
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for David R. Slayton

			“A beautifully nuanced exploration of family 
and generational trauma that’s filled with heartache, magic, 
and a lot of love . . . I am utterly enchanted by this series.”

			—Shaun David Hutchinson, author of 
We Are the Ants, Before We Disappear, and Howl

			“David R. Slayton crafts complex characters 
and creates an imaginative urban fantasy world that readers 
will want to return to time and time again.”

			—Jennifer Estep, New York Times bestselling author of 
the Elemental Assassin urban fantasy series

			“Dark, funny, and full of devious twists. Highly recommended!”

			—Jonathan Maberry, New York Times bestselling author of Rage and V-Wars, on White Trash Warlock

			“Adam Binder is a compelling, deeply relatable protagonist, and the journey he leads us on is dazzling and wonderfully original.”

			—Lynn Flewelling, author of the Nightrunner series and the Tamír Triad series, on White Trash Warlock

			“Edgy and addicting, David R. Slayton’s stunning debut will grab hold of you and knock you around just because it can. But before it’s all over, it’ll leave you breathless and begging for more.”

			—Darynda Jones, New York Times bestselling author, 
on White Trash Warlock

			“[Slayton] turned the usual tropes on their ass, and created 
an amazing, fresh story. A rural setting; relatable paycheck-
to-paycheck characters; strong LGBT+ representation . . . 
It’s an exceptional debut. We need more books like this.”

			—K. D. Edwards, author of The Last Sun 
and The Hanged Man, on White Trash Warlock

			“Inventive, exciting, and starring one of the most charming 
fantasy characters I have ever read about . . . David R. Slayton 
is definitely an author to watch.”

			—Cale Dietrich, author of The Love Interest, 
on White Trash Warlock

			“A well-written story with an LGBTQ+ protagonist . . . Dark, 
haunting, lyrical, and innovative, beautiful and heartfelt.”

			—New York Journal of Books on White Trash Warlock

			“Slayton’s debut uses wry humor, alternating viewpoints, 
and intriguing LGBTQ+ characters that will have readers eager 
for more of Adam Binder’s escapades.”

			—Booklist on White Trash Warlock

			“The complex world-building, well-shaded depictions 
of poverty, emotional nuance, and thrilling action sequences make this stand out. Slayton is sure to win plenty of fans.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review) on 
White Trash Warlock

			“Slayton’s book gathers up pretty much every modern 
fantasy trope, turns them upside down, and shakes them . . . 
The elves who show up would have Tolkien rolling in his grave, which is my highest endorsement, and the LGBTQIA+ rep 
is all around outstanding.”

			—BookRiot on White Trash Warlock

			“Slayton crafts a setting rich in grit and grime and Americana kitsch that’s as much a character as gay warlock Adam Binder in this, Trailer Park Trickster, the exciting follow-up 
in the Adam Binder Novels.”

			—C. S. Poe, author of the Magic & Steam series, 
on Trailer Park Trickster

			“In Trailer Park Trickster, David R. Slayton doubles down on everything that made his first book great: a complicated world, dangerous magic, a likable protagonist, dark family secrets, and, of course, authentically painful (or is that painfully authentic?) love. I can’t wait for more!”

			—Gregory Ashe, author of the Hazard 
and Somerset mysteries, on Trailer Park Trickster

			“[A] thrilling, well-crafted sequel to White Trash Warlock . . . 
The interweaving of Adam’s and Vic’s quests builds satisfying tension on the way to an unresolved ending that sets things 
up nicely for the next installment. The result is an 
emotionally rich page-turner.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Trailer Park Trickster
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			To Kaleb:
Nephew, survivor, 
and the bravest warrior I know.

		

	
		
			1

			Adam

			Death looked up from beneath a broad sun hat. Like she needed it. As if anything in the cosmos could touch her.

			“Adam Lee Binder,” she said in a thick southern drawl. “As I live and breathe.”

			“Do you?” he asked. “Live and breathe, I mean.”

			She shrugged. He hadn’t expected her to answer. She liked her games, but Adam was in no mood for them.

			Still, the situation called for caution. He had no help here, no backup, and not nearly enough magic.

			All he had for guidance were the wounds in his heart. The first, the thread connecting him to Vic, thrummed faintly, stretched to its limit. The ache was a relief, to know it was there, that Vic was still alive, even if Adam did not know where he’d fallen.

			The other, Adam’s warlock wound, the piece of his soul he’d carved out to stop Mercy, pained him, whispering of danger as he approached the beaten Airstream trailer and the smiling Black woman sitting in a rocking chair in front of it.

			“I don’t know what to call you now,” Adam said.

			“I always liked Sara if you want to stick with that.”

			The elf shadowing Adam said nothing, showing himself to be a little smarter than Adam had expected.

			An immortal in what they’d consider their late teens, Vran was an emo chaos monkey, prone to tricks and sarcasm. Adam was glad he knew when to keep quiet.

			Always cordial, Sara played the part of a charming, southern witch. She laughed easily, but she was the most powerful being Adam had yet to meet. Subtle and sneaky, she’d planned for him to kill his brother.

			It hadn’t worked out that way. Sara had gotten her wish—an end to Mercy—but it had cost Annie, Adam’s sister-in-law, her life.

			Sara had left the Binder family alone in the brief time since, but Adam knew better than to trust her.

			Still, she was the one power who might be willing to help him . . . for a price.

			“I guess you know why I’m here,” he said.

			“Vicente,” she said.

			“Vicente,” Adam echoed. “Vic.”

			Sara stopped her rocking. She leaned forward as she spoke.

			“It’s dangerous, what you want to do, what you want to know.”

			“I don’t care,” Adam said.

			Vran flinched from where he stood to the side, but Adam meant it. He’d go anywhere. Do anything. Whatever it took to get Vic back.

			“Where is he?” Adam asked.

			“Your elven king didn’t know?” Sara asked.

			Adam had tried Silver first. The elves were the power he knew best, but his newly crowned ex had said no, because of course he had.

			“You already know he doesn’t,” Adam said.

			“True, but I suspect he has a clue and that’s why he turned you down.”

			Her words put spikes of red and blue in Adam’s chest. Silver had said no. Adam had reacted badly. He wasn’t certain the trust between them would ever recover after that exchange.

			“I’m not here to talk about Silver,” Adam said.

			“Too bad, you missed quite a show,” Sara said. “The passing of an immortal crown is a rare sight.”

			“His father is dead?” Adam asked.

			“I reaped him myself.” Sara shuffled out of her chair and opened the trailer door. “Come on, then. You too, Vran.”

			The elf flicked his blue-black eyes side to side, between the  door and the field of Reapers behind them. They stood frozen, watching the exchange between Adam and their mistress. That was odd. He’d never seen them not working, bent to their task of taking souls in the field of sunflowers that surrounded her trailer.

			Sara seemed fine, but something pricked the edge of Adam’s senses, that place beneath the surface where his Sight ran. Adam opened himself to it, risked trying to sense the Reapers’ mood. He got a bit of static from them, like the crackle and hum of an old TV. He read it as agitation, a worry directed at their mistress.

			“She knows my name?” Vran asked, interrupting, which was likely for the best.

			Adam would be an idiot to pry too deeply into Death’s affairs. He just wished she’d leave him out of them.

			“She knows everyone’s name,” Adam said.

			The wink Death shot them was not reassuring.

			With a swallow and a duck of his head, Vran followed her inside the trailer. Adam went last, closing the door behind him.

			It wasn’t a trailer. It never was.

			They stood in a field of grass. It had been somewhere once, probably in the 1950s. Immortals were nostalgic, obsessed with the past, and Death was the oldest of them all.

			The giant screen was time-stained and punched with holes. Torn strips fluttered in the breeze. Across the field were steel posts, some with old boxes hanging from them. It looked sad and sort of lonesome in the starlight.

			“A drive-in?” Adam asked.

			“Oh, this place was hopping once,” Sara said. “Teenagers in cars as far as the eye could see.”

			“I’m guessing they only showed horror movies?” Vran asked, eyeing the encroaching scrub oak.

			“What’s with the kid?” Death asked Adam.

			“He’s a friend,” Adam said, being honest. Vran had saved his life. That counted for something. “Please don’t, you know, destroy him or anything.”

			“No promises,” she said.

			Vran stiffened.

			“She’s kidding,” Adam said. “I think.”

			He took a few steps toward the elf just in case.

			Death turned and waved her hand. A projector whirred and the screen came to life.

			What appeared was a spiral, a pattern, like one of those construction paper mobiles Adam had made in kindergarten, where you cut a circle carefully inward then hung it from a string.

			A helpful “You Are Here” arrow appeared with a red dot in the middle. The lens zoomed in.

			The spirit realm was labeled, just above the dot on the spiral. Above that was Alfheimr and dozens of other places, realms with names Adam couldn’t pronounce or had never heard of. The spiral wound upward, but the picture turned grainy, obscuring what lay high above them.

			“You’re only going upward a little,” Adam said.

			“Well, I can’t show you everything,” she said with a wink. “Rules and all that.”

			Yes, the rules. Everything in magic, in the universe, especially Death herself, was bound by rules. Adam had no idea who or what wrote or enforced them, but they were powerful enough that Sara obeyed them. He didn’t want to meet anything that  could bend her to their will.

			One rule he knew was that nothing came for free. He’d owe her for the knowledge she’d impart.

			Adam took a breath, gestured to the screen, and asked, “So where is he?”

			The spiral turned, the camera descended, and the bottom fell out of Adam’s already churning stomach.

			It dropped and dropped, passed names like Gehenna and Tartarus, finally stopping on a dark spot.

			“The Ebon Sea,” she said. “Little light has ever reached it.”

			“I’m guessing we’re not talking about somewhere in Europe?” Adam asked.

			“It’s at the bottom, one of the lowest underworlds,” she said. “The final stop before you sink.”

			“I can swim,” Vran said.

			“You’re not coming,” Adam snapped over his shoulder. He took a long breath and softened his tone. “It’s too dangerous, Vran. I’m going alone.”

			Death eyed the two of them like they amused her, like they were funny children.

			An unpleasant heat filled Adam.

			Vic was lost. She should care about that. He was her Reaper. He worked for her, never mind that she’d seen the death of stars and empires.

			Vic should mean something to her.

			He meant everything to Adam.

			“So, open a door,” Adam said. “I’ll pay whatever you ask.”

			It didn’t matter what he could afford. The price could never be too high, not for Vic.

			Vran gasped.

			“I can’t send you there,” Sara said, her smile turning sad.

			“Can’t or won’t?”

			Adam knew he was pushing his luck, but this was Vic’s life on the line. A life Adam wanted to spend with him. He wouldn’t leave him in some hell.

			“Can’t,” she stressed. “I’m sorry.”

			Adam squeezed his eyes shut, took a breath, and considered the situation.

			“What’s there?” he asked.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t see there, cannot go there.”

			Adam stiffened. He wasn’t used to powers admitting their limitations. He knew it should frighten him, but another concern bubbled up, breaking through the anger and the worry.

			“Vic didn’t open that portal by himself,” Adam said. “He couldn’t have.”

			“So?” she asked.

			Cold settled over Adam’s shoulders at the realization.

			“What do you want?” he asked. “You told me where he is without setting a price. What’s down there that you want me to fetch back for you?”

			Sara grinned.

			“Not what,” she said. “There’s a living girl down there, as alive as Vicente. Bring her back to me.”

			“I’m guessing you don’t mean Jodi.”

			Adam’s cousin had pushed Vic in and fallen with him.

			Sara shook her head.

			“Who is she?” he asked.

			“Her name is Melody. Mel,” Sara said gently.

			Adam shook with a rage he could not express. She could destroy him with a flick and worse, he needed her. She’d set him up. Again. And he’d fallen for it. Again.

			“You meant for this to happen,” he said, keeping his voice as calm as he could.

			“I meant for your great-grandfather to fall, and for you and Vicente to hunt him down, or have you forgotten your binding promise to the leprechauns?”

			Adam had actually, though he didn’t want to admit it. Vic was the most, the only, important thing.

			Enough had happened since they’d killed Mercy that his binding promise to end the dark druid, the other warlock, otherwise known as his great-grandfather John, had slipped down Adam’s list of priorities.

			“Free will,” Sara said with a sigh. “With it, nothing ever goes according to plan.”

			Adam nibbled his lip. He didn’t think she was lying, not that he could accuse her and count on his survival. She needed him for this, but that didn’t mean she’d need him forever. After all, John had been one of her tools once.

			“You really can’t get me there?” he asked.

			“It’s a hell, Adam Lee. It’s very personal.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means you have to get there on your own, especially since Vicente isn’t here to help you open the way.”

			“I’m not asking the right questions, am I?”

			She shook her head.

			That was always the key with immortals, with Silver, his sister Argent, with any of them. It was always a game, but they hadn’t made the rules so they couldn’t simply tell you. Everything was a transaction, every conversation a chess match.

			Looking back to the screen, to the top of the spiral that he couldn’t see, Adam decided he’d changed his mind. He’d really like to find out who’d made the rules. He’d like a word with upper management.

			Adam took a long breath and a longer moment to calm the shaking and spinning in his guts.

			“You’re not going to tell me why Mel’s so important, are you?” Adam asked.

			Sara shook her head.

			“But she is important,” Adam said. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have set this all up. Revealing yourself to everyone, to me and Vic. It was never just about Mercy.”

			“You never were dumb, Adam Lee. Mercy was part of it. The King of the Elves was part of it. I am doing what I am meant to do, protect the natural order.”

			Wheels turned in Adam’s head as she spoke.

			He’d ask her what else she wasn’t telling him but knew she’d never spill.

			“Why us?” he asked, feeling certain he and Vic were part of it.

			“You’re special,” she said. “A warlock made at the cost of his own soul and bound to a Reaper. It is an entirely new combination. Even I haven’t seen it before. I think that maybe, Adam Lee, you could pull it off.”

			“I appreciate your confidence. But you could have asked.”

			“No,” she said. “I really couldn’t.”

			“More rules?”

			“Because you might have said no.”

			Adam pursed his lips. He could at least appreciate her honesty.

			“Aight,” he said. “Two birds, one stone.”

			“Three,” Vran said, counting them off on his fingers. “Vic, Mel, and the warlock.”

			“Four,” Adam grumbled. “Jodi.”

			Adam couldn’t leave her there, as much as he might be tempted. She’d thrown Bobby to the warlock—the other warlock—in a trade for her own life. Vic and Adam had rode to the rescue.

			Sara must have seen the temptation on his face. “The living cannot be left among the dead. Get them out of there, Adam. All of them.”

			“And if John isn’t alive when we leave?” Adam asked.

			“Can you kill him?” Death asked.

			“You think being in hell would be enough,” Adam muttered.

			“Always read the fine print. Can you do it?” Sara asked again.

			“Done it before,” he said with a shrug and a hardness he didn’t really feel.

			He knew better than to show weakness here, but the memory, putting arrows into Annie, into Bobby’s wife, who’d always been kind to him—even though she’d been possessed, even though her mind was gone—the memory filled him with something blue and yellow, something sallow and sick.

			Adam had shot her to bind the spirit, Mercy, to her body. Then they’d killed her so Death could reap it.

			John was something else, something terrible and evil. He’d tortured magical creatures, sentient beings, to power charms. He’d killed his offspring, draining their life to unnaturally prolong his own. But still, he was alive.

			He’d tried to kill Bobby, Adam’s brother, to continue the cycle. When Adam had tried to stop him, John had sliced open Adam’s chest, forcing Vic to try something he never should have. Jodi had played her part, but it was John’s fault Vic had fallen, that they were in this position.

			So yeah, Adam tried to tell himself. He could do it.

			Perhaps, just this once, he’d even be okay with using a gun.

			“So how do we get there?” Vran asked.

			“You’re not coming, remember?” Adam said. He turned back to Sara. “If you can’t send me, where do I start?”

			Humming, she rocked on her heels and looked to the movie screen.

			“You have to find your own door. Your own way.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

			“Like I said, it’s personal. Find hell, find where it exists for you.”

			Adam turned and started walking back to where the open trailer door hung in space, leaking the green light of the spirit realm.

			“Oh, and Adam Lee,” Sara said, drawing him back around. “It’s a long road. Take the car. Get them all out. The living cannot be allowed to infect the dead.”

			It wasn’t like her to repeat herself. There was something in her eye, a spark, a warning, or a worry.

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said before stepping through the door.

			“What does she mean?” Vran asked, keeping up.

			“She means I have to go back,” Adam said.

			“But where?” Vran stressed, hurrying as Adam walked past the stilled Reapers to the Hanging Tree, where crows roosted and old corpses hung, their eyes following Adam as he approached.

			“The last place I want to,” Adam said quietly, knowing Vran’s elven hearing would pick it up.

			He didn’t name it, didn’t want Vran tagging along, and hoped to deter him.

			Adam shook himself, pulled himself back to his body in the hospital. He could leave. He’d been healed, though he’d always have the scar John had given him, a long slash across his chest. In a way it fit, matching the wound inside him, the warlock ache.

			He had to get out of here. Adam sat up and felt for the monitor clipped to his finger. 

			“Whoa. Whoa,” a voice said. Bobby. “What’s going on?”

			“Got to go,” Adam said. “Where are my clothes?”

			“Adam, go where?”

			“Liberty House,” he said with a long exhale. “I have to go back to Liberty House.”
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			Vic

			Nothing felt broken, but it hurt to breathe. Vic decided it was the hot air blistering his lungs. It wasn’t dry. There was steam in it. Lifeless, it tasted ashen, damp and gritty in his throat.

			Still, he wasn’t sealed in. The breeze said there was a way out of the darkness.

			He palmed the ground. Hard rock coated in sand. Nothing slithered or skittered at his touch. Good. He wasn’t much for horror movies.

			Vic found his phone in his pocket, but the battery was dead. He had his sunglasses, the ones Argent had enchanted to protect his sanity in case he saw an immortal naked, but his gun was missing. So was his baton, and that was much more important. Twice now, the Reaper in him had surfaced, and both times the baton had acted as its scythe. It had also been part of how he’d landed here, so it made sense that he’d need it to get back.

			Vic reached out, feeling for it. His hand landed on a shoe.

			“Watch it!” a voice barked.

			Jodi.

			A familiar scraping noise, a spark, and then a lighter blazed to life. It should have been tiny, a candle flame, but it lit the perfect darkness like a flare.

			Vic lay in a cave, surrounded by rough rock. There were train tracks to his left, so it wasn’t somewhere completely wild.

			Jodi sat on the ground. The flickering light cast her pale face in red.

			Adam’s stoner goth cousin looked worse for wear. At least she appeared sober, no longer shrill and on whatever had driven her to attack him, but her makeup was smeared and streaked like she’d been crying and her black-dyed hair was out of its pigtails. Tangled, it shot in every direction.

			He couldn’t look much better. At least she didn’t have his gun or baton. Jodi was too unstable for him to trust her with any kind of a weapon.

			“What are you doing?” he asked.

			“Waiting for you to wake up,” she said.

			“Why?” he growled. He was here because of her.

			He’d made a quick decision and pulled on the magic linking him and Adam. It had opened a portal, a hole. The druid had fallen in, according to plan, but then Jodi had knocked Vic in too.

			“I thought you might have some ideas on how to get out of here,” she said, folding into herself, looking small.

			Vic knew better than to fall for that.

			“We wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t pulled me in.”

