the holding tanks had to have evaporated long ago.

      What was he going to do? Throw a Molotov cocktail at them?

      Well, they didn’t need to know he wouldn’t. He shook each can and rapped one with a knuckle, their bone-dry status unsurprising. Holding onto the last one, he scanned the lot until his gaze settled on the dumpster again. Obviously, they got rain here, otherwise they’d have nothing to purify. The air still smelled of water. All he needed was a seed of doubt and a good-sized puddle. He hurried over, stepped on the bottom rim and pulled himself up. The bin was close to empty, looted long ago probably, but where the bottom hadn’t already rusted through, water collected, as purple gray as the sooty sky. He hopped in and grabbed a small aluminum can. The label was two-toned, faded away except where patches still clung to the surface. He turned the can over as he picked it up. A few ghostly letters, a C, M, B, and an L were still faintly legible. Campbell’s Soup. Tev had never been a fan, but the can made a handy scoop.

      Between the puddles, he dribbled a sloshable amount of water into the gas container, capped it, and froze at a scream. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, but the sound was the howl of a guy. He exhaled and clambered out of the dumpster.

      In the garage, he found crumbly paper towels in the bathroom, a lug wrench, and a pack of BIC lighters and matches in the market. The matches would make things clumsy; the BICs were probably useless, but this was a weird place, so…

      He made a funnel of the paper, stuck it into the can, and popped a lighter out of the pack—nothing ventured, nothing gained—spun the wheel and got a spark. Spun it again, and a flame shot out.

      He bit back a hoot. Crazy, but he’d take his victory, ponder the degree of weirdness surrounding him later. Right now, he had a date with demons. Micro-pricked demons.

      He grinned as he strode onto the street. The girl was on the sidewalk now, the window in the store behind her broken, the glass as dull gray as ice on pavement. He was pretty sure the window had been in one piece the last time he’d looked. Her club pointed at the sky over her head like a lightning rod. Which, hopefully, it wasn’t, because there was lightning breaking in the far sky. Streaky, diamond-bright threads, snaking out like fractured fault lines.

      “Hey, boys! What’s up?”

      Demon heads jerked his way. Neither one of the guys had any appeal going on. Thin featured, straggly haired. Beetle-black stares. What he thought of as typical demon, though white surrounded their irises like everybody else’s. Was the girl demon? Her eyes looked dark, but so was the sky, and it was hard to be sure. One of the demons squinted and straightened. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Tev. Your friendly neighborhood pharmacist.”

      The demon’s face twisted. “Pharmacist?”

      “Forget your dictionary?”

      Fury flooded the demon’s face. “Hell is a human doing here?”

      “Hey,” said the girl. “I’m human.”

      “Shut up, Dila.”

      “You shut up, shit for brains. You’re lucky somebody’s stopping you.”

      “Nobody’s stopping me.” Both demons faced him now, branching away from each other, circling to either side of him. “Ain’t that right, pharmacist.”

      The creature spat it.

      Tev laughed. “It ain’t an insult.”

      “It’s a death sentence,” said the other one.

      Oh clever. Micro pricked and micro brained.

      He held up the lighter. “Well, it might be somebody’s.”

      Shit-for-brains squinted again. “There’s nothin’ in there. Used up all the fuel in Fanri a long time ago.”

      He sloshed the can. How could the guy see through that squint? “Hear that?”

      “You lie.”

      “Try me. I’ve been jerked around all day, and I am fucking aching for a moron like you to try me.”

      The girl—Dila—lowered her club and cracked it on the sidewalk. “Oh please, be your usual dipshit self.”

      The demon whirled. “Fuck you, Dila.”

      “Not. On. Your. Best. Day. And trust me, I’m telling Rayga on you.”

      “Not if you don’t get back alive.”

      “Oh, she’s getting back alive,” Tev said.

      The demon glared at him. “Light it, motherfucker.”

      “Geez. The language here. You’d think you were human.”

      “Gath lo uk, spaan.”

      Okay, that wasn’t human, though the other demon threw the guy a baffled gape as if he’d burst into Klingon. Tev shrugged, flicked the BIC, and lit the paper. Smoke billowed, dust floating in the air. The other demon backed away. Shit-for-brains squinted again, darted a look at his companion, and gazed back, his face as contorted as somebody’s in a drunken Twister pose. Tev shrugged. “Okay. Here you go.”