			“I know,” she said, deflating.

			“Why did you try to save him? He was going to kill you, remember?”

			“I wasn’t—couldn’t think straight,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

			“Are you?” Vic asked. “Adam was trying to help you. Bobby was trying to help you, and you stabbed them in the back.”

			“I am,” she whined. “Really.”

			Vic nodded, but he could still taste the musk of the rattlesnakes, see the slash of red when John had cut Adam open, and the sickle, dripping with blood. “Have you seen him?” Vic asked.

			“Who?”

			“Who else, your great-grandfather?”

			“No,” she said, flinching at his tone before her expression fell.

			“Don’t look so disappointed,” Vic said.

			The man was dangerous, a murderer. He’d nearly killed Bobby. He’d hurt Adam.

			Oh, Adam!

			Vic closed his eyes, reached inside. The thread was still there. It wouldn’t be if Adam were dead, right?

			It felt faint, too thin, like it did when they were worlds apart, which Vic assumed they were.

			Whatever this place was, it wasn’t the spirit realm or Alfheimr, the two other worlds Vic had seen. They’d fallen through a portal that he’d opened with the Reaper. Wherever they were, this place belonged to her, to Death.

			“We should get out of here.” Vic pointed his head in the direction of the breeze. “Try to figure out where we are and if we can get home.”

			“You don’t know?” she asked.

			“Not in the slightest,” Vic said. “I have no idea where we are, only that it can’t be good.”

			He pondered leaving her behind or at least threatening her with it, but decided to tamp down the anger. Holding back a sigh, he said, “If we’re going to survive, we should probably stick together.”

			Jodi nodded sulkily, and Vic almost asked her how old she was. Adam’s age, maybe a year or two younger, but not much younger than himself. Maybe the backwoods life most of the Binders lived had a way of keeping them from growing up, slowing their development, like a tree that didn’t get enough light.

			“Are you hurt?” he asked her.

			“No,” she said, eyes narrowed.

			“Good, then let’s go,” he said, using what Adam called his cop voice.

			“Where? Where, exactly?”

			“I don’t know,” Vic repeated, waving to the tracks. “But outside sounds nice, anywhere but where a train might come along and hit us.”

			Vic found his feet, glad he could stand straight without hitting his head.

			“You coming?” he asked when Jodi didn’t follow.

			“What do you care?” she spat.

			“I don’t, much. But you’ve got our only light.”

			Vic didn’t really need it. His eyes were starting to adjust to the red glow ahead of them, but only darkness lay behind them.

			He walked on. Jodi could catch up if she wanted. A moment later, the lighter’s flame bounced along behind him.

			Vic took further stock of what he knew and what he didn’t.

			They couldn’t be anywhere close to Guthrie. If they were, Adam would have found him by now. If he could, if he wasn’t too hurt.

			Vic hadn’t had a chance to take stock of Adam’s wounds. There had been a lot of blood, but Adam had friends, powerful friends. He was important to the elves. They wouldn’t let him die.

			Then again, Vic had no idea how long he’d been here. A spike of worry slid into his gut.

			“How long was I out?” he asked Jodi.

			“I don’t know. I can’t tell time here.”

			“Long enough for my phone to die. What about yours?”

			“Yeah. It was that way when I woke up, but it’s shitty, so there’s that.”

			It wasn’t like the signal would reach across worlds.

			Vic closed his eyes, took a long breath. They had air. He wasn’t thirsty or hungry, which was important. They may not starve or die of thirst. He needed to know a lot more, but he at least knew that food in the spirit realms was dangerous to eat. Vic shuddered. He and Adam had fought about Vic’s ignorance, and just when they’d agreed that Adam would help explain magic and its risks, this happened. Not knowing had been dangerous before. It might prove fatal here.

			“What do you have in your purse?” Vic asked. “Any food or water?”

			Jodi shrugged. “Just makeup. Some tampons.”

			The breeze grew stronger. Red-tinted night poured in through the tunnel entrance, a square cut shape, another sign of civilization.

			“You really don’t know where we are?” Jodi demanded, putting the lighter away.

			“No,” Vic said.

			“But you opened that hole—that portal.”

			“Not on purpose. John forced it, and I don’t know how it happened.”

			“But I saw you. You’re a Grim Reaper.”

			Her eyes were wide with a bit of awe.

			“The scythe didn’t come with an instruction manual,” Vic said.

			Even if it had, he couldn’t imagine the hole the Reaper and Adam’s magic had ripped open was standard operating procedure. It hadn’t felt anything like when he’d reaped Mercy or Jodi’s boyfriend Billy. In those moments, something had passed through him. It hadn’t been external.

			The portal, or whatever it was, hadn’t been anything Vic had controlled.

			Thinking of Billy, Vic remembered that Jodi had lost someone to John. She’d lost several someones, including her grandmother and mother. It didn’t excuse what she’d done, but Vic’s tone softened when he spoke again.

			“You’re the witch. Does your Sight tell you anything?

			“How do you know about that?” Jodi demanded.

			“Your cousin, Adam.”

			“No,” she said. “I’m not getting anything. Sorry.”

			The wind tasted like salt and smoke, like the mesquite woodchips his dad had liked to grill with.

			“Let’s keep going,” Vic said, picking up the pace.

			“What’s your hurry?”

			“Let’s just say that I watch enough sci-fi to know that hanging out in a mysterious cave is a bad idea.”

			He wouldn’t tell Jodi that he could feel Adam. He knew better than to trust her with that.

			“What made you think you could hand your cousin over to your great-grandpa anyway?” Vic asked.

			“It felt like a good idea at the time,” Jodi said. Then, in a smaller voice, “I was scared.”

			Vic didn’t say anything. He had to put up with her for now. Fighting wouldn’t help either of them survive, but she’d shown her ass. He knew better than to fall for that innocent tone.

			The light grew brighter, but not better. Red and black covered everything, like a heat mirage on a highway.

			Something burned, mixing a bitter taste with the savory smoke. Vic sniffed, trying to find the source, and decided it was the outside air. He kept going and a tinny sound started, something metallic and rhythmic.

			“Is that music?” he asked, cocking an ear.

			They walked faster.

			It was music, something old and with lots of horns, the kind of thing his grandmother had enjoyed. It grew louder when they exited the tunnel.

			They were near the ocean, or at least some kind of ocean.

			The water was inky and slow, darker than any Vic had ever seen. Even the Caribbean at night wasn’t like this. But it was liquid. It flicked a few white caps at them in the constant, almost scouring wind.

			Another sound spun Vic around. A train was coming up the tracks. He pulled Jodi to the side. The train exited from the tunnel, which Vic now saw was cut into a hill, one among many, tall enough that people not from Colorado might call them mountains. They were lined in gravestones, pale and tilted, like row after row of crooked teeth.

			The train itself was at least a hundred years old. Probably more. His mom would know.

			It looked more like one of those trains from the zoo or an amusement park, open to the air. The conductor was a skeleton. The passengers were flesh, but their skin and clothes were bleached, like driftwood or old bones.

			Vic watched the train pass and stop at a pier that extended far into the water. Roller coasters and amusement rides stretched along the wooden planks. A Ferris wheel spun slowly against the black sky, the neon tubes on its spokes shone bright yellow, pink, and green.

			The same figures as the ones on the train rode the rides. Gray-skinned, gray-clothed, they looked like pencil sketches, flickering in and out of sight.

			The red and green lights should have lent it a festive air, but everything was twisted, bent as if by a funhouse mirror. Pieces were broken off. Ferris wheel spokes and roller coaster cars floated in space, close to their proper position, like the gravity didn’t matter, like they were caught in time, frozen in place. Vic could hear faint screams, echoes that could be joy or terror, though the ghostly riders didn’t appear to be moved by the thrills.

			Occasionally one would fall, pass through the car or the pier, falling into the sea without any look of alarm on their expressionless faces.

			The roller coaster cars skipped the gaps in their tracks and kept going. The Ferris wheel turned, and the untethered cars  followed along, going through the motions as if still attached.

			“It’s an amusement park,” Vic said, eyeing the merry-go-round. “An amusement park at the end of the world.”

			The music came from one of the buildings along the shore. Huge and wooden, it sported domes like minarets, and it was on fire. It burned, but the flames didn’t consume it. Nor did they stop the party as the couples he spied through the large, open doors continued dancing in a style he didn’t know. It wasn’t a waltz but something more frenzied.

			“We should go see,” Jodi said, eyes wide with curiosity.

			Vic stiffened. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We need to find a way out of here.”

			The train had vanished, and Vic didn’t see anything, or anyone, traveling in the other direction.

			He didn’t like the look of the water any more than he liked the look of the hills.

			Something about them felt hungry and watchful, like a lurking predator waiting to pounce.

			Vic would prefer not to head toward the carnival of the damned, but Jodi had already started that way, marching forward.

			He could let her go. He didn’t owe her anything. She’d nearly gotten Bobby killed. She’d shot Adam’s car, and he had no doubt she’d have let him die to save her own skin.

			To serve and protect . . . 

			Wasn’t that the job he’d signed up for, no matter how much he’d been starting to doubt it?

			Didn’t it apply to even the people who broke the law, even the dangerous idiots?

			Were all the Binders this way?

			Adam seemed to be the sanest of his family.

			“How did you even turn out halfway normal?” Vic muttered.

			“What?” Jodi demanded, turning back to face him.

			She would have good hearing.

			“Nothing,” Vic said.

			He swallowed a relieved smile even as he reached for the connection between him and Adam, grabbing it as hard as he could and trying to pull on it like he had before.

			That was how he’d opened the way here. Maybe he could open another hole, a way home.

			The connection thrummed, but nothing happened. Vic’s head started to ache.

			It was like trying to start a car with a dead battery. There was a scrape and a spark, but the engine wouldn’t turn over.

			“Adam?” he thought, sending it out along the line, thinking it as hard as he could.

			No answer. They were too far apart.

			Vic let out a long breath. It would be okay.

			He wasn’t alone. That was the important thing. Adam was out there, alive. Adam would come for him.

			For now, Vic only had to survive this place, wherever it was.

			A whole town stretched along the beach.

			Like the large building with the domes, most of the place was on fire, but it didn’t collapse. The town stood through it, like it had been burning forever.

			It was old, not ancient, and not the Wild West. Vic guessed it was a century back, maybe a little more.

			The front of the dance hall was open to the beach, and the people, the spirits inside, danced to some old big band number. Laughter mixed with the tune. The rush of wheels and the screams from the roller coaster blended with it all.

			Vic moved closer, eyeing the ghosts. Their clothes were old-fashioned, which didn’t surprise him, but they flickered between bones and flesh as they danced, looking more real and then less so as they whirled, stomped, and shimmied. He’d already guessed they were dead, but the skulls and bones fading in and out of their clothing and flesh made him swallow hard.

			“You here, boss?” he asked.

			This looked like Sara’s kind of scene, a place she’d rule. Death didn’t answer, and the Reaper slept inside him. It didn’t wake when Vic mentally prodded it. He wasn’t certain it was even there.

			“Sick,” Jodi said.

			Vic turned to see her poking an old man, one of the dead.

			His eyes were distant, focused on the black sea and its thick, slow waves. He wore a sailor’s uniform, crisp and whiter than his gray skin. It contrasted with his bony body and weathered face.

			Jodi poked him again, sinking her finger in all the way.

			“Ugh. It’s like Jell-O,” she said with a look of disgusted fascination.

			The ghost didn’t react.

			“Stop that,” Vic said. “What are you, twelve?”

			Jodi pulled her hand free.

			“What do you care?” she spat. “He’s dead. He didn’t even notice. See?”

			She flipped the old man off.

			Vic ground his teeth, but she wasn’t wrong. The ghost didn’t respond to the gesture.

			“That means you don’t have to respect him?” Vic asked. “And you don’t know how this place works. I don’t know how this place works. You could get a virus or something.”

			“You’re not in charge,” Jodi said.

			“Just leave them alone. What if he went solid and took your finger off?”

			Jodi scoffed, but Vic caught a blink of concern in her eyes.

			He turned to apologize to the old man but the spirit had started walking, taking steady steps toward the water. He entered the sea.

			Vic didn’t call out or try to stop him. The old man was waist deep. He glanced back once, and for a moment he was young, a boy on the edge of manhood, filling his white uniform. He smiled at them, his face full of promise. Then he dissolved. Turning as dark as the waves, he sank into them.

			The Reaper stirred then, shifting like a contented dog dreaming of rabbits. Vic could feel the rightness in the act, in the old man’s dissolution. The Reaper approved. This was right.

			The Reaper settled back into place, but Vic felt like it had opened an eye to stare him down and growl a warning.

			Beneath the satisfaction was something else, a cold, hard certainty, like the barrel of a gun pressed to the back of Vic’s neck. They did not belong here. This place was not for them. They should run.

			“We need to go,” he said, eyeing the burning building and the carnival.

			“Where?” Jodi waved a hand at the pier, at the shattered amusement park. “Where else is there to go?”

			She sounded demanding but also scared. She was a Binder. She had some magic, some sense of these things. She must feel it too.

			“East,” Vic said, listening to the thread, his tie to Adam.

			“Why?”

			“That’s the direction you’re from, right?”

			“Yeah, so what?”

			“You have a better idea?” Vic asked, waving at the water. “I don’t want to end up like him.”

			“It doesn’t sound very smart,” she said, narrowing her eyes before looking around, scanning the pier and the buildings. “There’s got to be someone we can ask, right?”

			“The ghosts aren’t talking. Let’s keep going, see if we can find a road out of here.”

			“There’s always the tunnel.”

			Vic shook his head and suppressed a shudder. He didn’t like that he hadn’t been able to see the exit on the other side of the hills, and he didn’t think they should try to climb them. The graves had gotten closer, or they’d increased in number, but it was hard to tell through the red haze and the moonless, starless night. Maybe it was all a mirage. Maybe they were moving. After all, the ground felt unsteady. This whole place felt slightly unreal, like a dream right before you woke up.

			The rock and the hard place, he thought.

			The hard place was the water.

			Staring at it, Vic could hear something on the edge of his senses. Beneath the other sounds, dozens of voices whispered, calling for him to walk into the waves, to sink into their depths, to dissolve, and simply let go.

			Jodi shuddered.

			“You hear it too,” he said.

			She swallowed hard.

			“Away from the water then?”

			“Yeah,” she agreed.

			They walked faster, trying to find a line between the grave-lined hills and the black ocean.

			Vic looked back once and saw the whole pier aflame. Then it went out and started again.

			“It’s a ghost,” he said. “This whole place is a ghost.”

			“Ghosts do that?” she asked, jabbing a finger as the park flew apart again.

			“According to every horror movie I’ve ever seen,” Vic said. “They’re like a film, looping over and over, living out their final moments.”

			Wherever this was, whatever it had been, it had died in a fire.

			“Buildings aren’t alive,” Jodi scoffed.

			She was wrong. His mom’s house had a feeling. It was warm and lived in. Home. It had felt sad when Vic’s dad had died. Not the people, the house, like it too, grieved Eduardo’s passing.

			Adam’s brother’s house, where Vic had dined once, was sterile, like the hospitals Bobby worked in.

			And there had been the hospital itself, Mercy, where Vic had met Adam. It had always felt off, even before he’d been shot.

			Maybe places soaked up something from the people who lived in them. After all, they lasted longer than their occupants. Maybe they could miss them too.

			Maybe we’re like pets to them, Vic pondered.

			He shook it off. Now wasn’t the time for philosophy.

			All he knew was that he wanted to avoid that water and whatever lurked in those hills.

			Jodi made a choking sound.

			Across the beach, down from the buildings, several figures drifted toward them.

			These weren’t ghosts or people, just vague shapes you could call humanoid.

			Vic had been to Alfheimr. He’d seen life in a dizzying variety of forms. He’d scuba-dived in the Caribbean and seen fish and coral of every color, but he’d never seen beings like these. He could not even tell if they were alive.

			They were mostly smoke, compressed together, and wholly naked except for their horned masks. Cracked and old, like bone or alabaster, they depicted grins, giving them a sinister air.

			Green embers drifted in the smoke of their bodies, making constellations of color and light. The sparks gathered in their eyes, giving them a glowing sight that fixed on Vic and Jodi. It looked—it felt—like hunger

			There were dozens of them.

			Vic checked his six and saw that it was too late to run. The creatures made a broad circle that was already tightening as they drifted closer.

			“What do we do?” Jodi demanded, eyes darting around them.

			“We run,” Vic said, hoping to squeeze by.

			He was nearly to a gap when one of the smoke devils flickered, flashing out of sight and reappearing right in front of him, too fast to follow.

			Vic skidded to a halt as it raised its hand. The devil only had three fingers. It drove them into his skull.

		

	
		
			3

			Adam

			It was good to have money. Adam knew this because he didn’t have any.

			“You replaced the tires?” he asked, eyeing the thick new treads on the Cutlass.

			They were outside their mom’s trailer. It had rained, washing the air in splattered red mud and the smell of rot. Autumn had set in.

			“Yep,” Bobby said. He had two duffel bags. They still had the tags on them. “She’s got a full tank too. So where are we headed? You said Liberty House, but that’s not the final stop, right? Vic’s not there.”

			“We?” Adam asked.

			“You think I’m not going with you?” Bobby asked.

			“It’s not safe,” Adam said, looking to Tilla, hoping she’d help him convince Bobby not to come. “I already had to talk Vran out of it, and he’s got magic, way more than me.”

			“Adam . . .” Bobby trailed off.

			“It’s not safe,” Adam stressed. More quietly, he added. “I already lost Sue.”

			“Cheap shot, Adam Lee,” his brother said. “And it’s not going to work.”

			But Adam meant it. He couldn’t lose Vic, but he also didn’t know how many more hits he could take or how he’d handle them if they came. There were parts of him that felt cracked, barely held together, much like the Cutlass’s engine.

			If Bobby sacrificed himself to save Vic, Adam knew he’d fly apart.

			Their mother looked between them, her weathered hands shoved into her jean pockets.

			Adam didn’t know much about where he was headed, but he knew it was more dangerous than anywhere he’d been. Worse, he didn’t have Argent or Silver to back him up.

			Bobby scoffed.

			“I know there’s a risk,” Bobby said. “I lost my wife, remember?”

			Tilla dropped her eyes to the ground. She looked tired. The worry, the endless hospital visits—it all had to be taking a toll.

			She deserved some peace from all the chaos her sons had brought into her world. She deserved some happiness, especially after these last few months and all the old secrets they’d dredged up.

			“I do,” Adam said quietly.

			He hadn’t been able to save Annie. He’d never forget it, never stop feeling his failure like a punch in the stomach.

			He swallowed hard.

			Bobby’s tone softened when he spoke again.

			“I don’t want you to lose Vic too. He saved my life. He went wherever he is because he saved me.”

			Bobby wasn’t wrong.

			Adam had been down, the cut across his chest pure agony, but Vic had saved Bobby and been lost in the act.

			“All right,” Adam conceded, knowing he shouldn’t, knowing that if Bobby died down there it would kill their mom, and maybe Adam too, despite all the things that had passed between them.

			“Mom?” Adam asked.

			She tsked.

			“Go get your man,” she said.

			Adam choked. He could have gone his whole life without hearing her say that, but he appreciated the sentiment, that she’d accepted what Vic was to him.

			He hugged her hard, with both arms, and she hugged him back.

			Adam inhaled her scent of burnt coffee and cigarettes. He didn’t think he could ever remember any other smells associated with her.

			“Be careful,” she whispered.

			He’d lost Sue. Adam wasn’t certain he’d ever be as close to his mother, but she and Bobby were all the family he had left.

			Adam refused to count Jodi. She’d lost any claim to him when she’d kidnapped Bobby and knocked Vic to wherever he’d fallen.

			Maybe Adam would get to call Vic’s family his someday. The idea of having Jesse for a brother-in-law tempted a smile, but he couldn’t. The idea of it was nearly as scary as the looming road trip. It put a weird flutter in Adam’s gut, like too much coffee on an empty stomach.

			Adam hadn’t called Jesse or Maria, Vic’s mother. He knew he should, but he didn’t know how to explain, how much they should know about the Other Side. No. He’d get Vic back first, then he’d deal with their anger and disappointment.

			Adam opened the trunk.

			There were gallons of water, boxes of protein bars, and cans of gasoline.

			Adam blinked. His brother had prepared.

			“What’s in the bags?” he asked Bobby.

			“Everything else I could think of,” Bobby said, hefting up the duffels. “First aid kit. Road flares. Guns. Bullets. Knives. Socks. A machete. I would have bought a rocket launcher if I could have.”

			“Socks?” Adam asked.

			“Homeless people say they need socks,” Bobby said with a shrug.

			“You got the guns from the pawnshop?” Adam asked.

			“Yeah. How did you know?”

			It was Adam’s turn to shrug.

			“It’s Guthrie,” he said.

			Adam had no use for guns, at least not usually, and he’d prefer not to need them now.

			He still didn’t know if he’d hesitate. The druid was a monster, but Adam’s gut roiled to think that he had the right to decide whether John died or not.

			Then again, he had no choice. He’d made a bargain. The Guardians of the West would remember. If Adam had shot John when he’d first seen him all of this could have been avoided. Or not.

			Death had set them up. He had to remember that.

			His relationship to Sara had changed when he’d found out who she was and what she’d intended for Bobby. Adam had been a fool to think she didn’t have another use for him up her sleeve. He had to watch out for her, find a way to get free of her influence.

			Somebody always wanted something.

			Then there was Jodi, and also Mel, the mysterious package Sara wanted brought back from where she could not go. Something was wrong with Sara. Adam felt it deep in his gut, and the sloshing coffee-soaked feeling worsened.

			He was tempted to suggest they take Bobby’s car, the white refrigerator that had been Annie’s. There’d be more room, but Adam climbed into the Cutlass.

			He wanted its familiarity, its speed, and it couldn’t hurt that he’d put a lot of magic into it over the years. That might count for something where they were going.

			“Where do we start?” Bobby asked, heading for the passenger door and snapping Adam out of his thoughts.

			“I really wish you’d stay behind,” Adam said, trying one last time.

			“Not gonna happen, little brother,” Bobby said.

			Settling into the bucket seat, Adam felt instantly better, even though the new scar across his chest pulled.

			The car was home to him. It had been for a long while, even before Sue’s trailer had gone up in flames. That might have been his way down, his own version of hell. He’d seen John there when he’d come to kill Noreen, Jodi’s mother. Adam had dove through flames to save her, and in the end it hadn’t been enough. John had killed Noreen just like he’d killed Sue.

			But as bad as it had been, that wasn’t his personal hell.

			Adam squeezed his eyes shut. He could do this.

			Tilla walked ahead to open the gate at the end of the long gravel driveway. She waved and Adam waved back as he drove away.

			Be safe, he wished, he willed, for all the good it might do.

			They crested the little hill at the top of Tilla’s property and she was out of sight.

			The rain had left the road soft. The grass retreated in patches, leaving the ruddy ground looking like it bled from open wounds. They passed a flock of crows perched on a barbed wire fence.

			It seemed the land knew where they were going and had decided to set the mood.

			Adam knew the way, could have found it in his sleep, but he’d never driven out to see it again, not since he’d walked away to arrive dust-covered and thirsty at Sue’s trailer.

			Bobby looked sheepish as he stared out the window.

			The last time they’d talked about it, Bobby had clung to the illusion, the glamour that had masked the place’s true nature.

			Death had concealed it from him, intending for Adam to use his time there to learn to control his magic, which he had, but Adam had always seen through it, had always known it as decrepit and cold.

			Adam turned on the stereo and let the playlist from his phone distract him from the memories.

			“What is this?” Bobby asked, pointing to the stereo.

			“Emotional War Crime,” Adam said. “They’re good.”

			They were a bit angrier than he liked, but he could use a little anger to cover his worry.

			It had been a lot of work to replace the ancient eight-track and the blown speakers, but it had been the one thing he’d really wanted when he’d restored the Cutlass, to be able to drive to proper music and not have to keep a boom box on the passenger seat.

			It meant the car wasn’t as classic, that if he ever tried to sell her he’d get less money, but he couldn’t imagine not wanting the Cutlass, not driving her.

			“Thank you for the tires,” Adam said. “I’ll pay you back.”

			“Don’t worry about it. I know she’s your baby.”

			They reached pavement and the ride smoothed.

			“Thanks,” Adam repeated because he did not know what to say.

			A few months back, before he’d gone to Denver, before Sue or Annie died, Adam would have fought his brother’s generosity, knowing there would be strings attached. Those strings weren’t so bad now. Adam had forgiven Bobby—mostly. Not that it made going back easy. Nothing about Liberty House had been easy.

			The sky had clouded, threatening rain.

			“It’s almost Halloween,” Bobby said. “It looks like it out there.”

			“Yeah,” Adam said.

			He’d wanted to spend it with Vic, maybe at his mother’s. They could give out candy, watch a scary movie, though nothing too scary. They’d both had enough real-life horror since they’d met.

			The playlist shifted to something lighter. Adam didn’t mind. Bobby didn’t comment.

			He wondered how long it would be, where the road would take them once they reached Liberty House.

			It would be long. He expected that much. Otherwise Sara wouldn’t have warned him to drive.

			Liberty House emerged from the weathered cottonwood and the dusty, dark-barked scrub oak.

			All sprawling wood and aged red brick, it reminded Adam of something colonial or southern, or someone’s idea of those times. Thick columns lined the front, their paint long peeled to show the cracked, dry wood. Weeds and grass should have filled the yard, but it was dead, a pool of the red Oklahoma clay. The windows were too filmed with dirt to see past the iron bars.

			The east wing had collapsed, its roof imploded, its bricks piled everywhere.

			There wasn’t any graffiti, any sign of forced entry or squatters. Not that Adam had expected it. They were pretty far out into the country, and he could feel the lingering touch of magic, some slight taste that said to turn back, to not trespass here.

			“What is that?” Bobby asked with a shudder.

			“You feel it too?” Adam asked.

			“Yeah, it’s a bit like biting aluminum foil with metal fillings.”

			“Shit, you’re old.”

			“At least I’ve been to the dentist in the last decade.”

			Adam bit down a comment.

			He did not want to fight so he did not point out that it was Bobby’s dumping him into Liberty House that had made Adam drop out of high school.

			They were both tense. Adam could accept that.

			“It’s a spell, a bit like the one on the old homestead. It’s meant to keep people out,” Adam explained. He reached out, let his sense trail over the edges of the boundary. The magic was frayed, not solid enough to act as a ward, but he’d bet it spooked off any normal humans and most animals. Not cats though. Cats did not give a shit. He’d have to ask one of the immortals about that sometime.

			“It’s fading,” Adam said. “The glamour is long gone so we can see the house as it really is.”

			Bobby raised an eyebrow, something Adam could never do.

			“The illusion that disguised it,” Adam explained.

			“But this is how it always was, wasn’t it?” Bobby asked. “This is what you saw when I brought you here.”

			“Yeah. It’s in worse shape now, but it was always pretty bad.”

			Bobby opened his mouth, then closed it and shook his head.

			Adam did not know if that was better or worse than another apology.

			It hadn’t been all bad. He had to remember that.

			He’d spent as little time paying attention to the house as possible. Instead, he’d explored the Other Side, where he’d loved and lost Silver after learning to control his magic, to stop his mind from drifting away into the spirit realm.

			That had been the entire point actually, another of Death’s plans. She’d wanted him to learn to control his magic. She’d conspired with Silver’s father, the King of the Elves, for Silver to train him, a plan that had worked too well when Silver had fallen in love.

			What had Sara said about free will?

			With it, nothing ever goes according to plan.

			Life got in the way of Death’s schemes.

			Good, he thought.

			The engine hummed.

			Adam watched his brother out of the corner of his eye.

			Bobby stared at the collapsing porch, the thick steel door, the prison where he’d committed Adam. His eyes shone as if he might cry.

			Adam knew he was taking in the reality, what Death had hidden from him, even as Adam pried for supernatural cracks, a way through to the underworld. The spirit realm was there, but that wasn’t the way. They needed to descend.

			“Do we go inside?” Bobby asked.

			“I don’t think so. Death said to bring the car.”

			“You can’t see it?” a voice asked from the back seat. “It’s right there.”

			Adam jumped at the shock. Recovering, he ground his teeth and checked the rearview mirror.

			“Who the—?” Bobby started.

			“Vran,” Adam said, sounding tired to his own ears. “This is my brother, Robert.”

			“Bobby is fine,” he said sheepishly, still staring at the elf.

			Vran grinned at them.

			The elf wore a black silk shirt, totally impractical for any kind of fighting, and jeans you could have painted on. His smooth skin was pale with a blue-green tinge, a hint to his aquatic nature. His eyes and hair were a mix of navy and black, a color Adam envied.

			“I told you I didn’t want you coming along,” Adam said. “Either of you.”

			“You need me,” Vran said, flicking a hand at the house. “You’re practically blind.”

			He no longer wore a crown. Adam wondered if he’d been stripped of his rank, if Silver’s elevation to the throne of Alfheimr had cost Vran his position in the House of Water, the Cups, where he’d held the title of page.

			“What are you talking about?” Bobby asked.

			“Really?” Vran snipped. “There’s a gate right there.”

			“We’re human,” Adam said. “And I don’t sense a glamour.”

			“There isn’t one,” Vran said. “Seriously, drive. It’s big enough for the car.”

			“There’s a building there,” Bobby said, gesturing at the obvious.

			“Not really. Or not entirely. Just trust me.” Vran’s eye roll signaled his youth. “Or don’t and don’t go anywhere.”

			“Are you really letting him come along?” Bobby asked, still taking in Vran’s look. “He’s just a kid.”

			“You’re one to talk,” Adam said, putting the car into gear. “And he can see things we can’t.”

			“Adam—” Bobby said, gripping the passenger’s Oh-Jesus bar.

			“He saved my life,” Adam said, flooring it.

			Bobby tensed, stiffening in his seat. Adam did too. If Vran meant to kill them this would be an efficient way to do it.

			The front bumper touched the porch and the world melted. The house became translucent. They slowed, like driving through cold soup. The walls, the ruined wallpaper, and the broken linoleum floor peeled back, trying to retreat from the car.

			The endless days poured back into Adam. The tasteless food, the VCR with the same old movies, the same westerns his dad had made him watch. They played over and over at a lulling, sleep-inducing volume.

			The orderlies, massive trolls too like the jocks who’d tormented him in the locker room, lumbered through the halls in their food-stained scrubs. They rarely spoke, but always eyed him, hungry for any excuse to bully him.

			Adam could only avoid them and the other patients, wait for night, to escape into a spirit walk. He pretended to be spaced out more than he was, hoping they’d leave him alone.

			But the memories of that, of his time with Perak, the purple-haired elf boy Silver had chosen for his disguise, didn’t come now.

			Adam wanted to escape, to get out, but they weren’t even allowed outside.

			He couldn’t talk to the other patients. If he tried, he only heard stories and rants, psychosis and threats. Once, at lunch, another boy had taken a fork and jabbed it into his own hand. He’d looked normal enough until that incident, until his eyes went wild with hate and something utterly untamed that Adam could feel washing through him, the flimsy defenses that Perak had helped him weave were undone by the sheer strange joy of the other boy’s madness.

			“Wish it were your eye,” he said to Adam matter-of-factly, grinning as the blood welled and the nurses watched, unconcerned except about the mess they’d have to clean.

			Adam’s stomach ached from the punch an orderly landed when no one was looking.

			He tasted the sick smell of his own vomit when the meds were too much. The horrible slowness of trying to mop it up with paper towels because they made him, laughing from the other side of his door as the cold room with the cinder block walls spun. Adam fought back the need to pass out into the puddle of watery oatmeal and weak coffee.

			Caught between the memory and the present, Adam’s stomach roiled.

			He felt the endless needles, the pinpricks, the restraints.

			In his chest, the warlock wound pulsed. He winced, groaned aloud.

			It felt like red and black, like anger . . . like jealousy.

			He could almost hear it howling, a rabid dog that still recognized and missed its owner.

			The last thing he saw was the classroom. Adam sat alone at a desk, in the front row, because they wouldn’t let him sit anywhere else.

			The teacher pointed to the board, trying to get something through to him, some concept Adam could not focus on.

			The vision dissolved into fog, red like broken blood vessels. Adam hit the brakes as the scene vanished, the inflicted memory popping like a soap bubble. The Cutlass came to a stop somewhere else.

			Adam reeled in his seat, swallowing his breakfast back down and getting his breath back.

			Bobby and Vran did not look much better.

			“Annie,” Bobby muttered.

			He was still in the memories.

			Gritting his teeth, Adam reached over and pinched his brother’s arm.

			“Oww!” Bobby called before glaring at Adam and rubbing the spot. “Why did you do that?”

			“It worked didn’t it?”

			Shaking, Adam killed the engine. The need to puke was still there. He threw his door open, stumbled out, but held down his breakfast.

			Bobby climbed out. He looked sad. He looked hurt, and how dare he? He’d been the one to lock Adam in that place, the place he’d had to go back to, to see and relive.

			The wound had dredged up something molten and dark, like smoldering lava. Old anger and old hate vibrated through Adam, and he could see exactly how punchable his brother’s face was.

			Adam tried to tamp it down, to remember that he’d forgiven Bobby. He’d let it go. He had let it go.

			He stared at the landscape with narrowed eyes, taking several long breaths of the night air until he’d calmed.

			The sky was dark green, nearly black. The moon, ever-present in the spirit realm, wasn’t in the sky. On the Other Side there’d been a ruined church where Liberty House had stood, an echo of its mortal origins.

			The structure behind them was the same house, the same building as Liberty, but it was more like a corpse. The lines were distorted, curved—like the building was wet, rotting clay twisted by a giant’s hand.

			There were no watchtowers here, no boundary markers, and Adam shuddered at the sight. They were truly on their own. They had no one and nowhere to go to for help.

			“This isn’t the Other Side,” he said. “Where are we?”

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Vran asked, climbing out to stand beside him.

			“No,” Adam and Bobby said together.

			“Death made that house with her magic. She made it for you, Adam, but her magic isn’t like ours. It left a gate that only you could open. We’re on the road, the spiral, that she showed us.”

			“And that’s why everything is all Salvador Dali?” Bobby asked, waving toward the twisting landscape.

			“What?” Adam asked.

			“Melted watches, that kind of thing,” Bobby explained. “Like plastic left in the oven.”

			“I don’t know,” Adam admitted.

			It made sense. Everything was misshapen, the original lines  set at weird angles.

			Even the trees, cottonwoods like the ones outside Liberty House, were bent. Twisted and pale, their bark stripped by the dry wind, they jutted out of the earth like half-buried bones. Adam knelt, touched the ground with his palm.

			Dust. It was all dust, with none of the mud or water he’d have felt back home.

			He couldn’t feel any magic, any life. This place, this whole world, was dead.

			This might be how Death saw the world, how she experienced it. After all, mortal sight wasn’t like immortal sight. Sara’s entire perspective might be twisted by her nature. Yet she said she couldn’t come here.

			“This isn’t somewhere I’ve been, but it fits the description, an underworld,” Adam said. “There’s supposed to be an ocean though, a sea.”

			Adam felt for his magic, slight as it was. It was there, but the landscape didn’t feel like the Other Side, teeming with life and power. There wasn’t much gas in that tank.

			“How do you feel, Vran?” Adam asked.

			The elf closed his eyes, and let out a breath.

			“Dry,” he said. “This place. All of it.”

			“Yeah,” Adam agreed.

			Vran was a sea elf. It made sense that he’d translate his sense of magic through water. All of the spells Adam had seen him cast had involved his native element. Adam didn’t like removing the boy from it.

			“But you said there’s supposed to be an ocean,” Bobby said.

			“Her intel might be wrong,” Adam said. “She can’t come here.”

			Sara had always been an information broker. It put something hard in his belly that she might have faulty intelligence.

			“Why not?” Bobby asked, testing the ground with his toe.

			“It’s one of those rules I don’t understand,” Adam said. “But I think maybe, this place, the underworld, is part of her. She can’t cross into herself.”

			“But look at it,” Bobby said. “It’s a whole world.”

			He waved to the horizon.

			He wasn’t having any trouble seeing, any trouble perceiving this place. The Other Side took magic to experience, and Adam had never gotten an exact idea how far into it Bobby could see. His brother had magic, though Adam had never learned its full extent.

			“They’d need it, wouldn’t they?” Adam asked. “I mean, the dead do outnumber the living.”

			Vran was looking at them, at everything, with an expression of pure fascination. That made sense too. His people lived forever if no one killed them. To him death was an abstract, not an iced tea–swilling chess master who’d forced Adam into the world’s worst road trip.

			Death was forever. It had to be bigger than life, but that didn’t add up either. There were billions of people in the world, and billions and billions more had died. Even if this was a whole world, it should be overcrowded with shades.

			He saw none, and wasn’t anxious to.

			“How much salt did we bring?” he asked Bobby.

			“About five pounds,” Bobby said.

			Adam gaped at him.

			Bobby chuckled.

			“What? I watch TV,” Bobby said. “And I was there when Silver set the wards around Mom’s place.”

			“Well done,” Adam conceded.

			“So how do we find Vic?” Vran asked.

			He’d wrapped his arms around himself as if to ward away the cold, but the place was warm enough to Adam, and Vran was used to an ocean’s depths.

			Adam knew it wasn’t the temperature. He felt it too.

			The very air of the place tasted strange. It brushed against Adam’s senses, magical and mundane, like probing fingertips.

			How much more must Vran be feeling it? Adam wondered how quickly he might regret having tagged along.

			“Can we get back this way?” Adam asked Vran. “Is the hole still there?”

			“No,” the elf said. “Just the house.”

			So it was already too late. Closing his eyes like he wanted to drift off to sleep, Adam searched inside himself for his connection to Vic.

			You there? Adam asked, sending it along the line.

			No answer, but the link remained. It might be his imagination, his hope, but he thought it felt a little stronger, strong enough to follow, strong enough to reel it in.

			Vic was there, but he was far away, farther down the spiral. Death hadn’t lied. It would be a long trip.

			“What now?” Bobby asked.

			“We drive,” Adam said. “We descend.”
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			Vic

			He hated hospitals. How had he forgotten that?

			Every taste of the cold air, bitter and sweet from antiseptic and the cleaner they used on the floors, mixed with the constant beeps to take Vic back to Eduardo, to the memory of his dad lying in a bed that inflated and deflated automatically to prevent bedsores. Eduardo had joked about it, or tried to, but Vic had known he only wanted to sleep off the chemo and wait for the good news that never came. Between the bed and the nurses always checking on him, Eduardo hadn’t been able to rest. Weeks of it had dulled his usually constant cheer.