      He tossed the can in the air. Both demons scattered, Shit-for-brains whipping his arms in circles as he teetered off the edge of the curb. Tev lunged, lug wrench tight in his grip, Dila taking off after the other demon, her club in the air, chasing the guy down the street to Shit-for-brain’s scream—“You traitorous bitch’s spawn!”—while Tev laughed, lug wrench swinging, seven years of fury and frustration powering through him as he brought his wrench down. The tool connected with the back of Shit-for-brains’ shoulder, propelling him into a flailing stumble. He crashed onto all fours, scrambled to a parking meter, and crawled halfway to his feet before Tev slammed him in the back and dropped him in a heap. The demon rolled and jabbed stiff fingers at him.

      Perplexed, Tev stared at him. “Fuck you doin’?”

      That got him another jab and a frustrated groan.

      A flash of light burst in Tev’s head. “You can’t do magic.”

      The guy jumped to his feet and bolted.

      Well, that was… interesting. No magic, but they could sure take a beating. Huh. What kind of place was this?

      Tev followed behind him. The gas can had rolled to the curb, but nobody seemed to notice. Dila stood in the middle of the street, club resting over her shoulder. Shit-for-brains veered around her and bolted past.

      So this was the demon lands. A B-rated, horror-slash-comedy movie set.

      Dila turned and strode back to him. She cocked her head as she neared. “You’re human.”

      “So are you, apparently.”

      She shook her head. “Only half.”

      “The other half?”

      She grinned. “Demon.”

      The face staring up at him wasn’t even close to traumatized. Pert nose, rosebud lips. She wore jeans with stylishly positioned holes, a denim camisole with white ties in the front. Dirty used-to-be-white Chucks. Really?

      Questions swarmed in his head, but all he could think to say was, “I didn’t know demons were blonde.”

      “Not usually. That’s my human half, I guess. Sets me apart. Not always a good thing. I owe you for this, and I’m good for my debts.”

      “I don’t need anything.”

      She laughed. “Don’t be an ass. You don’t belong here.”

      Now Tev was squinting. Maybe she just had that effect on people. “You don’t pull your punches much, do you?”

      “That’s the demon.”

      “Good to know.”

      She let her golf club—and it was a golf club—slide off her shoulder, set it between her feet, and leaned her weight on it. “Why are you here?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Who brought you?”

      “No idea.”

      “You’re lying.”

      This time it was his turn to laugh. “Look. You want to pay me back, just keep yourself safe and leave me be.”

      He stepped around her and headed down the street. Her voice followed him.

      “I can help you get home.”

      He stopped and looked back. “What makes you think that’s what I want?”

      “Oh, honey, that’s what everybody wants. Nobody comes here voluntarily.”

      “Somebody has.”

      She tilted her head. “Who?”

      “No idea.”

      Now she huffed. “Do you really think you’re safe here?”

      No. But he shrugged. “I’ve done okay so far.”

      “Come home with me.”

      “Is that a line?”

      “Ha!” She laughed. “Good one.” She pointed at something behind him, and he turned.

      A black sky met his gaze, darker than it had been earlier. Heavy and textured, not clear, but crammed with clouds pressed together like a wall. And moving. Throwing a shadow on the land dark enough to make out against the dark already there.

      “This is the season. If we go now, we can beat that. And trust me, newbie, you wanna beat it.”

      “Thanks, but I can hole up here.”

      She dropped the club and slammed her hands on her hips. “Dude. I have no designs on your bod, seriously. And besides, Fanri isn’t someplace you want to plant yourself. Nobody sane lives here. Time is weird. It can age you a year in one week, or not at all, and you never know which it’ll be. I can give you a safe place to stay. Food, heat.”

      He was never safe, and it was looking like he never would be, but the knot in his gut tightened at the thought of food. He looked back at the sky, at the shadow spreading like a black fungus, at Dila.

      She tossed her head, snatched a shoulder bag sitting in the middle of the street, and started walking.

      He followed her.
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      “Wha’ do you want?”

      Misha Fillery jerked his gaze from the procurement forms on his desk and stared at the shadow in his office doorway. For a moment, no features stood out in the blurry shape. Then Dick Slumber—the real fairy prince—crossed the small space and stopped by the chair in front of his desk. Misha dropped his pen and stood. Looking up at the big brute wasn’t how he wanted to start this conversation. Coming from a position of strength was more Misha’s style.

      You need him.

      Whatever.

      “Thank you for dropping by.”

      Even though he was technically royal, Slumber drove the silly Gin Lark into work every day. Misha really wanted to fire Lark’s ass, just on general principles, but the twit was good at his job, and Misha didn’t want to borrow trouble with a fairy prince.

      “Yeah. You asked. I’m here. Whadda you want?”

      He took a breath. “I have a request.”

      Slumber’s eyes narrowed. His expression never shifted much from annoyed, which made him difficult to read. Misha gestured to the hallway. “Allow me to buy you a coffee for your time.”

      After a few awkward seconds, Slumber nodded. “Let’s make this quick, though. I’ve got stuff to do.”

      What did a fairy prince do? Misha wasn’t sure.

      He stepped out of his office door, Slumber following him. He was quiet for a big guy. Misha bought a latte and a plain black coffee for Slumber and led the way to a booth in the lounge. He slid into his seat, feeling his confidence return now that they were in public. Not just in public, but in Misha’s hotel, he reminded himself. He was an arrogant bastard, it was true, and that wasn’t always a good thing, and he’d be hard put to say when it had happened. It was easy to blame Aurora now that he knew the truth about her. Blame her for every ding to his pride when he’d failed to measure up to her ever-rising bar. “Shag carpeting, Misha? Shag was your choice?”

      Ugh.

      His dad had loved him without asking anything of him, but that wasn’t his mother’s love. Not mattering hurt, so making people hate him before he cared about them had its perks. Until he’d met Tev, and it hadn’t.

      Tev.

      That was all he needed in his mind right now.

      He took a breath and blurted his intention. “I’m trying to get to the other side.”

      Dick stared without expression for a moment. He didn’t look comfortable, wasn’t comfortable with Misha, but laughter burst out of him as he sank back into the booth.

      “Damn,” Slumber said. “I thought you were going to ask for eternal youth or something.”

      Misha went stiff, heat rising in his face. That hurt, but it was meant to. His mother—Aurora—had sold her soul along with everybody she knew for the chance to stay young and beautiful forever.

      He clenched his jaw, his words coming through gritted teeth. “How do I get across?”

      Tev was on the other side of the veil, stolen right out from under Misha’s eyes. The shock of it still frayed his nerves. The shattered skylight, the hole in the floor, the demon dropping Slumber and snatching Tev. Taking him “beyond the veil.” Misha never wanted to hear that phrase again, but it was where Tev was. And Slumber was the fairy prince, the Elgin fairy of myth, which meant he was also part demon, or so it was rumored. Which meant if anybody could get Misha across…

      “Why are you asking me?”

      “You closed it.”

      The rift he meant, but Dick laughed, took a swallow of his coffee, and shook his head. “Not me. That was your maintenance guy.”

      My maintenance guy.

      The only relationship he had with Tev—the guy who’d laughed at his one attempt to flirt—was employer and employee, and yes, dammit, yes, Misha had made him pay for that.

      He swallowed another burst of pain and lifted his gaze. “I never knew any of what was happening.”

      Slumber cocked his head. “I never said you did.”

      “You held a knife to my throat.” His fingers flew to the spot of their own accord. “You cut me.”

      Slumber nodded. “Yep. I’d do it again too.”

      Of course he would. Anything for the saccharine-cheerful Gin Lark. Cut Misha’s neck. Threaten Tev. Expose Misha’s moth⁠—

      Aurora. Expose Aurora. She wasn’t his mother, despite what his birth certificate read. How had she managed that? Had she changed her name to Misha’s real mother’s name, knowing all along what she was going to do? Or was her having the same name just a coincidence? Either way, maybe it had enticed his father with the memory of his first wife. In every way she’d been so charming. So persuasive.

      Unlike him.

      But one good thing Misha’s father had done was wrap the Fillery up tight. It was always eventually going to go to Misha, though as long as Aurora was alive, it had been hers to run. Now she was missing, unable to fulfill her duties, so the hotel was Misha’s.

      He sipped his coffee, letting his eyes go out of focus for a moment.

      Nobody liked him the way they’d liked Aurora. Misha got people to do what he wanted the hard way. Commanding respect no matter how he had to get it. Aurora was all honey and sunshine—to everyone but him. And it wasn’t that she’d been difficult to work with. Never unkind even. It had taken him a long time to figure out it was her expression of satisfaction at his failures that had crushed him the most. The look saying she’d never expected anything of him anyway.