			Vic hadn’t thought that working security at Mercy for extra training hours and money would bother him. It looked good for a rookie, but now the incessant reminders of his dad’s slow end were piling up.

			“It doesn’t get very exciting around here,” Carl said, leading Vic around the floor. “We mostly watch the cameras and take a walk every hour or so. You know, to get your steps in.”

			He twisted his wrist to show Vic the pedometer app on his smartwatch. “Every once in a while a drunk wanders in off of Colfax and we call it in or chase them out.”

			Vic forced a smile. At least Mercy didn’t feel anything like UC Health. Despite its age, the hospital was a weird mix of the modern laid atop a very old building. Undergoing renovation, it felt empty, a little lonely, as if it hadn’t seen a century of illness and sorrow.

			And Mercy was close to City Park. Vic could get a run in after his shift, and there was a great bookstore nearby, somewhere to browse and pick up the latest sci-fi paperback.

			He followed Carl, half listening as the older cop talked about the good old days of the Denver Police Department and some of the things he’d seen.

			“There weren’t as many rules back then,” Carl mused. “But people were more ignorant too.”

			He gave Vic a pointed look, as if prompting him to say something.

			Vic didn’t know how to take that. He could tease Carl, poke the bear a little, but the older man meant well. He might talk too much, and overcompensate, but he was trying to train Vic.

			“Thanks for showing me the ropes,” Vic said.

			They went back to the security office, a little closet of a room on the first floor.

			Carl picked up the ringing phone with a quick hello.

			“Sure,” he said after a moment. “I’ll send the rookie.”

			Carl hung up and smiled at Vic like he had a treat for him.

			“You want to give someone a tour?” he asked, like he hadn’t already volunteered Vic. “Dr. Binder has asked for someone to take his brother around the hospital, especially the old parts.”

			“Sure,” Vic said.

			A break from Carl’s chatter and the little office would be nice. The older cop tended to hover, like Vic hadn’t graduated from the academy or gotten the job on his own merit.

			He never liked it when someone tried to act like a mentor, like they were his father. He’d had a father, and it always annoyed him when anyone tried to fill Eduardo’s shoes.

			It was bad enough that Vic’s mother questioned his choices. Sure, she was proud of him, but there was always an undercurrent, a worry about losing him and about what being a cop meant, especially for a Mexican.

			Vic always argued that she’d been the one to push him to do something meaningful with his life. He reminded her that he was hardly the only person of color in his graduating class, and told her he hoped that he could make the force better. He didn’t know the job yet, and Carl’s experience could be useful.

			Still, Maria worried, even more now that Eduardo was gone. She worried Vic would be shot. She worried he’d die too, and Jesse wouldn’t take it well if anything happened to Vic. Maria never said it, but it was always there, no matter how many times he told her the job wasn’t as dangerous as she thought.

			Vic shook it off. His mother would relax. She loved him, and he’d never doubted that, not once. Her fears were born of love and that warmed him even if it chafed a little.

			A guy waited at the nurse’s station. The brother.

			Dirty blond, blue-eyed, and a bit skinny—he sat in a chair, legs a bit spread. He looked at Vic with an expression of curiosity—no, not that. The guy was checking him out.

			Vic didn’t even have to introduce himself. The guy leaned in to read his badge, and Vic forced himself not to grin as he said Vic’s name with a nervous swallow.

			Vic gave the guy the same tour Carl had given him.

			When the guy said he was a writer then Vic knew he had to show him the old psych ward. It was stone, dark gray. The ceilings were vaulted, more like a church or a European college than a hospital. It smelled different too, like it had soaked up all the different flavors of the chemicals ever used on it.

			And it wasn’t bad, the way the guy stared, trying to be subtle about it and failing miserably.

			Hell, Vic was flattered. His mom was always buying Pride flags for her office to let her students know they had an ally and a safe space. He’d grown up with her gay and lesbian friends in the history department and any kind of dumb comment from him or Jesse, especially something sexist, had earned a quick reprisal.

			It was probably the uniform. Vic knew he made it look good.

			He grinned as he left the guy alone to soak up the creepy vibe, taking his flashlight to peek into some of the empty offices.

			A shadow darted ahead. Vic couldn’t quite make it out. Too big for a rat. Maybe somebody’s cat had gotten in here. It rounded the corner, moving just beyond his flashlight beam. Vic chased it, but it had vanished. He shuddered despite himself. There wasn’t anything to be afraid of.

			He told himself it was just this place that was creeping him out, but Vic couldn’t shake the sense that he’d done this all before, that he’d been in this exact moment another time, and that he knew the thing, the darting shadow, that he couldn’t catch up to.

			The feeling stayed in the back of his mind through the end of the tour. He dropped Dr. Binder’s brother off with a parting nod and a smile that made the guy blush a little. Vic kept smiling as he took the elevator to meet Carl for lunch.

			The guy was all right, but he talked with food in his mouth. He kept telling stories of the past while Vic kept trying to shake off the déjà vu. Hadn’t Carl told him all of this already?

			They were walking the floors again when Carl got another call from the hospital’s security desk. He wasn’t smiling this time. Dr. Binder had reported his badge missing about the same time it was used to access the HR records room. Whoever was there was definitely not the arrogant Dr. Binder.

			Carl and Vic were already in motion when the office relayed the trespasser’s description over the radio.

			“It’s his brother,” Vic explained to Carl. “The guy from the tour. I don’t think he’s a threat. He’s curious about the hospital.”

			“Let’s find out what he’s up to and we can escort him off site if no harm’s been done,” Carl said.

			Vic had been wrong though. The guy was clearly up to something. His blue eyes dropped to the floor, but the situation was under control. Then Carl let out a growl, a sound more guttural than human.

			Vic turned in time to see Carl raise his gun and moved without thinking, throwing himself in front of Dr. Binder’s brother. A thundering bang he knew too well, always so much louder than in the movies. The tear through his body felt like a piledriver against his chest.

			Then he couldn’t breathe.

			Vic’s ears rang, and no matter how he tried, he couldn’t pull in oxygen, couldn’t stay upright. Arms were around him, holding him, reaching to apply pressure.

			Carl looked like a rabid dog, his mouth wide like he’d choked on a snake. His eyes had burst, filled with blood. He growled. He struggled, fighting with himself, with something inside him.

			Smoke was everywhere. It resolved into a shape, almost a person.

			The gun wavered, trying to fix on Dr. Binder’s brother.

			No. No. No.

			But Carl put the barrel to his mouth and thunder roared again.

			The shadows closed in. Ice bit into Vic’s heart, into his head. He felt the fingers digging like claws, worming into his mind, each tip a hungry mouth gnawing at the pain, slurping it out.

			Then blackness.

			The roar of the gun again, the pain—the slam into Adam, the feeling of his life racing away. Everything hurt. Everything.

			Carl put the gun to his mouth. He pulled the trigger again.

			Then blackness.

			Then again.

			Vic lost count of how many times the moment looped and how long the devil drank his pain.

			He was dying. Adam had him. Carl died.

			The moment, the memory, went on and on.

			With a gasp Vic surfaced, waking from where he’d gone—into the past.

			He blinked.

			The masked creature, the demon, loomed over him. It put its smoking fingers to the mouth of its mask. A tendril flickered out, a tongue, drinking the green fire dripping from its nails. It licked at what it had extracted from Vic’s skull.

			The pain, the ache of that memory—getting shot, Carl dying. It was all gone.

			Vic could feel the hole, the shape of it in his heart, but the memory was distant now, like it had happened long ago.

			“Mom?” Jodi sobbed from somewhere beside him.

			Vic shuffled, heard a clink, and realized he was chained to a wall by an iron manacle attached to his ankle.

			He’d been captured before, but he’d had Argent for backup last time, and there hadn’t been devils surrounding him. The elf would have made short work of them.

			“You out there, Queenie?” he said to the smoke-wreathed ceiling, scanning the ever-burning walls. He could hear the pleading in his voice. “Now would be a good time for one of your big entrances.”

			No answer came, not that he’d expected one.

			“I’m so sorry,” Jodi said. “I’m so sorry, Mom.”

			Jodi’s chain rattled as she hugged herself and shook. A pair of demons stood over her. One of them had its hand driven into her skull. It wriggled its fingers as if searching for something.

			Vic cast about, trying to get more information, to find out everything he could.

			This had to be the burning building, the dance hall. The walls smoldered. Sweat soaked his underarms and the small of his back. He could smell his own terror from the moment of the gunshot. His ears still rang—but it was in the past now, the far past.

			And he couldn’t feel it, like it had happened to someone else.

			Focus, Martinez, he thought. He could use the calmness, the empty feeling to figure out how to get them out of here.

			The devil leaning over Jodi found whatever it was looking for. It stopped rooting in her head and closed its fist.

			“What are you doing?” Vic demanded from the demon looming over him. “What did you take?”

			It didn’t answer. Vic didn’t even know if it could.

			He tried again to feel the memory, but came up with nothing. It had been a horrible day, but it had been the day he’d met Adam. The good of that was mixed up in the bad, the pain and horror, the things they’d taken.

			Vic narrowed his eyes. If he found a way, these devils would pay.

			“I’m so sorry,” Jodi said again, trapped in whatever they forced her to remember.

			The devil removed its hand from her head. It held something green and glowing, brought its hand to the mouth of its mask. The light moved down its throat, swarming through its body like fireflies. As it ate, pieces of it flickered, like a person emerging from the smoke, a bit of skin here, a little clothing. They swam atop the smoke, disconnected, out of focus.

			Jodi went slack. Whatever she’d been remembering, the death of her mom or something else, they’d taken the feeling of it.

			“No,” Vic said stiffly.

			If they could do that to Jodi, they could keep doing that to him.

			He’d had a worse day, only one, and Vic did not want to lose it.

			He didn’t want to stop feeling it. If Vic stopped feeling it, his dad really would be gone.

			Vic wasn’t ready for that, for it to be numb.

			Adam, he called. Adam, please.

			The devil in front of him shifted, moved to its fellow. They stepped into one another, their smoky forms intermixing, the green embers they’d eaten flowing between them in a weirdly intimate way.

			Taking heaving breaths, Vic scanned the room. The wooden floor, that old-fashioned square design. It didn’t burn. The flames were hot, but he wasn’t certain they were physical. They may not hurt him if he could get out of the manacle.

			Then he spied something, someone, chained to the opposite wall. She looked alive, but her eyes were sleepy, like someone heavily sedated.

			The devil came closer, blocking Vic’s view. It lifted its hand.

			“No!” he screamed, straining at the length of chain. He could only go so far, stay in its reach or back into the flames and risk lighting himself on fire.

			The devil’s fingers plunged into his forehead.
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			Adam

			“Which way?” Bobby asked.

			No signs or streetlights marked the dark, empty road.

			“I don’t exactly know,” Adam said.

			It wasn’t like the road curved downward, an endless off-ramp with convenient flashing arrows that read this way to hell!

			At least it was asphalt or something near to it. It ran dark and smooth beneath the gloomy, black-red sky.

			“We should look for other markers,” Adam said. “Other gates.”

			“To other underworlds?” Bobby asked. “Other hells?”

			He spun around, taking in the gloom.

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “I don’t think we’re low enough.”

			There wasn’t anything here.

			Once, Adam would have fallen to his knees in gratitude at the spiritual silence. His Sight had been a curse in high school. To have it shut down would have helped him avoid Liberty House. He could have graduated. His life would have been entirely different.

			But it wasn’t like his Sight was gone.

			Adam could feel Bobby’s magic, untapped, dim, but present. And Vran was like a sparkler, sending out embers of light, but that was all he felt. They were it.

			“We should be careful,” Adam said. “We’re not like this place, we’re foreign to it.”

			Vran nodded, understanding.

			“What do you mean?” Bobby asked.

			“We’re alive,” Adam said. “We don’t know what that means here. Let’s not broadcast our presence.”

			Adam tucked his meager magic inside himself, and put up a wall.

			Vran cloaked his own power in a glamour.

			Bobby was weaker than Adam, but he still gave off a light. In this perfect darkness it shone too bright for comfort.

			They’d never talked about it, never discussed what magic Bobby had, only that Annie had given her life, her magic, to save Bobby.

			“Why are you looking at me like I burped in church?” Bobby asked Vran.

			Vran cocked his head to the side, trying to understand the expression.

			“He doesn’t know,” Adam explained to the elf. “We have to show him.”

			Bobby looked between them.

			“We need to teach you how to hide your magic,” Vran said.

			Adam could feel Bobby’s embarrassment. That’s how unshielded he was, how easy to read here.

			“It’s okay,” Adam said. “It’s nothing to blush at. You just don’t know. And I know you don’t like talking about it, but it’s dangerous. Vran, can you show him what to do?”

			Vran scoffed. “Even an elven baby knows how to ward themselves.”

			“Then it should be easy for you to teach him,” Adam said.

			“Why don’t you do it?” Vran demanded. “He’s your brother.”

			Adam took in more of the sky, of the dark trees. There was no wind, but their bare branches quivered. They stopped suddenly like they’d realized he was watching them.

			“Because we need to go,” Adam said. “Right now.”

			Vran followed Adam’s gaze and nodded. The three of them made for the car. They didn’t run, but they didn’t linger either.

			And for once Bobby didn’t question Adam.

			The tension eased when they were back on the road. Some of Adam’s pain, what he’d felt passing through Liberty House, had dulled.

			Adam couldn’t imagine the trip would get any better. Death had shown them something like a map, a spiral turning downward. They’d just started, and he strongly suspected that the sense of not belonging, the need to retreat, would get worse the lower they went.

			Adam drove as Vran sat in the back, leaning forward to talk Bobby through the simple exercise of pulling his will inward, of using it to make a wall around himself, within himself.

			“That’s good,” Adam said when he felt Bobby’s magic dampen.

			His brother stopped concentrating on trying to hide his power and it flared a bit, surging a little with his emotions.

			“You can feel it?” Bobby asked.

			“We both can,” Adam said. “But you’re learning. Keep practicing.”

			“This is what you went through, wasn’t it?” Bobby asked in a low voice.

			“It was different,” Adam said. “It’s like everyone was shouting, all the time, and I couldn’t tune anything out. I can now.”

			Bobby dropped a little lower in his seat.

			Adam hadn’t been trying to make him feel guilty. He took a breath. He’d let Vran do the tutoring. It was going to be easier for everyone that way.

			“Why is this important?” Bobby asked. He didn’t sound demanding, like he had back in Denver, only curious. He wanted to know.

			“There’s no other magic here, no life,” Adam said. “It’s like we’re announcing our presence. If anything here is sensitive to it, they’ll see us coming.”

			“You think it’s dangerous,” Bobby said, and Adam felt him try harder, clamp a tighter lid on his feelings.

			“There’s no doubt,” Adam said. He remembered the trees and fought back a shudder. “We don’t know who or what is down here, but we can’t be alone. I expect there will be more things, spirits especially. That’s why I asked about the salt.”

			“So should we have the headlights on?” Bobby asked. “I mean, if you’re trying to hide . . .”

			“Good point,” Adam said.

			He flicked the nob to turn them off and figures filled the road.

			The Cutlass sliced through them like wet snow.

			Pale, all gray and faded, they were every age, every color, gender, height, and shape. Most were human, though Adam spied an elf here, a dwarf or Saurian there. It was a march of the dead, all walking the road toward the west.

			Adam almost screeched to a halt, but he did not feel it when the ghosts passed through the car.

			He flashed the brights and the ghosts vanished, flickering in and out.

			“Lights on,” he decided.

			“Yeah,” Bobby agreed.

			The spirits remained in the rearview, and ahead, though they vanished when the headlights touched them.

			The highway was like a river, the ghosts like fish in the stream.

			The headlights were the only brightness.

			“Will the salt hurt them?” Bobby asked, looking back as another ghost passed through the rear bumper.

			Adam smiled. He got so wrapped up in the fact that his brother could be an asshole that he often forgot Bobby could also be gentle. He would have made a good dad, at least better than their dad had been, not that Robert Senior had set any kind of a high bar.

			“No,” Adam said. “It’s more of a conduit for magic. You have to empower it, put your will into it.”

			“I could do that?” Bobby asked.

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “We could teach you that too.”

			“I can teach him,” Vran said, perking up.

			“Go for it,” Adam said.

			Vran sat back, looking excited.

			The kid had layers Adam hadn’t expected to find. He was glad they hadn’t ended up as enemies, as Vran’s court had intended.

			He was glad Vran had stepped up. Yes, Adam had wanted to get away from the trees and the funhouse mirror version of Liberty, but he also wanted to focus on his connection to Vic. As long as he could feel Vic, they’d get there in time. They could find Death’s package, Mel, and Jodi—Adam ground his teeth—on the way.

			He considered warding the car, but he had too little magic to spare. The ghosts weren’t hurting anyone. Then again, Adam didn’t know how far they had to go.

			“What about gas?” he asked Bobby.

			“A few tanks worth,” Bobby said, though he didn’t sound confident. “But we really don’t know how long of a drive it is, do we?”

			“I was just thinking the same thing,”

			“There’s a highway. Maybe we’ll find fuel too.”

			“Maybe.”

			They couldn’t drive back, at least not through Liberty House. That meant their best bet was to find Vic, and then he could do whatever he’d done before, mixing Adam’s magic with the Reaper to open a way home.

			The next idea, the thing he didn’t want to ponder, coated his throat in a bitter black taste.

			“We should have an alternate plan,” Adam said. “Do you know any ways back, Vran?”

			“Maybe,” the elf said. “You brought water from your world. I could try to call the Tidal Gate.”

			“That’s how you saved me before, from John?”

			Vran had snatched Adam away from a mess of rattlesnakes, bringing him through water.

			“Yeah,” Vran said proudly.

			The sea elf had a gift for teleportation.

			“It’s not like our worlds though,” Vran said. “They’re directly linked. I can’t see an obvious way out of here.”

			“Why are you helping?” Bobby asked, eyes narrowed in the mirror with a bit of suspicion.

			Adam couldn’t blame him. Immortals were sneaky, often manipulative, but Vran had saved him, when he wasn’t supposed to. Adam felt the elf was good at heart, and he’d admit that Silver and Argent were too. He wished they were along for the ride. He hoped he got the chance to tell Silver he was sorry for what he’d said.

			“I appreciate your help, Vran,” Adam said, trying to soothe over Bobby’s bluntness.

			The boy gave a little nod, but it was enough for Adam to take it as thanks.

			Adam had been a lot like Vran in his teens, and the gesture was pretty close to an enthusiastic hug from a spiky emo boy.

			“Adam is my friend,” Vran added. “The Court of Swords wouldn’t help him, so I thought I should.”

			“That’s good of you,” Bobby said.

			The way Bobby said it made Adam’s jaw clench. He appreciated his brother’s help. He did, but he talked to anyone younger than himself like they were little kids. Vran was the elven equivalent of a teenager, and no teen liked that tone.

			Vran leaned back in the seat and crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s also painful to watch you stumble around, all blind and dumb.”

			Bobby squinted and Adam held down a chuckle.

			Maybe Bobby would make a good dad, but he had a lot to learn about raising kids.

			“We’ll get you back to Alfheimr as soon as we can,” Adam said.

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“Why?” Adam asked.