      Only Tev had defied him. Laughed in his face.

      He set his cup on the table.

      Outside, the sun fell in warm rays. People strolled past the window. Cars slowed, stopped, moved on. A low hum of conversation surrounded them. Misha glanced around the lounge. Turned back and leaned against the table, keeping his voice low. “I thought… thought maybe a spell.”

      Slumber didn’t laugh this time, though a smile spread across his face. He took a breath, blew it out. “I’m the last one you should ask for a spell.”

      “Why?”

      The guy shrugged. “I’m not especially good at them.”

      “You’re the—” Misha shot another quick glance around them. “The fairy prince.”

      “Yeah. Ain’t that a pisser.”

      Yes, actually. It was.

      Misha sat back. He directed his stare outside again and caught the outline of his own reflection. Everything he’d always wanted was gone on the other side of the veil. Aurora? Well, she was probably there too. He wanted to say good riddance, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to. “I have to get across.”

      “There are reasons the realms are separate,” Slumber said, though he sounded as if he was parroting something he’d heard from somebody else. The company line. Demons and fairies on one side, everybody else on the other. Except it wasn’t that clear-cut, because demons and fairies were on this side too, and even between rifts, they got through. Which meant there had to be a way across.

      “Can... can the princess help me?”

      Slumber moved his empty cup away. “Look. I know what you’re after. I saw the way you two were looking at each other, and I actually kinda liked Tev, but the thing is, the veil is closed for a reason. And yeah, I guess some of us have figured out a way to finesse it, but you’d think after all that happened, you’d get what a really lousy idea it is to try to fuck with the balance of the way things are.”

      Misha’s mouth twisted. He tried to smooth it, pressing his lips together. “You didn’t let anything stop you.”

      Slumber pushed back against the booth, gazed outside, and back again. “I had no choice. Believe me, I didn’t go voluntarily. Everything—” He stopped, his eyes hard on Misha’s. It seemed to dawn on him what he’d been about to say. He let out a laugh. “Yeah. Everything I wanted was on this side. You’ve got a lot here too.”

      He shoved his own laughter down, pretty sure it would ring like hysteria if he let it out. He had nothing here, nothing at all.

      “Do you know what I can do to get across?”

      “I don’t. There’s no spell, no magic to open the veil. Magic only closes it when it does open. It has no power after, but I’ll see if I can find something out for you. No promises though, because I have no idea what I’m looking for.”

      A miracle.

      But Misha contented himself with a nod and slid back out of the booth. “Thank you.”

      “Sure.”

      He was halfway across the lobby before he lost his desire to return to his office and backtracked until he got to his private elevator. The thought of signing off on more procurement forms threatened to awaken a headache. None of the things that had once given him a sense of accomplishment mattered to him anymore.

      With his back resting against the elevator wall, he closed his eyes. The negative voice in his head wasn’t helpful, but he’d never known how to shut it up either.

      But if he could get to Tev, Misha could show him he was worth Tev’s time. That he wasn’t always a bastard.

      He didn’t stop the elevator at his own apartment, which was empty now. He’d had all of Aurora’s things hauled away. He’d been sleeping, what he could manage of it, in one of his vacant rooms. Studying fairies and demons and finding that nothing of what he read was anything like the real thing. But once a person had seen a troll revert to its true self the world was reliable no more. Always a horror under the surface waiting to break free.

      He straightened as the elevator doors opened and stepped onto the top floor where Tev had lived. Where the skylight had shattered. Where the floor had opened and released a demon. Where Misha had lost everything. Where Gin Lark had as well, though Lark had gotten it back. Why couldn’t Misha?

      Shag carpeting, Misha? Shag was your choice?

      He ground his teeth. He was doing it. He was getting across. But what he wouldn’t give for some sign he was on the right track.

      He took a breath and looked around. In the three months since the rift, the damage had been repaired, though the stained glass in the skylight wasn’t as intricate as it had been. The ring of windows below was clear and let in streams of pale sunshine. The platform that had once held the beacon giving the Fillery its original name of The Lighthouse Hotel was gone. Misha had no plans to bring it back. He’d done nothing with this space beyond basic repairs and had no plans to either. It was mostly as Tev had left it. His plain twin bed, 32-inch TV, books, kitchen utensils Misha wasn’t sure were for cooking, herbs and powders, pots and burners and something that looked like a tricked-out toaster oven, and jars of the strange concoctions Misha had never imagined Tev was making up here. An alchemist. What did that mean? He’d said he was a pharmacist. “I was never your alchemist, Aurora.”

      Tev had always known what she was.

      Circling the room, Misha touched the things that had been Tev’s. It was silly. None of them tingled with Tev’s energy. None called him, whispered the words of a charm that would make his dreams come true. Nothing except… Tev’s pillow. The cover still smelled of him.

      Letting out a sigh as he settled on the edge of Tev’s bed, Misha brought the pillow to his face. After a deep breath, he lay it on his lap and sank his elbow onto it, resting his forehead on his palms. From under his brow, he had a view of Tev’s bookcase. Mostly textbooks on the bottom shelf, paperbacks on top. A few mysteries, horror, some fantasy that had to be concocted of pure bullshit considering everything Misha knew now. His gaze flowed over the textbooks—chemistry, physics, calculus—stopped on a thinner, orange spine. The Idiot’s Guide to Alchemy. A chuckle slipped from his lips. From pharmacist to alchemist. Was that really possible? But Misha had seen it. Seen a demon come to life. A vengeful demon who didn’t know the meaning of a deal.

      He set the pillow back at the head of the bed and pulled the orange book off the shelf. Could he learn it too? He scanned the table of contents and flipped through the pages. He wasn’t stupid. He could learn. But he was stymied by the arcane sound of the terms. They smacked of demons, creatures of the other realm, and though he’d practically begged for a way to get across, the thought of what he’d find on the other side turned his blood to ice. He shivered and dropped to a knee, angling the book back to its slot on the shelf when a triangular insert slipping from between the bottom pages stopped him. He sat on his hip and pulled the insert out. It was a square, thicker than paper. A photograph. Of him. Misha’s jaw dropped. He closed his mouth and swallowed. It was his graduation photo. He stood in his gown, cap in his hand, hair aflame in the sun, his dad’s arm slung over his shoulders. The air had been heavy with the fragrance of the nearby rose garden that day. Aurora had taken the picture, but only because Misha’s dad had cajoled her into it. He’d been so proud of his son. The memory burned Misha’s nose with tears he was damned he was going to shed.

      The picture was a five-by-seven. Where had Tev gotten it? Aurora?

      Why did he have it?

      Misha had met him not long after the picture was taken and not long after his parents had bought the Fillery. He’d come away from the encounter feeling as raw as if his skin had been flayed off him. And Tev? As casual as if he owned the place. That confidence… it had wrapped itself around Misha’s heart and squeezed. He’d never understood Tev’s instant rejection of him, had never been able to shake it.

      So why would Tev have his photograph? To stick pins in your face. Ha. Maybe. Make his own Pinhead voodoo doll. But as he sat there, Misha’s memory returned to those seconds before the demon’s hand had grabbed Tev’s coveralls and dragged him away. The… longing? Yes. Misha remembered the look on Tev’s face, the shuffles he took closer. Stepping toward him, one hand rising, reaching.

      Eyes squeezed shut, he bent over the photo, his heart an aching lump in his chest.

      Tev.

      Somehow, no matter how, Misha would get to him. He had nothing here. His heart was on the other side of the rift.
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      The crash of thunder rocked them like bomb blasts, but Dila laughed. “We beat it!”

      Tev eyed the sky behind them, black as black, roiling with lighter shades of gray. The rain fell like sheets of mercury, absorbing light from some hidden place, stinging his nose with the brackish, clean scents of rock and metal.

      He turned back to Dila. “Is that common?”

      “Storms? Of course. It’s the season. We won’t get hit bad for a few weeks or so.”

      “Who is we? And where are we going?”

      “Gith.” She pointed at the jagged shapes he’d noticed on the horizon earlier. “That’s Deroth. Gith is on the far edge of the city. The storms move through the rings one by one.”

      “The rings?”

      He was walking fast to keep up with Dila, who was hop-jogging her way along a strip of highway shining silver in the distance.

      “The rift is the center. You know the rift?”

      He nodded. “I came through that way.”

      Her grin lit her eyes. “And let me guess. Your ride decided to dump you.”