			“It just doesn’t, all right?”

			“Vran,” Adam said softly. “What happened?”

			“You know. My court tried to kill the king.” Vran paused to scoff. “I told them not to. I told them it was stupid, but they didn’t listen to me. Now they’re in exile. Idiots. They were already in trouble, now I am too.”

			“You didn’t go with them?” Adam asked.

			“I’m out,” Vran said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I don’t want to be part of their stupid plots.”

			“So you quit?” Adam asked. “You’re not the Page of Cups anymore?”

			“It was mutual,” Vran said, blue-black eyes narrowing.

			Adam caught Bobby’s slight smile from the corner of his eye.

			It was a bit of a relief that Vran had been fired. The Court of Cups were on Silver’s shit list, and worse, probably on Argent’s.

			The Sea Elves had tried to kill Silver, and failed, which could not have left them with many safe places to hide when the new King of Swords got around to snipping loose ends.

			Adam’s ex had a long memory, and even if Silver could forgive an attempt on his life, there was no way his sister would.

			Adam hadn’t parted from Silver on the best of terms. He had no way to plead for leniency on Vran’s behalf.

			“I guess we won’t be pages together after all,” Vran said. “Neither of us.”

			“You didn’t take Silver’s offer?” Bobby asked, twisting in his seat to face Adam.

			“They wouldn’t help with this,” Adam said, shrugging and keeping his eyes fixed on the road.

			The steering wheel felt grimy. After this he’d detail the whole car. She’d already earned it, and a tune up, and they hadn’t even found Vic yet.

			He didn’t like the blue that tinged his chest when he thought of the elven twins. They were allies, friends even, but he’d told Silver off when he’d refused to help. Adam had been less than kind to the newly crowned king. Hell, he’d been mean, but he’d also been right. He would go to any length to get Vic back.

			Silver had been more patient than Adam had any right to expect.

			I’m sorry, he whispered, knowing the elf couldn’t hear him. They did not have that kind of connection. Despite what they’d once been to each other, they’d never traded magic, never linked their lives the way he had to save Vic.

			Silver had been trying to protect Adam, to keep him from going where his magic could not reach. No elf had been here, and the lack of magic . . . it wasn’t like the void Mercy had left in its wake. The underworld felt hungry in an entirely different way.

			His own power was weak at the best of times. Recovering in the hospital had given it time to trickle back from what he’d done to survive the fight with his great-grandfather. It did feel stronger lately, a bit more. Adam pushed it out beyond the car now, casting subtle lines, hoping to sense anything lurking, anything dangerous that might be creeping up on them.

			“What are you doing?” Bobby asked.

			“You felt that?” Adam asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m trying to look ahead, see what’s out there.”

			“Can you always do that?”

			“With magical beings? Mostly,” Adam said. “It’s not consistent, but I’m getting better with practice.”

			“Do you see anything now?” Bobby leaned forward, squinting, trying to peer out of the windshield.

			“No,” Adam said.

			He couldn’t believe they were talking about it, really talking about it. These were the details Bobby had never wanted before, the side of Adam’s life he didn’t ask about.

			“What about you, Vran?” Adam asked.

			He flicked his eyes to the elf in the rearview mirror. Vran watched the landscape through the window with a distant expression.

			“There’s something,” he said. “Like the littlest fish, tiny sparks. The rest of it’s empty, too cold. I’ll keep looking.”

			“Just be careful, okay?” Adam asked.

			“You . . .” Bobby trailed off.

			Adam hadn’t felt his brother’s eyes on him, but Bobby had turned to look out the window.

			“What?” Adam asked, staring ahead.

			“Nothing,” Bobby said.

			“Tell me,” Adam said. “I really hate it when you leave me hanging.”

			So much of his life Bobby had trailed off, left a thought unfinished, something unsaid. He’d dropped Adam in Liberty House and taken off for his new life, never visiting, never checking in.

			“I was thinking that you would have made a good uncle,” Bobby said quietly.

			Something blue coiled in Adam’s guts.

			Maybe the unfinished thought was better than the two of them being in sync.

			All Bobby had ever wanted was to have kids, to build a normal family, but he and Annie hadn’t been able to. Then Adam had killed her. He reminded himself for the hundredth time that her body had been empty, that Mercy had taken her, but he could never let it go.

			He gripped the wheel, trying to settle the swirl of feelings in his chest. All of it circled the warlock wound, the forever pain he was getting used to living with.

			The ghosts continued their slow march, melting away when the headlights hit them.

			“We’ll reach Watonga soon,” Adam said, filling the silence. “Or whatever passes for Watonga here.”

			“Have you been there?” Bobby asked.

			Adam shook his head. “Never had cause. You?”

			“A few times, back in high school. There’s a state park a little north of town, Roman Nose. I camped there a few times.”

			“I remember that,” Adam said.

			“I went with friends,” Bobby continued. “When I needed to get away.”

			Adam didn’t remember much about those days. He remembered that he hadn’t liked Bobby’s friends. They’d been the sort of people Adam had avoided, loud and simple, their hormone-fueled emotions like a bassline thumping against his too-sensitive Sight.

			Then again, Adam had still been a kid when Bobby was in high school. He hadn’t liked being left behind, and maybe that had been part of it too.

			He got it now though. Bobby had needed to get away—from the trailer, from Adam and Tilla, from what he’d done.

			His brother had felt the press of the metal walls and the weight of his actions more than Adam had known. He’d been a teenager when he’d killed their father to save Adam’s life.

			The conversation they’d had back in Denver had shaken everything Adam had thought he’d known about Bobby. His brother was still a dick, and a bit of a snob, but Adam understood him better now.

			Keeping the secret of their dad’s death from Vic had almost cost Adam their relationship. They hadn’t really defined it, what they were to each other, but they’d said I love you, and when this was done, he’d put a label on it.

			If Death’s stupid games didn’t get them killed.

			Something terribly blue and jagged filled Adam’s chest when he imagined never seeing Vic again. He pressed a little harder on the gas.

			It wasn’t like there were traffic cops down here.

			There were no other cars, no one but the stream of ghosts. The light from the blackened sun never changed. The ghosts blurred together as he accelerated, becoming a rush of faces, of gauzy forms and unexpressive eyes.

			“Watch out!” Bobby shouted.

			The other car came out of nowhere, turning onto the highway to face them.

			Adam tensed all over, slamming on the brakes, preparing for the collision.

			It didn’t come. The other car dissolved into smoke as the Cutlass swept through it.

			Adam hadn’t felt the ghosts passing through them, but this was like steam on the verge of scalding.

			He could smell the burn of the brake pads.

			The ghostly car came to a stop behind them and reformed, undamaged, but incomplete. Its body was smoky in patches, like badly restored film. Its headlights glowed green, not yellow, and they flickered, like the whole thing might vanish at any second.

			There was no driver, no passenger, just that block of an old car.

			Its engine revved like a growling lion.

			“Adam,” Bobby warned, neck turned to stare.

			“Yeah,” he said, accelerating.

			“What is that thing?” Bobby asked. “It’s not a car.”

			“Or a ghost,” Adam said. “Vran?”

			“No idea,” the elf said. “But I can feel it, a little. There are sparks in it, some magic, some life.”

			“I don’t think we should let it catch us,” Bobby said.

			“Me either,” Adam agreed.

			He kept accelerating, eyes fixed to the road. He didn’t want another collision, but also didn’t want whatever the car was catching up to them.

			It kept pace with the Cutlass.

			Adam put the pedal to the floor.

			Come on, ugly, he thought, eyeing the other car in the rearview. Let’s see what you’ve got.

			The Cutlass started to shake when the meter broke a hundred.

			Adam pushed a little will into her. He’d done it so often, usually to keep her running, that it was second nature. In this case he imagined the engine cooling, holding together, and running smoothly. The shaking subsided a little, and with the pulse of magic, the warlock wound thrummed, hurting but it felt almost happy, as though it liked Adam using his power.

			“We’re losing it,” Vran said. “Keep going.”

			The greenish headlights were far behind them when they reached Watonga.

			Adam didn’t know how it appeared in the real world, but here it was brick buildings and tents. There were no electric streetlights, or even the gas lights he was used to seeing on the Other Side.

			The place looked old, small and incomplete, like a movie set or a place abandoned halfway through the building. The lines were distorted, bent and twisted, like everything else here.

			The other car hadn’t caught up, but Adam took no chances. He blew through the little town without slowing down, passing through more and more ghosts.

			They milled here, taking a break from their long, westward hike.

			They’d barely left the town behind when the line in Adam’s heart shifted, pulling them south instead of west.

			“Hang on!” he said, braking a little to turn off the highway.

			Bobby gripped the handle so hard Adam thought he might rip it off.

			In the back, Vran fell flat against the seat. So much for elven grace. Vran smiled in the mirror as he righted himself.

			“That was fun,” he squealed.

			“Why the turn?” Bobby asked.

			“There’s a link between me and Vic. I’m following that.”

			“And it told you to turn?”

			“It changed direction. I mean it’s not an app, giving me directions in a robot voice, but yeah.”

			“What do you mean by a link?”

			“It’s personal,” Adam said firmly, meaning it, and not wanting Bobby to pry.

			Death knew about it. Silver and Argent knew about it, but it was Adam and Vic’s, something intimate and only for them.

			It had come into being when Adam had saved Vic’s life from the gunshot wound in the hospital. Its strength ebbed and flowed as they fought and made up, or with distance, especially across the planes of existence. It was all Adam had now, the only way of finding him.

			“Adam, we’re with you here,” Bobby said calmly. “You owe us an explanation.”

			Adam took a long breath.

			“It’s how Vic got down here,” he said. “He opened a portal somehow, using it and my magic. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

			Adam left out the part about Vic being a Reaper. It might be important, especially here, but that was Vic’s business, not Adam’s to share.

			“I’m hoping that if we get close enough to him, he can do it again, get us back,” Adam said.

			“But you’re not certain?” Bobby asked.

			“Death wanted us down here. She wants us to find someone, a woman named Mel, and bring her back. She wouldn’t have helped us get here if there wasn’t a way home.”

			Bobby clenched his jaw. A knife of red ice broke through his new control. Adam didn’t take it personally. It was directed at Sara, not him.

			Vic, Adam thought along the line. I hope you’re doing better than we are.
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			Vic

			Sleep kept trying to sneak up on him. Vic sat beside his father’s hospital bed, listening to its motors spin. He took turns with his mother and brother, rotating who stayed the night, but making certain that someone was always there.

			The ward was quiet except for the beeps and the coming and going of the staff. Eduardo’s case was special, and he joked that he was some sort of celebrity as every doctor in the hospital seemed to come by to examine him and ask the same questions over and over. Eduardo was more patient than Vic, but even he had limits.

			Vic almost drifted off, but he squared his shoulders, sat forward in the stiff, blocky chair, and forced a little discomfort to keep himself awake. He’d run down to the café if Jesse or his mother came. The hospital had a full coffee shop, and he could use a double espresso, not a latte or something with warm milk. He needed to stay alert. He needed to be there.

			The room had a narrow, broad window that looked west, toward the mountains, toward downtown. The view might have been pretty in another time with the whole city lit up like this, a sea of lights that broke against the darker peaks.

			Vic yawned.

			They were waiting for the doctors to finish the latest pathology stain. Each picture he’d seen looked like modern art, a color print of a tissue sample that resembled a river system from an alien world.

			The chemo wasn’t working, which had them stumped, had them worried, no matter how much they couched their answers in platitudes. Despite all the faces who came and went from Eduardo’s room, Vic couldn’t help but feel like they weren’t doing enough, that they were only there out of curiosity, not an urge to help.

			Vic knew he wasn’t being fair. The doctors, the nurses, even the CNAs were kind. There were just so many of them. It felt like everything was taking forever, and Eduardo didn’t have forever as the rivers overran their banks.

			Eduardo lay pale and gaunt, his usually golden skin deflated and sallow. He slept a lot. When he was awake they watched movies. Vic had brought his Star Wars DVDs and they’d sat through the entire collection twice. Jesse preferred movies that were even louder, with deafening explosions. Maria told him constantly to turn the volume down, that it was a hospital, and their banter had almost made the room feel normal and not somewhere to await what was inevitable but that no one wanted to name.

			Vic liked Star Wars, not the least because it was his and Eduardo’s thing, something they both loved that Jesse and Maria were into, but not nearly as much.

			The hospital was nicer than some apartments. Vic had brought his PlayStation, but his dad hadn’t been up for anything more than movies and even then he mostly dozed.

			Vic had tried to read in the quieter times, but even the latest David Mack novel hadn’t been able to distract him.

			Something beeped, bringing Vic back to alertness. He’d drifted off again. Eduardo hadn’t moved.

			“Dad?” Vic asked, springing to his feet as the door burst open.

			A wave of people rushed into the room, pushing Vic to the side.

			“Dad?” he repeated, not that Eduardo could hear him.

			One of the nurses, Marci, gave Vic a sad look, but he already knew.

			All their efforts stopped.

			The monitor had stilled.

			The beeps became one—a long, low sound that did not end.

			Vic had missed it. He’d somehow missed it.

			Eduardo had passed without Vic even realizing it. He’d expected something profound, some big moment or meaning, but Eduardo had drifted away in his sleep.

			Worse, Vic didn’t feel anything. He should but only numbness came, like he was too overwhelmed for it to hurt.

			The crowd thinned. Vic and Marci stood to the side.

			One of the doctors frowned and shook his head at Vic.

			“I’m so sorry, Victor,” Marci said.

			“It’s Vic,” he replied out of habit.

			She blinked, gave a little nod.

			“I need to call my mom,” he said.

			He stepped out into the hall and walked quickly to the end. There was a room there, an empty lounge lit by a vending machine. Maria picked up on the first ring.

			“Mom,” he said, choking up.

			“Oh, Vicente,” she said softly.

			Of course she knew, had guessed. She’d dreaded this from the day Eduardo had gotten ill, complaining of a stomachache that wouldn’t go away.

			The doctor had told him to wait until after the weekend. They had, and from there it was right into the ER. They’d never know if they’d waited too long.

			“He’s gone, Mom,” Vic said, voice breaking. “I’m sorry.”

			He didn’t know how to explain, how to say that he’d missed it, that he hadn’t gotten to say goodbye. None of them had gotten to say goodbye.

			“Oh, Vicente,” she said, her tone consoling, like she hadn’t lost her husband, the love of her life.

			“We’ll be right there,” she said and disconnected.

			Vic didn’t remember putting the phone in his pocket. He didn’t remember anything for a while. When the sobs came, they wracked him. He ran to the bathroom, threw up in the toilet, all the coffee and café food rushing out of him in a gush of acid and brown chunks.

			He hadn’t known that grief could do that, but with his stomach empty, the truth of it, the goodbye—it all mixed with something else, something terrible.

			It was over. The waiting was over. The shoe had dropped and somehow it was so much worse because Vic felt relieved.

			Something bit hard into him, cold and tearing. It pulled at the grief and the pain, the guilt, and the bottomless sense of his world forever changing.

			Then he vomited again, felt it again.

			He made the phone call again and again until he came back to the burning room with the chains, chest heaving, breath ragged, like he’d been holding it for hours.

			The devils surrounded him.

			His tears were cool against his cheeks. The heat of the flames was scorching, or maybe it just paired well with the strange agony of having to live through the worst moments again and again.

			“Why are you doing this?” he demanded, though he knew it was pointless. The devils hadn’t spoken before. They wouldn’t speak now.

			They turned away, drifting through the flame-curtained room, bits of them coming into focus through the smoke that made up their bodies. A pale hand, a black chest. Vic recognized Marci, the nurse, in the half-face one of the devils wore beneath its grinning mask. The other half remained a swirl of smoke and ash.

			“They’re feeding,” a voice said.

			It was the woman Vic had noticed earlier. She was dressed like a man from another era, in a neat hat with suspenders and a suit jacket.

			The three of them were alone, though Jodi lay slumped on the floor. She didn’t look conscious. Vic thought about yelling to her, maybe seeing if he could reach her with his foot, but if they’d put her through what they’d done to him, it was probably best to let her sleep.

			“They’re feeding on us?” Vic asked.

			“On our pain,” the woman said, shifting her lean legs like she hadn’t moved in years, like she had to remember how. She nodded beyond their corner, to the dancing ghosts. “It’s what they’re for, what they’re supposed to do.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“They help the dead let go, set themselves free,” she explained.

			“Then they walk into the sea,” Vic said quietly.

			“Yes.”

			“But we’re alive, and you’re not a ghost, are you?”

			“Alive,” she said distantly, like she had to think about it. “Yes. I think I am alive.”

			Vic could see an emptiness in her eyes and felt he understood it. The devils had taken the pain of his memories. He still remembered getting shot, his dad dying, but he felt nothing. Those moments were empty now, like they’d happened to someone else, like he was reading about them in a book.

			They’d taken his worst days and made them less.

			Vic eyed the stranger, took in her brown wool suit.

			How long had she been here? How much had they taken?

			“I’m Mel,” she said gently.

			“Vic,” he replied, forcing himself to pull it together.

			He didn’t know how long they had until the devils started up again.

			“Screw this,” Jodi spat, stirring at last.

			Vic envied her anger. He could have used some of that. It would certainly help more than the lingering ache.

			But the devils had made a mistake.

			They’d put him through the worst two days of his life and taken away the feelings those moments dredged up. Vic had relived them over and over. Nothing they could do now would be as bad, and with the pain gone, he could focus.

			“Is that it, then?” he asked Mel, shifting, feeling dampness in his armpits. “They keep making us relive all the crap we’ve been through?”

			“Until you’re empty,” she said. “The dead get used up, then they get let go.”

			“But not you?” he asked.

			She shrugged.

			“I don’t think they know what to do with me.”

			“Just how long have you been here?” Jodi asked. She took in Mel’s antique clothing with a judgmental squint.

			“I don’t know,” Mel said, squaring her shoulders inside her suit jacket. “Too long.”

			She had a faint accent that Vic couldn’t place. It was softer than Jodi’s harsh buzz of a drawl. Not southern, but maybe northeastern?

			“We have to get out of here,” Vic said.

			He didn’t want the devils taking anything else, any more of who he was.

			If they could take the bad, they could take the good.

			Vic didn’t want to lose the feelings around the first time Adam had come to his mom’s house, to check on him after he’d left the hospital, or the time after that, when they’d fallen asleep together watching Star Wars on the couch, Adam’s fingers inside his shirt, the brush of cooler skin against Vic’s chest.

			He didn’t want to lose their first kiss, the electric charge that had filled his body, the thrill and rightness of it.

			“There’s no out,” Mel said. “There’s only forever. You don’t get hungry or thirsty. You never die. You never even go to the bathroom.”

			“No,” Jodi spat. “We’re not staying here.”

			“You got any ideas?” Vic asked.

			“Grandpa John,” she said. “He’s out there somewhere. He’ll come for me.”

			“He’s not your friend, Jodi,” Vic said, shaking his head. She didn’t get it. “He won’t rescue you. He’s a monster. If anything he’ll eat your heart.”

			“I know that,” she said.

			She started kicking, moving her leg. At first Vic thought she was acting out, but he realized she was trying to reach her purse.

			“If he comes, he’ll distract them,” Jodi said. “Maybe take a few of them out, but I don’t want to be chained up when he gets here.”

			“What do you have?” Vic asked.

			“Stuff,” she said. “These locks are old. Maybe we can pick them.”

			“Maybe,” Vic agreed. “If you’ve got a bit of metal or something.”

			Vic bent his leg to examine the manacles. It wasn’t like he knew how to pick locks. This wasn’t a video game, but it was something, a chance. Too bad being a cop wasn’t going to be much help. He used zip ties, not metal handcuffs.

			Jodi stretched to the limit of her chains and the length of her legs. “I can’t get it. You?”

			Vic stretched, hooked his foot through the strap and pulled it to him.

			He tossed it to her.

			Mel watched them, her face crinkled with curiosity.

			She appeared human, though she might be hiding horns under that hat or sitting on a tail. As far as he knew she could be one of them, a plant who’d hand them over to the devils as soon as they tried to escape.

			“You’re human, right?” he asked her.

			Mel blinked at him.

			“I’m not up for any more surprises,” Vic explained, shifting. He felt like he’d sweated himself dry.

			“I think so,” Mel said, looking at her hands. “I don’t exactly remember.”

			Great, Vic thought.

			He also wasn’t up for negotiating the cautious politics of dealing with spirits and powers. There were rules to interactions, to questions and answers. Even with Argent, every conversation felt like a chess match.

			He’d asked Death for some training and Adam for lessons in how it all worked, but they’d had no time before Vic had fallen here.

			“Hurry,” Vic said to Jodi. “We don’t know how long until they get back.

			With a huff, Jodi tipped the purse over, spilling its contents out. Vic scanned them for a bit of wire, a paperclip—something. There was makeup, tampons, a small stash of weed—but nothing they could use to pick a lock.

			Argent would already have had them out of here.

			Vic sighed.

			“What?” Jodi demanded, waving a hand at the scattered items.

			“Nothing,” he said.

			“Do you even know how to pick a lock?” Jodi asked, sounding exasperated.

			“I’ve seen it done.”

			Which was true. Argent had picked a lock on the way to Guthrie, the last time Vic had been chained to a wall. He really hoped it wasn’t going to become a recurring theme.

			He at least knew from the academy why handcuffs had been upgraded to zip ties.

			“It’s not like anyone uses bobby pins anymore,” Vic said.

			“You want a bobby pin?” Mel asked.

			“Yeah.”

			Mel reached into the tight curls capped by her fedora. She pulled loose a pin, sending a tangle of hair down her forehead.

			Vic smiled as she tossed it to him. It landed within reach. He bent it into an L and got to work on the manacle.

			Jodi sighed loudly as Vic bent and tried again.

			“Stop,” she said. “Don’t let them see it.”

			Vic looked up to see the devils drifting back toward them. He dropped the bobby pin into his jacket pocket as the hands reached for him.
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			Adam

			Adam stopped the car at an empty bridge. It stretched over a stream of dark, glossy water. It wasn’t an ocean, or a sea, not that he knew the difference, but it had to be connected.

			The ghosts didn’t stop. They kept walking, marching ever forward. The bridge flickered in the reddish light, sometimes modern, sometimes wooden. The ghosts dropped from sight, falling without seeming to notice or care. Adam couldn’t see a safe way down, but this had to be it. He could feel it in the warlock wound. It pulsed in time with the bridge, like a second, darker heart inside him.

			“I know this place,” Bobby said.

			Adam blinked at his brother.

			“Yeah,” Bobby said. “Dead Woman’s Crossing. People used to come out here on Halloween to spook themselves.”

			“But not you?”

			Bobby shook his head.

			“Sorry,” Adam said. “Dumb question.”

			Bobby hadn’t wanted anything to do with the spirit realm or magic. He’d avoided anything spooky after what had happened, a moment of telepathy with their mother before he’d struck their father with a hammer.

			It helped, knowing where Bobby’s fear came from, why he’d run from all things supernatural like his hair was on fire, and it no longer filled Adam with blue to know that his mother rejected Adam’s Sight. He could not blame them.

			He understood now why Bobby had done what he’d done, why he’d been so driven to leave Guthrie. It didn’t erase the feelings of abandonment, of being left behind, or the scars Liberty House had inflicted on Adam, but he could understand. That helped.

			Adam was also starting to get more comfortable with knowing that his brother was never going to understand him back, and maybe he was okay with that. At least thinking about it distracted him from the potentially fatal drive ahead of them.

			“This is it,” Adam said. “I know it is.”

			“We just drive across?” Bobby asked.

			“It feels like another test, like driving into the house.”

			“They don’t seem to mind,” Bobby said, looking to the ghosts.

			“Yeah, well, they’re already dead,” Adam argued.

			“Who’s that?” Vran asked a moment before the brothers saw the two figures who’d taken shape on the bridge’s other side.

			The terminus, Adam had heard it called. The phrase sounded downright creepy now that they were here.

			Adam almost couldn’t make the shapes out. They appeared only when the bridge was rickety, not modern. They vanished in the moments between. If they were ghosts, turning off the headlights might help, but then they’d be cast in darkness and Adam wasn’t certain he wanted to know how many of the dead surrounded the car.

			“What do they want?” Bobby asked.

			“They’re ghosts,” Adam said. “They want whatever the dead want.”

			“And what is that?”

			“I have no idea,” Adam said.

			“You’re right, though,” Vran said quietly, head cocked to the side. A lock of his black hair had fallen into his eyes. “This is the way down.”

			“It’s the water, isn’t it?” Adam asked.

			“Yeah . . .”

			Adam didn’t like the look in Vran’s eyes. He didn’t like that the elf might be getting in tune with this place, any more than Adam liked that the warlock wound seemed to feel at home here. It was another reason to hurry, to find Vic and get out.

			“What if the bridge vanishes when we’re halfway across?” Bobby asked.

			“Then we fall,” Adam said. “But down is the way we’re supposed to go.”

			“I wish we’d brought my car. At least it has airbags.”

			“Yeah,” Adam agreed.

			They’d be stranded if they wrecked the Cutlass.

			Adam asked himself what Vic would do. Vic was methodical. He liked movies with lots of heroics and police procedure. Adam was the impulsive one.

			But Vic was worth the risk.

			“Hold on,” he said.

			Taking a deep breath, Adam timed the bridge’s flickering cycle, put the Cutlass in gear, and tapped the gas.

			The bridge disappeared completely when they were halfway across. The Cutlass fell.

			The air went cold, near freezing. Adam could see his breath. Heavier, the car fell faster than the diving ghosts. Several rose through the interior and the hood.

			The Cutlass landed, hard enough that Adam’s head hit the felted ceiling. The car bounced once. It didn’t feel like they’d blown the tires, but the shocks would be done for after this.

			The three of them took several long breaths.

			“Anyone hurt?” Bobby asked.

			“Don’t think so,” Adam said.

			Vran grinned.

			“Can we do it again?” he asked.

			“Chaos monkey,” Adam muttered affectionately.

			“Adam,” Bobby said, gesturing out the windshield.

			The two ghosts from across the bridge had followed them down.

			The women dressed in a similar style, in the clothes you saw in black-and-white pictures. Adam hadn’t paid much attention in history class, really in many of his classes thanks to his Sight and the constant pull of the Other Side, but his best guess would be around the Depression, maybe older.

			Their skirts were stiff and wide, the front of their dresses buttoned up all the way to the neck. They wore hats atop tightly curled hair, except one woman was headless.

			She cradled it in her arms, holding it so it could watch Adam with a judgmental expression through the veil of black lace that hid much of her face.

			The other cradled a wrapped bundle. She held it softly, like it mattered.

			Bobby’s face had gone very pale.

			The women reminded Adam of someone he’d seen before, but he couldn’t place them.

			Around them, the ghosts, unbothered by the fall, flowed on, finding their way toward the road. They sort of walked and drifted at the same time, their legs working, but not quite in sync with their movement, like they did it more out of memory, like the drop here had taken them another step away from life and some unseen force dragged them forward like leaves in a river.

			Adam tried to drive, to leave the women in black behind, but the Cutlass spun out. The mud and water had her. It wasn’t deep enough to flood the engine but the tires were stuck.

			“We’re going to have to get out and push,” he said, putting her in neutral. He opened the door. “Everyone out. Keep your eyes peeled.”

			Something white coated the grass and the slope of the creek bed but it did not sparkle like frost or snow. The water was cold against Adam’s work boots, but it wasn’t icy. The air felt a little drier too, a little less like the Oklahoma autumn they’d left behind and a bit more like Colorado.

			There were still stars, though maybe not as many as before. The red-black haze, like smoke from a grass fire, obscured them.

			The three of them got to the rear of the Cutlass. Adam and Bobby put their backs into it. Vran leaned forward. He was an elf. He should have been stronger than them, but he grunted, his lean arms straining, and Adam didn’t feel much help from his effort.

			Adam clenched his jaw and pushed harder. The Cutlass rolled free of the rut. They moved her a bit higher, out of the mud. Vran rubbed his shoulder like he’d been hurt.

			“Are you okay?” Adam asked him.

			Vran shrugged.

			“This place . . .” He shook his head, searching for words before admitting, “It’s not good for me.”

			“There’s water.” Adam pointed to the stream. “Can you get back from here?”

			“No,” Vran said. “I mean, maybe, but I’m not going. You need me. I can see things you can’t, remember?”

			“It’s not worth it if you get hurt, Vran.”

			“I won’t.” Vran ducked his chin to his chest and added, “And it’s not like I have anywhere better to be.”

			Adam put a hand to the boy’s shoulder, hoping that he wasn’t overreaching. He hadn’t liked to be touched as a teen, but that was mostly because he could feel the other person’s feelings. They bled in, left him spinning from whatever they were going through or what secrets they were hiding. Vran was prickly, but more and more Adam saw how young he was.

			Vran didn’t shrug away.

			Adam wanted to say something like I’m glad you’re here, to thank Vran again, but didn’t know how the boy would take it. Adam gave him some space to pout and walked over to where Bobby stood at a distance, examining the stuff coating the ground.

			“It’s not snow, is it?” Adam asked.

			Bobby prodded it with the toe of his hiking boot.

			“It’s more like webbing,” he said.

			“Spiders?” Adam asked. He’d read enough fantasy novels that he did not want to confront anything that could throw webs across an entire landscape.

			The only question was if millions of little ones would be worse than several giant ones.

			“Nah,” Bobby said with a chuckle. “I think it’s from webworms. We used to get them around the trailer, remember?”

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “But not like this.”

			They’d gotten pouches of the stuff in the scrub oaks around the trailer. Their dad had sawed the branches off and burned them. Adam could remember the taste of the smoke and the brief moment of the worms, the caterpillars, twisting and sizzling as they died.

			“This is a swarm,” Bobby said.

			Adam shuddered at the thought of them crawling over his skin and hugged himself.

			“They do that?” Adam resisted the need to look for a stick or something to poke at the mass.

			“Everything does that,” Bobby said. “Tarantulas, June bugs. There was a grasshopper and beetle swarm you could see with radar in 2015.”

			Adam cringed. Bobby didn’t appear to mind, which made sense.

			“Yeah, well, biology is your department,” Adam said.

			“Guys,” Vran called, leaning forward in the back seat to call out the open window. “I think the creepy women want a word.”

			They’d come nearer. More solid, no longer flickering, they strolled toward the Binders. They were covered in blood. It stained the dress of the decapitated woman, fresh and glossy. It dripped from the other woman’s hands, staining the cloth-wrapped bundle in her arms.

			Where the blood fell, it left traces of white.

			The women stopped at a distance. Adam held in a long breath of relief.

			“Thank you,” he said. “For showing us the way across.”

			Adam did not know if they couldn’t speak or if they chose not to. Their black, pupilless eyes were hard. He couldn’t read them. They didn’t register on his Sight. He could have lowered his defenses, tried to get a sense of their emotions, but no, not in this place.

			The headless woman risked dropping her burden and raised a hand, pointing a withered finger. Their expressions made it clear the Binders and Vran weren’t welcome here.

			“We’ll go,” he said, holding up his hands in a gesture of peace.

			Bobby followed Adam back to the Cutlass.

			The women kept their distance as the brothers fastened their seat belts.

			“Still west?” Bobby asked.

			“Yeah,” Adam said.

			The Cutlass started without trouble. Adam exhaled.

			He willed a bit more of himself into it, pouring intent, and it hurt as the warlock wound pulsed.

			Adam grimaced and gripped the steering wheel.

			He didn’t think it would ever get better, that it could get better. He’d maimed himself intentionally, made a battery of his own soul to power a charm.

			He’d been getting used to it, but down here the cut ran deeper, a little closer to his core.

			Maybe this place leeched life and magic away. That was how it felt. His faint power felt even weaker.

			The line to Vic said they were going in the right direction.

			The ghosts streamed around them, as many as before, all headed the same way.

			Adam snuck a peek at Vran. Was he sulking or just trying to hide how this place made him feel?

			He’d turned down the snark, and Adam decided that was a bad sign.

			At least worrying about Vran and Bobby meant Adam didn’t worry as much about Vic.

			“We’re close to Route 66,” Bobby said, eyeing the landscape out the windshield. “At least where it would be in our world.”

			Something clicked into place, Adam’s Sight telling him a truth as clear as a blinking light on his phone.

			“That’s the road we need,” he said.

			“A lot of it doesn’t exist anymore,” Bobby said.

			“That fits too,” Adam said. “The spirit realm is like that. It mixes past and present.”

			“This isn’t the spirit realm,” Vran said.

			“No,” Adam agreed. “Not the one we’re used to at least.”

			The spirit realm was life and magic. It held onto the memory of things long passed or curiosities that drifted in from other worlds.

			It could be dangerous, sure, but also whimsical and never boring. This was more like someone’s idea of a horror movie, but less filled in, an unfinished idea or a dream. Maybe they weren’t seeing it, the same way someone without any Sight couldn’t see the spirit realm. Maybe they had the wrong kind of eyes.

			Adam wondered if their world was the true center, the meeting ground of death and life.

			He’d like answers but knew that seeking them might get him killed.

			Adam shook his head, remembering how frustrated Vic had been about his ignorance and how no one had explained anything. Adam understood, but what could he explain? He had some experience but there was so much he didn’t know.

			He’d accepted Silver’s offer to become the Page of Swords, but Silver had withdrawn it to stop Adam from doing exactly this, from driving into the unknown.

			Adam’s heart ached with something gray and purple, the regret of his harsh words, but also that he’d lost the chance to learn more.

			“Let’s hope the landscape remembers the road, even if the real world doesn’t,” Bobby mused, drawing Adam back to the moment.

			Driving had always meant freedom, the chance to think, but now wasn’t the time or place to muse.

			Vran scoffed.

			“This world is real,” he said. “Just like my world is real.”

			“Sorry,” Bobby said. “I meant our world.”

			Vran didn’t say anything, but Adam didn’t get the sense he was really offended, just a little cranky, and any amount of surliness meant he was probably going to be okay.

			Still, Adam was tired too.

			They’d only been gone a few hours, and he felt like he’d driven a full day.

			It was similar to the sensation he had after long spirit walks.

			Adam didn’t think sleep would help, not in this place. It was a matter of energy, not time. A quick rest stop might become permanent.

			He could try laying a circle around the car. It might provide shelter, but he wasn’t certain he had enough magic to empower it, or if he did, how many times he could do it before his tank ran out of gas.

			“On to Texas?” Bobby asked.

			“Yeah. It should be another hour or so if the landscape works the same,” Adam said.

			The sky here was darker, more black than red. The white webbing remained, blanketing the plains beyond the road. It couldn’t all be the blood of the women, could it?

			“There’s nothing here,” Vran said. “It’s all dead.”

			“Yeah,” Adam agreed.

			Adam thought he could understand. Going from Guthrie to Denver had meant drier air, so much so that he’d been forever thirsty. Sometimes it felt like his skin would crack if he smiled. Vic had warned him that it would be worse in winter.

			A metal sign, rusted full of holes like it had taken a shotgun blast, appeared ahead.

			“Welcome to Texas,” Adam read.

		

	
		
			8

			Adam

			Adam hadn’t spent much time in Texas, but he was pretty certain it shouldn’t look like this. They’d finally left the webbing behind. Little firelights had replaced it, flowers like wheels of color burning along their edges. Fields and fields of them smoldered along the roadside. The sun remained dark. Adam suspected that this was as bright as it got.

			The ghosts continued their westward march, still oblivious to the Cutlass passing through them. At least they’d left the spectral car behind when they’d descended.

			A bit of green neon blinked ahead.

			shamrock. you should stop, it spelled out in bright letters.

			They passed the sign.

			Another appeared, reading, seriously, binder. we need to talk.

			“What is it?” Bobby asked.

			“Magic,” Vran said hungrily.

			“I feel it too,” Adam said.

			He didn’t blame Vran’s eagerness. It felt like a sunbeam breaking through snow clouds.

			“It’s Seamus,” Adam said. “The Guardian of the Western Watchtower.”

			“How do you know?” Vran asked.

			Adam scoffed. “Because it’s called Shamrock. Seamus wouldn’t miss the chance for that cliché.”

			“Are we going to stop?” Bobby asked.

			“Yes, please,” Vran said, bouncing in his seat.

			“I think we have to,” Adam said.

			His gut tightened. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or troubled that someone had reached them down here.

			He didn’t mention his bargain with the leprechaun, the deal he’d struck to learn that it was Death herself behind the scheme to kill Mercy.

			That sort of outstanding promise was something Adam had never wanted, had never risked, not until Denver.

			Now he was on a road trip through hell. Lately it felt like big risks were all he took, like he wasn’t given another option when push came to shove.

			The gas station stood tall and bright against the gloom of the prairie. The distorted landscape and the dark sun didn’t affect it. It was whole, unlike the burned-out shell of the water tower in the background. It sat, cheerful and bright green against the red of the burning flowers, lending the scene a Christmas flavor.

			The magic cascading off the gas station pushed back the gloom and lightened the iron weight in Adam’s chest.

			“That’s a watchtower,” Vran said, dark eyes wide.

			“So?” Bobby said. He squinted, and Adam wondered if his brother was remembering his one trip to the Watchtower of the East before its destruction.

			“It’s like finding an iceberg in the desert,” Adam explained. “It shouldn’t be down here.”

			He’d seen any number of strange things in the spirit realm, from talking houses to dragons to trains that scuttled on centipede legs.

			The towers were ever-present there. You couldn’t miss them, which was the point.

			Here, where Adam could feel their absence in his gut, the sight was a marvel.

			“It has to be taking a lot of power to keep it here,” Vran said.

			Adam nodded.

			He looked north, but no, only this tower had appeared. Silver and Argent were still far away. If Adam wanted to apologize, at least for how rude he’d been, it would have to wait.

			He wasn’t certain that he did. Adam had been right, but he’d also known better.

			Silver had just claimed his throne. He wouldn’t risk it for Adam’s sake, and he wouldn’t risk Adam for Vic’s sake.

			Adam pulled off the highway and into the parking lot.

			“Be careful here,” he said. “Both of you. Leprechauns live to make deals and they like to play games.”

			“I know,” Vran said.

			“Both of you,” Adam repeated, eyeing Vran in the mirror as the Cutlass came to a stop.

			“Leprechauns?” Bobby asked, his brown eyes wide.

			“Yeah. Seamus helped me out in Denver, with Mercy, so I owe him a favor.” Adam put the Cutlass in park and turned off the engine. “You’re not going to say anything stupid about cereal mascots or stereotypes, right?”

			Bobby shook his head.