      She wasn’t going to believe he didn’t know how he had gotten here, so he let his ire at Neboleth out in a shrug, not denying it. “One good turn.”

      She chortled. “Oh yeah. No tit for tat around here.”

      He grimaced, showing his teeth in a stiff smile. He oughta be used to being screwed over by now. De rigueur. But damn, wasn’t he due for a break?

      Was wanting a nice house in a nice neighborhood where he didn’t worry about being killed every goddam second too much to ask?

      A lawn to mow? Bushes to trim?

      Misha.

      Oh no. His dick twitched, but the tension in his gut wasn’t the good kind. Misha couldn’t ever be a part of Tev’s equation.

      Why not?

      Because our misery has just begun, brain.

      And he was fucking tired. He didn’t have the energy to ponder the impossible. He was here. Misha was there. And Tev had a history of slapping him down every two seconds. Hardly the stuff dreams were made of.

      Nightmares maybe.

      “Sounds like a fun place,” he said.

      “Well, to be honest, it could be a lot worse. Rayga’s overlord for the Baalhem ring. It’s the closest to the rift. The rings get better and better the further out you go. I’ve heard tell the outer ones are just like the fairy lands. I think Rayga came from there, but he won’t say anything about it. He gave me his protection, such as it is. Outside of Gith, you take your life in your hands. You saw those guys. The minute they get away from Rayga they go back to rotten demon.”

      “What do you give this Rayga guy?”

      She shot him a scowl, eyes ablaze. “Look, jackass. I’m my own person. And even demons can do things just because. Not usually, but they can. Rayga protects humans. I don’t know why, but I have no problem taking advantage of a helping hand. Unlike you.”

      That took him aback. It was probably true, but… “I have reasons. If your demon’s protection doesn’t do much for you out here, why stray so far?”

      She huffed and rubbed her shoulder where it joined her neck and gave him a pained glance. “The rift. I was trying to get through. Some people said it was about to open.”

      “It did.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, and I’m still here. Talk about luck. Or no luck.”

      “Will the lowlifes who attacked you come back?”

      “They’re beholdened. So am I, technically. I pay Rayga for his protection by working in his tavern.”

      Tavern? Fuck a duck. This place just kept getting better and better. “I don’t understand. What the hell happened here.”

      She looked confused and shook her head. “I don’t know. War, I guess. It’s been like this as long as anybody knows.” She waved an arm toward Deroth. “Some stores always have stuff, but nobody knows how it gets there. Some are trashed and always empty. Some demons take a store over and cook food they sell or other stuff they get from the outer rings. Some set up services or repair businesses cuz you still have to pay somebody to do things for you. So we get by well enough. Rayga even has a storage tank for gas and a car. He doesn’t drive it very often. I think the gas is mostly for his generator, but he doesn’t use that very often either. And no weapons in Baalhem on penalty of torture.”

      How nice. His laugh felt hot. “Torture?”

      She shrugged. “We don’t kill easy is why. I haven’t seen it happen, but Rayga is the only one with any magic here, so he could do it, I guess. Anyway, we have our stores, use candles and lanterns, and walk most places.” She twirled, grinning again. “Like this.”

      She reminded him of that silly little fairy Gin Lark, except for the part where she apparently beat the bejesus out of the people who pissed her off.

      He wanted to ask her more questions but figured he’d find things out himself soon enough. The dark deepened, and orange flares popped up in the distance. Fires maybe? That was the only sign anything but them lived here. Dila veered onto an exit that curved along the edge of the city.

      “About another hour,” she said.

      What would they eat? He saw no animals. No farms or crops.

      Behind them, flashes of lightning strobed the stubbly plains. Maybe they hadn’t gotten the rain, but ribbons of water came swirling and frothing between the rocks and boulders, and the wind buffeted him, cutting through his thin coveralls. He had a shirt and boxers on underneath, but no real protection. Dila wore a coat she’d pulled out of her bag.

      “I need clothes,” he said.

      She glanced at him, a furrow between her brows. “Yeah, you do. Sorry. We have clothes. I’ll get you some in Gith.”

      “I don’t want anybody to know I’m there.”

      She huffed, and he scowled at her. Was he really that much trouble? He hadn’t asked for her help. For him, help had a track record of turning disastrous fast.

      “Leave me in Deroth.”