			“Good. Really. They’re dangerous, maybe more than the elves.”

			“How could they be more dangerous?” Bobby asked.

			Adam considered it. Elves liked to follow the rules. They hid their violent impulses behind titles and protocol. There had to be a reason they sat atop the immortal food chain. Adam didn’t know leprechauns nearly as well, and that worried him.

			“They don’t have the same ethics, the same code,” Adam explained. “I won’t be able to protect you if you piss him off. Oh, and don’t eat or drink anything.”

			“Not my first rodeo,” Bobby said.

			“Yeah,” Adam conceded, but he still felt like he had two kids to watch.

			Stepping out of the Cutlass, Adam felt a weight lift. Some of the exhaustion peeled away, like he’d had a cup of coffee.

			Bobby exhaled.

			Vran perked up, looking more surly than sad as he climbed out of the car.

			“That’s better,” Adam noted, watching the elf smile.

			“So he’s like, recharging his battery?” Bobby asked.

			Vran squinted, not liking the comparison, if he even understood it. Adam didn’t know anything about Vran’s relationship to technology. Silver and Argent liked old clothes and classic cars, though he did know Silver preferred more recent music.

			They both loved Years & Years.

			“We all are,” Adam said.

			The exterior was quiet. A few other cars were parked, but they weren’t ancient or haunted. They could have been pulled from the mortal world, but the sky around the parking lot was bathed in emerald light, telling Adam he was right to guess that they’d stepped into a bubble of the spirit realm.

			“What’s in there?” Bobby asked. “Should we bring guns?”

			“That would only piss him off. Besides, he’s not an enemy.”

			Bobby cocked his head to the side.

			“But he’s not a friend either,” Adam waved a hand in a so-so gesture. “He’s more like a pawnbroker: kind of shady, and we don’t know what he’s got behind the counter.”

			Bobby grabbed Adam’s arm.

			“What deal did you make?” he demanded.

			“One I had to,” Adam said, yanking free.

			It had been the only way to learn who’d hired the druid to break the seal on Mercy, but for reasons Adam didn’t know, Seamus also wanted John dead.

			Promising that had led Adam to the truth about Death, that she’d set everything in motion to ensure Mercy would live again, so it could be killed again and reaped.

			A spirit from before the dawn of time, Mercy had lingered between life and death, violating the rules that Death held so dear. To reap it, she needed to make it corporeal, give it a body that could be killed, so she’d used the Binder family as pawns, including Adam and Bobby’s great-grandfather. Somewhere along the way, John had turned warlock. Adam still wasn’t certain what druid meant. The lore was muddled, the history mostly oral and ancient.

			Adam had promised Seamus he’d end John, and there was no way this little drop-in wasn’t related to that.

			Adam bit down on a sigh. There were too many players, too many variables. Maybe he could get some answers here.

			The door jingled with one of those old shop bells when Adam opened it.

			The last time Adam had seen Seamus he was set up in an empty ballroom, a gold-and-red affair in a theme restaurant. Now he stood on a bar stool behind the counter so he could lean over it. At first glance the space looked like any gas station. The head of a deer was mounted above the counter. Ads for cigarettes and junk food papered the wall.

			Everything was a bit dated, maybe to the seventies, maybe more. The pinup calendar showed the month, October. The woman was a leprechaun, her bare arms and legs sprouting from a sexy pumpkin costume. She wore a stalk for a hat.

			“Adam Binder,” Seamus said. “As I live and breathe.”

			Adam narrowed his eyes.

			If Seamus had been listening to his exchange with Death, then she had to have allowed it. Then again, she’d been different. The Reapers had stood idle. Perhaps not everything was right in the order of the universe.

			Maybe all of this was another setup to meet some other goal Sara and Seamus shared.

			Seamus wore a wool suit with a matching bowler hat, both  the color of dried blood. He had a neatly trimmed beard, blond, that nearly hid the heavy sun damage on his craggy face. He had impressive eyebrows, bushy and wiry.

			The glass under Seamus’s elbows was scratched from years of signed receipts and wear, obscuring the case’s contents.

			The little store was filled with bags of candy, junk food, and the general kind of crap you’d expect, only much of it was alive. The gummy worms glowed, wriggling in their bags. The swirling slushy machine sparkled with something more than frozen sugar.

			Bobby took it all in, eyeing everything with a mix of wonder and caution. He kept his distance from the wares. Adam approved.

			“It’s good to see you,” Adam said to Seamus, meaning it.

			Vran looked so much better as he eyed the snacks with a little too much interest for Adam’s comfort.

			“But I’m guessing this isn’t a social call,” Adam added. He waved a hand to indicate the shop.

			The leprechaun tipped his hat and said, “One last top off before you go where I can’t reach you.”

			“The elves told me they couldn’t reach me at all,” Adam noted.

			“The sidhe live in extremes,” Seamus said. “You can get more done if you see things in shades of gray, but you already know that, don’t you, warlock?”

			It wasn’t subtle, Seamus’s reminder of his part in Adam’s transformation.

			“So what’s the price today, Seamus?” Adam asked.

			“Let’s just say that I’m protecting my investment,” Seamus said. “Human resources and all that.”

			“I don’t work for you,” Adam said.

			“In this matter you do,” Seamus growled. “I paid in advance, remember?”

			There was no contest to win here, only a job Adam had to do, even if the thought of confronting and killing John turned his stomach for a number of reasons.

			“You’re right,” he conceded.

			Seamus relaxed a little.

			Maybe he had invested more than Adam understood. There was likely some blowback from outing Death. Adam had assumed she’d wanted it to happen, but what if that weren’t the case? And then there was the magic, the massive amount Seamus was expending for this little talk. Why was John’s demise so important?

			“You went to the elves for help,” Seamus said. “You went to her. You could have come to me.”

			“I didn’t think I’d like your price,” Adam admitted.

			It was the truth. He’d told Silver he’d give anything for his help, whatever he asked, but hadn’t he known that Silver wouldn’t ask for anything Adam didn’t want to give? Maybe Silver had refused because in this case, for Vic, Adam would go all in.

			When Silver had said no Adam had gone straight to Death, trying to bargain with the powers he knew best.

			He couldn’t—and didn’t—trust her, but he trusted Seamus even less. Death was driven to protect the natural order. Adam didn’t know the leprechaun’s motivations.

			“I could still help you,” Seamus said. He used a cloth to wipe the glass countertop. The scratches cleared away and Adam could make out the contents: an old rifle, a sword that looked like it had been forged from green glass, a bundle of raven feathers, and a vial of dark, glittering ink.

			“You’ve barely gotten started,” Seamus said. “Things will get worse as you descend.”

			From the moment Adam had entered the spirit world, spirit walking with Sue and Silver, he’d been warned that immortals would try to enslave him. It made no sense. He was worthless, had so little power, and yet they kept trying.

			“Why?” Adam asked. “Why do you want me indebted to you?”

			“You’re already indebted to me,” Seamus said with a tilt of his head. “I want to make certain you get it done.”

			Adam didn’t believe him. It was more than that.

			The elves wanted him for a page, or had, and while they’d said it was to give mortals more equality, he didn’t entirely buy that either.

			Adam cast about the shop, stalling for time.

			“Do you have any doubt?” Adam asked, focusing back on the rifle. It looked special, all shiny and inlaid with brass etching. He hated guns, always had since their father had made him shoot things in an attempt to “man up,” something no five-year-old should have to do.

			He’d told Vic that story and Vic had clenched his jaw, the feelings coming through their link in a mess of red and jagged blue, anger at Adam’s father and sorrow that he’d put a child through that.

			“This is the last time you’ll see me before you get where you’re going,” Seamus reminded Adam. “I can’t go any lower.”

			He paused and Adam could feel, more than hear, the whispers around them, the beings that listened in. The door to the back of the shop was closed, and Adam could only imagine what lurked beyond it.

			“It takes a lot of magic to be here,” Adam said quietly.

			“It does.”

			Adam might be a fool to ignore the chance for help, but he couldn’t avoid the cost.

			“What do you want, Seamus, really?” he asked, hoping the direct approach would throw the immortal off.

			“What I’ve always wanted,” the leprechaun said, leaning closer. “The warlock. Dead.”

			“Just John, or both of us?” Adam asked.

			Seamus smiled. His teeth were thick and time-stained.

			“Just him for now,” he said. “You? You I want to watch.”

			“As in watch me take him down?”

			“That too,” Seamus said.

			“He’s got a lot more magic than I do,” Adam said. It was a genuine worry. He might not be able to beat John.

			“Are you sure about that?” Seamus asked. “Even if he does, it may not matter. Down here, you’re both just human.”

			“He’s been alive for a century.”

			“So he has more experience,” Seamus said with a shrug. “And maybe that’s the same thing. Maybe it isn’t. You should know better than anyone how immortals can get stuck in their ways.”

			Adam froze, resisted the urge to lean closer. Seamus was trying to tell him something, but Adam knew it would cost him to ask for more information.

			Still, Seamus was right. With magic off the table the odds were much more even between Adam and his murderous ancestor.

			“I guess being trapped down here isn’t enough?” Adam asked though he already knew the answer.

			“No,” Seamus said. “You found your way in. He could find his way out.”

			Something flickered across his weathered face, too small and too quick for Adam to name it, but it was enough to tell him the leprechaun, a Guardian, was concerned. There was some other, unspoken danger, something tied to John being here, in the underworld.

			“All right,” Adam said.

			“Can you do it?” Seamus asked. “Kill someone?”

			“I’ve done it before,” Adam said, remembering Annie, remembering Mercy, and remembering Death asking him the same question.

			They really wanted John off the board. Whatever their reasons were, they weren’t going to let him escape.

			Adam could admit that part of him wanted John gone too.

			He’d killed without remorse. He’d wanted Adam dead, then Jodi, then Bobby. He’d killed Sue and her daughter Noreen. He would not stop unless someone stopped him, and that job had fallen to Adam.

			It should have made the task easier, but he wasn’t a killer. He had to do this, but no matter what John had done, Adam still didn’t know if he could pull the trigger when the time came.

			And he chewed his lip to wonder how Vic would take it.

			Vic had nearly broken up with Adam over not disclosing that Bobby had killed their dad fifteen years ago.

			How would he react to Adam murdering someone?

			“Why do you want him dead so badly?” Adam asked. He waved a hand around them. “All this magic spent just to make sure I get it done.”

			“Do you know what a druid is?” Seamus asked quietly. He’d gone back to polishing the glass, though no amount of wiping was going to get those scratches out.

			“Not really. I mean, I’ve been wondering, but no one does, right? They didn’t write anything down and they died out centuries ago.”

			“Not completely,” Seamus said. “But mostly. They were friends of mine, back then. They worshipped life, had a way with nature. Like a lot of magic, it’s both talent and craft. You can learn their ways, but sometimes you’re born with it. Your great-grandfather was a natural—powerful, even for one of your line.”

			“But he betrayed that when he became a warlock,” Adam said.

			“Especially in the way he became a warlock,” Seamus said. “He betrayed life itself. And one of the people he killed to get there was one of mine.”

			Seamus glanced at the calendar, at the sexy pumpkin, and his face smoothed. At that angle, he did not look so old or wizened. He looked sad and very lost, the same kind of expression Bobby wore most days.

			“We weren’t Guardians then,” Seamus said. “Hadn’t earned the right, a voice on the council.”

			“The elves kept you down?” Adam asked, guessing the source of Seamus’s animosity toward Silver and his kind.

			“Their king said we did not belong.”

			Adam could see why Seamus resented them, why he’d been so harsh with Argent when they’d gone to fetch the package John had left with Seamus as bait for Adam to come back to Oklahoma so John could take his life. That had blown up too, and John had killed Sue when he realized Adam had done what he never could have predicted, becoming a warlock by maiming himself. John couldn’t understand self-sacrifice any more than Adam could maim another being.

			At least Adam understood now why Seamus wanted John dead. It was personal.

			“Why me?” he asked, which was a question he seemed to be asking all the time lately. “You have all this power. Surely you’ve got bigger guns under your thumb.”

			“Don’t you think there’s a nice symmetry in it?” Seamus asked. “He wanted to kill you. You surprised him. He used me to set you up. I use you to take him out. That you’re his descendant makes it sweeter.”

			“You could have told me who he was,” Adam said.

			“And you could have made a deal.”

			There it was. Seamus wasn’t Adam’s friend. This, all of this, was business and a game, something to occupy the immortals’ time. The only way to learn the rules was to play, but Adam didn’t want to risk losing.

			Bobby wandered the store. He was keeping an eye on Vran, which was just so Bobby. Vran knew what to expect from Seamus, it was Bobby who was out of his depth.

			“Anything else you’ll tell me for free?” Adam asked.

			Seamus stopped his polishing.

			“There are demons here, but they’re not what you think, what you expect.”

			“Do they maybe look like cars?” Adam asked.

			“They can look like anything,” Seamus said.

			“We’ve seen one then.”

			“They’ll hunt you,” Seamus said, his accent a bit stronger.

			The magic around them swirled with the scent of forest and old stones. A taste of wet wool snuck into the air. Adam’s gut clenched and he resisted the urge to look to the back room door.

			“Do you know what they want?”

			“Life,” Seamus said. “The three of you, alive and feeling, roiling with angst and issues—You’re like a feast to them, a full-course dinner after they’ve subsisted on the dregs, the scraps the dead bring. There will be more of them as you go lower.”

			“I don’t suppose you could offer us some protection?” Adam asked.

			“Only for the night,” Seamus said. “Like I said, this is as low as I can go.”

			The garage door rolled up.

			“Thank you, Seamus,” Adam said.

			“Get it done, Binder,” Seamus said with another glance at the calendar.
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			Vic

			They’d just finished dinner when the phone rang. His mother got up from the table to answer, which she wouldn’t have done if they’d still been eating. She’d let it go to voice mail first. Family dinner was important, she liked to remind them.

			“How was school, Vicente?” his father asked as they cleared the plates.

			Mama was still in the kitchen as they moved past her. She made hmm noises as she listened to the caller.

			“Fine,” Vic answered.

			“Jesse, help your brother,” their father said.

			“I’m supervising!”

			“Jesse . . .”

			He sighed but moved to scrape any leftover bits into the trash.

			“You know, if we had a dog, he could lick the plates clean,” Jesse said.

			“That wouldn’t be very sanitary,” Eduardo said.

			“But it would be faster! And it would save water!”

			Vic figured his brother was kidding. He always wanted a dog, but their dad was allergic.

			Vic loaded the dishwasher carefully. His mother liked these dishes. She’d gotten them at Target. They had a yellow-brown top, like mustard, with black on the bottom of the plates and bowls.

			The smell of Eduardo’s cooking—they’d had enchiladas tonight—lingered in the little kitchen.

			Vic put the last plate into the rack as his mother hung up.

			From the look on her face and the way she aimed it at him, Vic knew he’d done something wrong.

			The problem was that he didn’t know what. He hadn’t done anything.

			“Did you call a girl ugly, Vicente?” his mother asked. “A girl named Emily?”

			He felt his chest clench, like he couldn’t breathe so well, but at the same time, it wasn’t like he’d been alone. All the kids had done it, even the other girls.

			“Yeah,” he said.

			“That’s not very nice, Vicente,” his father said in his sad voice, the one that made Vic feel like the sun had gone behind the clouds.

			“Everyone was doing it,” he protested, though he knew that never worked with his parents.

			“If everyone else jumped off a cliff, would you do it too?” his mother asked.

			“No,” he said, shaking his head.

			“Are you going to spank him?” Jesse asked, looking gleeful at the prospect.

			“No, we are not going to spank him,” their mother said. “But we are going to go over to Emily’s house so Vicente can apologize to her.”

			Vic felt his face light with fire.

			“Can’t I just call her?” Vic asked. “Please?”

			“I’ve already spoken to her mother,” Maria said. “We’re going now.”

			“All of us?” Jesse whined. That never worked either.

			“All of us,” Maria said, glancing at her husband.

			“Get your coats, boys,” Eduardo said.

			The waiting, the piling into the car as his mother drove, following directions she’d written on a pink sticky note, was so much worse than a spanking. A spanking would have already been over. He could sit in his room and let his bottom cool. He didn’t know if the heat on his face ever would.

			Something darted under a bush. A shadow—no, a cat.

			Jesse and Eduardo stayed back, standing near the car while Maria walked Vic to the door. It was a nice house, bigger than theirs, with two stories. It was very new.

			Emily and her mother appeared as the door opened. Vic did not know if they would be invited in. He could not decide if that would be better or worse than standing on the porch.

			Vic started to mumble but his mom’s hand fell on his shoulder and gripped it, telling him to speak up, and to speak clearly.

			Emily’s mother was like a bigger, older version of her: round-faced, with blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. Vic’s face still burned, hot as it had in the car, maybe worse.

			“I’m sorry, Emily,” he said, meaning it.

			“Look her in the eye, Vicente,” his mother said, her grip tightening.

			He did. Emily’s eyes were brown, though much lighter than his. She wasn’t crying though. He was, or at least close to it. So many things were running through him. He felt hot.

			“I’m sorry,” he said again.

			Emily looked to her mother, who nodded. They stepped back and closed the door.

			They piled back into the car.

			“That feeling, Vicente, the way you feel right now?” his mother said. “That’s how you made her feel. Your words can hurt people. Remember how you’re feeling so you don’t make others feel that way as a joke or for fun.”

			The bite. The ice.

			And the moment on the porch played out, again and again. Sometimes there was smoke inside the house, beyond the open door, behind Emily and her mom. Sometimes it was behind him, something dark and looming.

			Vic surfaced to find another well-fed devil standing over him.

			Only the burn on his cheeks, as hot as the smoke-filled room, told him what the lesson had felt like. The pain of that moment, the shame and guilt, what Maria had been trying to drill into him, was gone.

			He breathed, long and ragged, trying to feel anything. And yes, he could. He wasn’t dead or numb, but how much of himself was tied into what he’d felt, how much of who he’d become? Without those pains, those feelings or experiences, would he be the same man?

			Jodi was still in whatever memory the devils had stirred up for her, but they’d left Mel alone. Maybe they’d tired of torturing her. Maybe they were happier with fresher meat. Maybe she was all tapped out of feelings, so hollow they had nothing to feed on.

			There had to be a point when there was nothing left to dig for, nothing left to consume.

			“Careful,” Vic growled, watching them crowd Jodi. She sobbed and calmed, sobbed and calmed. “You don’t want to overeat.”

			Whatever life she’d lived, she’d clearly felt it deeply. They seemed more interested in her. God, what had she been through that they found it more tempting than a gunshot wound?

			The devils finally drifted away, but Vic wasn’t certain Jodi was coming back from the latest round of torture. He wasn’t certain he was coming back either.

			The heat felt oppressive now. His clothes stuck to him.

			“They won’t kill you,” Mel said quietly, drawing Vic’s eyes to hers. “But they will break you.”

			Vic did not have to ask. He could see it in her eyes. They were heavy, like she carried too many years there, like she was ancient beyond her age.

			“I’m not going to let that happen,” he said, reaching into his jacket for the hairpin.

			“What year was it?” he asked Mel, bending his leg to get to work on the manacle. “When you got here?”

			“I—” Mel blinked. She licked her lips, thinking. After a long pause she said, “Thirty-five.”

			“As in 1935?”

			“Yeah.”

			“It’s been eighty-five years, Mel,” Vic said. “You’ve been here that long, going through this.”