      She stopped and planted her palm on his torso. He gazed down at it, brows rising. She jerked back. “Well, shit, are you sure you’re not demon? That look.”

      “I’m sure I’m better on my own.”

      She raised her chin, braids whipping away from her face. “Well, I’m sure as hell not.” She opened her arms. “Look at me.”

      He bent closer. “And how does helping me help you?”

      “I want to go with you.”

      At first, he wasn’t sure he’d heard her. “Go with me? Through the rift? I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      He straightened and bent his head side to side, cracking his neck. After a long exhale that made no sound as the wind tore it away, he raised his voice over the growing racket. “So many reasons.”

      She opened her arms again. “One.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      Her arms fell. “Well, fuck you.”

      “I don’t know you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mean fuck me for real.”

      He sighed. “Neither did I. I meant I’m better on my own.”

      She whipped around and marched off. When he caught up to her, she threw him a wounded glare. “That’s not what you said.”

      “I don’t know how to get back. How about that?”

      “You’ll figure it out.”

      “You think?”

      “Yep.” She hooked her arm inside his. “That’s why I’m helping you. I have an ulterior motive. I want to feel safe. Somewhere.”

      He didn’t know what to say to that. It struck him close to the bone. He’d given up on the thought he’d ever be safe, ever get his little house, his normal life, but he understood wanting it, and when he looked down on her this time, he nodded.

      But that led him to his next problem.

      How the hell was he getting out of here?

      
      The lights multiplied as they went on, scattering across the skyline like a loosely strung citrine necklace. Up closer, the pale yellow marked them as candles or lanterns, not fires. Buildings spread out in a typical suburban sprawl. They found a Stein Mart that had been stripped of clothes, though pillows, shattered mirrors, and broken furniture littered the floor. Dila came over, holding up something he couldn’t see until she got within a foot of him. “Candles!”

      He smiled and pulled the BIC out of his pocket. “Lighter. Matches too.”

      She laughed as he lit the candles. With those small lights, they returned to the streets. A few blocks later, they came on a CVS.

      “You know,” he said, “this makes no sense.”

      “What?”

      “Why the same stores we have on the other side?”

      “I don’t know. I never knew we had the same stuff until I moved here. Anybody who comes through the rift always goes through Baalhem, so we get the first news. Sias, who works at the tavern, said we’re mirror images.”

      He shook his head at that last bit. Mirror images—like negatives? Light and dark. Good and evil. But, in Tev’s experience, nothing was ever that simple. He crossed the parking lot, Dila beside him. While he scoured the pharmacy, pocketing a pack of Band-Aides, a box of Epsom salts, and alcohol wipes—probably no good, but what the hell—Dila found a section for toys and sports equipment. It seemed a peculiar diversion until she returned carrying a soft bundle. “I was looking for another club, but I found a blanket. It’ll keep you warm, yeah?”

      He nodded and shook it out.

      Was that…? He held his candle closer to the fabric. Yep. A SF 49ers logo. “Well, that sucks,” he muttered. “I’m a baseball guy.”

      Dila frowned. “What?”

      “Never mind. That’s good. Just what I need.”

      He wrapped it around his shoulders, and they returned to the dark street. The city faded into the background behind them. Buildings grew sparse and clung to the highway. The strip of pavement dipped into ankle-snapping potholes in some places and rose jagged and perilous in others and gleamed in the distance like a river of molten silver. Claps of thunder followed them, but no orange fires flickered on the horizon.

      “How long?” he asked.

      “An hour.”

      “Why not live in the city?”

      “Rayga says Gith is more like where he grew up.”

      So, a small-town boy. As Tev had been once. A geeky uninspired B student and clueless as hell. But his parents had doted on him anyway. Their only child. And they’d been his world, gone in a second.

      “Is that where you grew up?”

      She let loose that laugh he was beginning to think masked the same hysteria swirling in his chest right then. “Nope. I’m from three rings out. Tahal. My dad was demon, my mom human. We were trying to get to the center. The rift before last. I was, like, three maybe?” She tipped her head up and to the side. Candlelight lit her chin and lips. “We didn’t make it. Most times, you can feel it coming. Demons overrun the place, trying to get to the spot where it’ll open, but nobody ever knows for sure where inside the center that’ll be. You can get lost in there. And the ones who’ll chance it will do anything to get through. Bastards, I tell you. I’m sick of this place. That’s why I want to go
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