			“Don’t look so happy about it,” she said, eyes narrowed to slits.

			“Sorry,” Vic said, meaning it. “I’m not laughing at you, but it means that you’re right. We can survive this. You’re still here, not dead or insane.”

			Mel laughed. It was bitter, not that he could blame her.

			“All we can do is survive,” she said. “They don’t give us a choice, this place doesn’t give us a choice.”

			“Maybe,” Vic said, eyeing Jodi.

			If Adam didn’t come in time, if Vic didn’t find a way out or get this damn lock open, would there be anything left of him?

			“What did she mean?” Mel asked. “About her grandpa?”

			“He’s—” Vic paused, thinking about how to explain. “He’s a monster. He wants to kill her, to eat her life so he can keep his.”

			Mel’s eyes went wide.

			“He’s dying?” she asked.

			“He was,” Vic mused, realizing what she was saying.

			The lock clicked again. There were pins in there. He had to go slowly, carefully, push each one in or he’d reset the ones he’d already put in place.

			“I guess it won’t work that way down here,” he said.

			“No,” Mel said. “Not anymore.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Mel squeezed her eyes shut, like she had a headache.

			“I don’t remember. But it wasn’t like this when I got here. Not exactly like this.”

			“Can you keep trying for me?” Vic asked, still working the lock. One of the pins slipped and he had to force himself to calm down. “You’re the only one who knows anything.”

			Mel nodded.

			At least, if John wasn’t dying in this place, he might leave Jodi alone. They weren’t even certain he was down here. If the devils had caught him then they would have chained him up too. How much could they feast on someone like that, someone carrying the weight of John’s crimes?

			Vic had to admit that he didn’t like the idea of John getting to forget the feelings—if he even regretted the things he’d done.

			Most of the criminals Vic had encountered weren’t evil. They were usually lost, just trying to survive.

			John was a serial killer who preyed on his own family. Still, Vic had no right to judge his fate.

			Either way, Vic didn’t want to be around to see if the devils caught him or not.

			The final pin slipped into place. It hadn’t taken very long, or it might have taken days. Vic had no sense of time here. Without clocks or hunger, day or night, even the need to pee—everything flowed together.

			He got Mel’s cuff off with far less work.

			Jodi still wasn’t awake.

			A little voice whispered that Vic could leave her.

			Vic took a breath, let it out. No. No, he really couldn’t, any more than Adam had been able to let her die when he’d had the chance to save her or himself.

			“Love you, Wonder Bread,” Vic muttered, invoking the nickname Jesse had given Adam as he moved to get Jodi free.

			“Hey!” she drowsily complained, jerking away from Vic as he worked at the manacle.

			“Hold still,” Vic said. “I’m getting us out of here, remember?”

			Breath heaving, Jodi kept still until Vic had her free. She staggered to her feet, her makeup even more wild, her hair damp with sweat. She looked ready to run for her life, and Vic couldn’t blame her.

			Mel still hadn’t stood.

			“You coming?” Vic asked, offering her a hand.

			She considered it, then pushed herself to her feet.

			“I thought I’d forgotten,” she said.

			“How to walk?” Jodi sniped.

			“How to hope,” Mel said.

			Her lips pressed together, but she did not smile. Maybe she’d forgotten that too.

			Squaring her shoulders, Mel asked, “Where do we go?”

			“East,” Vic said. “Through the tunnel.”

			“Why?” Jodi asked.

			“Because I think you were right,” he conceded. “I think it’s the only way out.”

			“’Kay,” Jodi said.

			“Keep low,” Vic said, crouching. “But be quick.”

			He moved out of the room and across the dance floor.

			The dancing ghosts ignored them. At least he knew to watch for the devils now.

			He hoped the green fire, what they’d eaten, would make them glow enough to spot through the smoke. They’d proved quicker than he’d expected. He had to hurry, get the three of them away while he could.

			Vic led Jodi and Mel back toward the shore. He still didn’t trust the water, but he hadn’t seen any devils there, so he risked skirting it.

			Mel stopped walking. She stared toward the horizon, where the sun would set in the real world.

			“Hey,” Vic said, stepping in front of her to block her view.

			She blinked.

			“That’s not for you. You have to be dead, right?”

			“Yeah,” she said, swallowing hard. “It’s . . .”

			“What?” he asked.

			“I left something here,” she said. “Someone.”

			“Are they still here?” Vic asked. “Are they alive?”

			Mel shook her head.

			“No. They—he—went into the water.”

			Vic gave her a breath, the longest moment he could.

			“Okay then,” he said, trying to rush her but not sound like it. “Let’s get out of here.”

			Jodi hadn’t waited for them, but she’d stopped at the mouth of the tunnel.

			No green lights. No masked figures.

			“Looks clear,” Vic said.

			“I don’t like it,” Jodi said.

			“You’ve been in there before,” Vic reminded her.

			“I didn’t know where we were before.”

			“Me either, but I think this is the only way.”

			He went first.

			Staring into the darkness felt wrong, foreboding.

			All of his senses said to walk away, to retreat, but that meant the devils, more torture, and endless memories he didn’t want to live through on a loop.

			Something glossy slunk in the darkness ahead, low to the ground, an animal.

			“Is that a cat?” Mel asked.

			It was. A black cat. One Vic knew.

			Spider.

			“Yeah,” Vic said, grinning. Spider had been in his memories. “I think he’s here to help us.”

			“Curiosity killed the cat,” Jodi said.

			“But satisfaction brought him back,” Mel added.

			Vic and Jodi looked at her.

			“What? That’s how it goes.”

			“Is it?” Vic asked.

			“Yes,” Mel said, like they were the ones out of touch. “Besides, it’s not a cat, or not just a cat.”

			“What is it then?” Vic asked.

			“A psychopomp,” Mel said.

			“A psycho-what?” Jodi asked.

			“An escort for the dead,” Mel explained.

			“Good name for a band,” Jodi mused as they moved forward, but Spider was gone by the time Vic could follow the train tracks.

			He wasn’t surprised by the vanishing act. Spider came and went like a spirit.

			Adam said he didn’t know what was up with Spider. He’d been his great-aunt’s cat. As long as Adam had lived with her, the feline hadn’t seemed like anything else.

			Vic called him a friend. Spider had come to him, brought Eduardo’s ghost back for a chat that Vic had badly needed, but now he’d vanished again.

			The darkness swallowed them as they walked on.

			The flame from Jodi’s lighter didn’t help.

			Vic met Mel’s eyes in the orange light, looking to see if she might know something, but she only stared forward, her face angular and pretty, if a little creased with fear.

			The darkness thickened. At the same time it grew drier, warmer. It should have been a relief, but Vic stiffened, widened his eyes, hoping to see more.

			There were faces in the dark, or at least the outline of faces. They were like the ones he’d see when hiking or driving through the mountains. Faint and abstract, they’d disappear if you blinked.

			At least Vic had the railroad ties to follow.

			“Keep an ear out for trains,” he said, hoping he’d feel one first, but not trusting his senses here.

			Hopefully the tunnel was wide enough that they could press against the wall if one came along.

			The flame from Jodi’s lighter flickered like someone was blowing on it, but Vic felt no breeze.

			The tunnel ended in a door carved from solid rock.

			Something was piled on either side.

			Jodi waved the lighter over them.

			They were masks, devil masks, empty and lifeless.

			The sight sent a shudder up Vic’s spine.

			“This is it,” he said, feeling it somewhere inside, in that place the Reaper lived. “This is the way out.”

			“How do we open it?” Jodi asked, pushing on it to no effect.

			“It won’t open for the dead,” Mel said quietly.

			She was right. Vic could feel that too.

			“Are you starting to remember?” he asked her.

			“Some,” she said. Haltingly, she added, “I think it will get better when we’re away from the shore.”

			“What do we do?” Jodi asked. She kicked the door with a sturdy combat boot.

			“We need to prove that we’re alive,” Mel said.

			She fished around in the dark, found a piece of slate, and grimaced as she squeezed it.

			Vic winced.

			“Why do people always cut their hand?” he asked.

			“It’s a sacrifice,” Mel said. “To cut yourself somewhere vulnerable, somewhere important. And it has to be new blood.”

			“Like Mom’s diabetes,” Jodi said. “You couldn’t pick a scab.”

			Vic blinked at her.

			“What?” Jodi snapped. “She had to prick herself. Sometimes she’d get one of those disks installed, but we usually didn’t have the money.”

			Mel smeared the blood across the door in a long, diagonal slash. There wasn’t much of it, only a few drops, but they glistened. With a creak that sounded more like a rusty hinge than grinding stone, the door opened.

			“How did you know that?” Vic asked Mel.

			“I just did,” she said.

			“Let me see,” he said, nodding to her hand.

			She shook her head. “It’s not deep.”

			“Can we go before it closes?” Jodi asked, stepping through.

			Mel followed her.

			Vic looked back once, for Spider, for anything.

			The cop in him didn’t like that Mel had known how to open the door, that she’d had hairpins but had never escaped.

			What had she been waiting for?

			The door began to rumble, an angry stomach signaling its hunger.

			Vic hurried through. It shut behind him.
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			Adam

			Adam woke to find the Cutlass inside the ruins of the abandoned gas station. Seamus and the watchtower had gone.

			They’d slept in the car, each wrapped in one of the blankets Adam kept in the trunk. He climbed out, folded the afghan carefully. Sue had crocheted it, and he took comfort in the memory of her deft hands working the needles and yarn.

			The asphalt was old and cracked. The air smelled faintly burnt, like barbeque and pepper. It wasn’t as dry here, and Adam took that as a good sign.

			The warlock wound hurt less today, which was an even better sign.

			The squeal of the rusty garage door startled Bobby and Vran awake when Adam opened it.

			“Everybody okay?” Adam asked, climbing back into the car.

			“Yeah,” Bobby said. “Why aren’t I hungry?”

			“I don’t know,” Adam said. “But I’m not either. Vran?”

			“I’m good,” he said, patting his stomach as he sat upright.

			He looked better. A night in the Other Side’s magic had livened him up.

			Adam started the car.

			“Still west?” Bobby asked.

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “We’re less than two hours from Amarillo if the landscape is still the same as back home.”

			“How’s the gas?” Bobby asked, leaning over to look as he started playing with the radio.

			“Full,” Adam said with a shake of his head. That didn’t make any sense. He didn’t think Seamus would be courteous enough to fill the tank.

			“Time is frozen here, at least sort of frozen,” Vran said. “Didn’t you notice the sun doesn’t move?”

			“I hadn’t actually,” Adam said, eyeing the black ball.

			It was like a permanent eclipse with red light spilling out from behind it.

			Vran rolled his eyes so hard Adam could almost hear it.

			Adam reached for his phone, hoping to drive back the gloom with some music, and found it dead. He shook his head.

			“There’s radio,” Bobby said, playing with the dials.

			He landed on an old, familiar country tune that brought back memories of the trailer, Roseanne Cash singing about a runaway train.

			“Dad loved this song,” Bobby said wistfully.

			Adam scoffed.

			“He did,” Bobby argued. “Used to sing it when we drove into town.”

			“I don’t remember him like that,” Adam said. “Singing. Laughing.”

			Most days Adam only remembered the anger, the constant slam of red into his chest . . . well, that was a lie. Adam knew it hadn’t all been like that, which was what made it so much worse.

			Every kind moment had been a tease, a hint that Robert Senior might love him, could be a good father. Then he’d smash it with another blow or an angry explosion that filled Adam with shrapnel that he was still trying to pick out of his heart.

			Adam reached to turn off the radio.

			“What would you listen to?” Bobby asked. “If your phone were working?”

			“Vic’s stuff,” Adam said.

			They’d put a playlist together for their drives, when they’d gone to find parts for the Cutlass.

			“He likes straight boy music,” Adam said with a shrug.

			“What’s straight boy music?” Bobby asked, making air quotes.

			“He loves Crown the Empire,” Adam said. “Fellowcraft. Stuff like that.”

			“Like you didn’t use to rock out to my old Linkin Park CDs,” Bobby said.

			“I still do sometimes,” Adam confessed.

			Bobby chuckled and set the phone back in the cup holder, careful not to disturb the cord Adam used to link it to the stereo.

			The red haze outside deepened, but the stalks of white grass broke from shallow black waves like endless fingers. The station parking lot was like an island, the highway a bridge above the water.

			Most of the ghosts kept to the road, though some ranged, sunk to their ankles, looking lost.

			“At least they’re not zombies,” Bobby said.

			“Yeah,” Adam agreed. “Wait, you’re a doctor. You’re afraid of zombies?”

			“Think about it,” Bobby said. “You’re in the morgue late at night. Suddenly the bodies start to move and—”

			“Stop. Stop,” Vran said, putting his hands over his ears.

			“Elves have a complicated relationship with death,” Adam explained, though he was equally as glad for the interruption.

			“It freaks us out,” Vran clarified.

			“You might be on the wrong road trip then,” Bobby teased.

			“Why are they wandering like that?” Adam wondered aloud.

			He wanted to stop, to get a closer look, but didn’t. Finding Vic was the most important thing, and he’d learned from his time in the spirit realm that getting distracted by every shiny thing could be dangerous.

			One of the ghosts, a woman, threw up an arm, looking distressed.

			A serpent, massive and skeletal, burst from the ground. Clutching her in its jaws, it vanished back into the water.

			All around the flooded plain, similar scenes unfolded.

			Adam shuddered. Rattlesnakes were an issue back home, but water moccasins were more aggressive, a bigger danger. Adam didn’t know the difference between snake skeletons, but he didn’t see rattles, just long, spiraling spines lined in curving ribs.

			“They’re demons,” Vran said, following Adam’s gaze. “Just different from the car. They have the same aura.”

			“Don’t look too closely, Vran,” Adam cautioned. Sight meant that sometimes what you Saw also Saw you back.

			Vran swallowed and gave a little nod.

			“Let’s be sure to stay on the road,” Bobby whispered.

			It was one more reason to keep going. The line between Adam and Vic grew stronger with every mile they drove.

			“The ghosts aren’t the same,” Vran said, still watching the tentacles. “The ones on the road are less alive.”

			“Well, yeah,” Bobby said. “They’re spirits.”

			“I know that,” Vran sniped. “I mean, the ones wandering off have less light. They’re extra dead.”

			Adam focused, let his Sight rise, trying to peer deeper and see what Vran was seeing.

			“He’s right,” Adam said. “The ghosts on the road have less energy.”

			“How do you know?” Bobby asked.

			“The Sight,” Adam said. “I can turn it on and off now.”

			“Could you teach me that too?” Bobby asked.

			“If that’s something you want,” Adam said.

			Adam’s problem had been the opposite, the inability to turn the Sight off. That’s what had landed him in Liberty House, gotten him the reputation as a stoner. It had taken Silver to teach him control, to pull his senses in and lock them down.

			He’d never considered trying to teach someone the opposite, to push their Sight further.

			“But this probably isn’t the best place to do it,” Adam said.

			“Still, you’re saying that spirits can break down, be more or less alive,” Bobby said.

			“Apparently. It makes sense, right? I mean you can see some ghosts clearly. Others are faded.”

			The last one that far gone, that thin, had been out at the old Binder homestead. Adam had gone there with Bobby and Jodi to investigate. There’d been a spirit, maybe more than one. Adam wondered if it was Jimmy, James Junior, the cousin John had killed in a brutal ritual in order to extend his own life.

			“It’s all magic,” Vran said. “How much of it they have or how much they don’t.”

			“And magic is life,” Adam and Bobby said together.

			“But they’re the soul, right?” Bobby asked, sounding kind of upset. “Just disembodied?”

			“They’re part of what’s left behind,” Vran said softly. “Like another body.”

			Adam considered it as the ghosts came and went in the Cutlass’s headlights.

			“But is it the soul?” Bobby asked. “If it’s not, what happens to that?”

			“I don’t know,” Vran said. “I don’t know if there is any difference between the spirit and the soul, the consciousness and the energy.”

			“I guess they didn’t cover everything in elven kindergarten,” Bobby mused.

			Adam didn’t know either. For all he dealt with spirits and the other world, he hadn’t taken the time to ask what happened to the dead.

			It hadn’t seemed as important until lately, until teatime with Death had become a regular event.

			Bobby stared out the window.

			“You’re thinking about Annie?” Adam asked.

			“And Dad,” Bobby said.

			Shit, Adam thought.

			He’d never thought Sue could be here. She had to be somewhere better. Annie too.

			But their dad, Robert Senior . . . those years weren’t something Adam enjoyed remembering.

			Once, he’d built a story for himself about their father, about how much fun he’d been.

			Bobby’s confession, that he’d killed Robert to save Adam, had stripped that all away.

			Now all Adam remembered were his dad’s rages, the inky, looming terror. None of the sparkly laughter or bright white joy remained.

			He was big enough to admit that neither was completely true, neither was the whole story.

			A shape darted into the road, crossing their path.

			Adam slammed on the brakes out of instinct. The horse and rider were already splashing off into the low hills.

			Another rider followed, crossing the highway in a gallop. More followed, at least a dozen of them.

			“What the hell?” Bobby asked.

			“They’re cowboys,” Adam said, narrowing his eyes. “And, uh, cowgirls?”

			The horses and riders were spectral, washed out, but still had more color than the ghosts. Adam blinked as they steered lost, wandering ghosts back toward the road. Once there, they moved west again, rejoining the stream.

			“They’re herding them,” he said aloud.

			“After the demons have spit them out,” Vran said.

			The cowboys looked ready to move on, traveling back the way they’d come. Green headlights bobbed into view behind the Cutlass.

			“No,” Adam said.

			But the car was unmistakable. The demon had caught up to them.

			He tapped the gas, hoping the cowboys would stay out of the way. He had no idea what the rules were, what would pass through the Cutlass and what wouldn’t.

			Adam drove, faster and faster, until the engine shook again.

			Bobby and Vran looked back.

			“We lost it before,” Adam said. “We can lose it again.”

			“There’s more than one this time,” Vran said.

			Adam glanced to the rearview. At least a dozen pairs of headlights were after them.

			“Floor it!” Bobby yelled.

			“I am!”

			A town appeared, grain silos popping up like steel mushrooms and fading as they raced by.

			The demons had fallen behind again, and Adam could breathe a little easier, though he kept his foot pressed to the floor.

			The streets ahead were old-fashioned, like the historic parts of Guthrie, but—

			Adam had to slow when they reached the buildings. Long passenger trains were everywhere, blocking the road.

			The ghosts stopped too. These looked thinner, paler, like their journey had partially erased them.

			“Why are you stopping?” Bobby asked, head twisting to look for the demon cars. “Find a way around them.”

			“No,” Vran said, watching the ghosts stream onto the trains. “This is the next gate.”

			“We don’t have long until they catch up,” Bobby said.

			“Then we’d better find the way down,” Adam said.
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			Vic

			The seamless wall of rock behind them should have eased the tension in Vic’s shoulders. The devils had no way to follow, but his stomach twisted at the desert stretching ahead of them. Endless, the sand reached the horizon, a gritty sea the color of ground-up bones.

			The train tracks had vanished, leaving only the road as a guide.

			“At least it’s night,” Vic said.

			“Why does that matter?” Jodi asked.

			“It would be too hot by day,” Mel said. Jodi tucked away her lighter. The red haze had thinned enough that here and there a star shone through, giving enough light to walk. It had to be a good sign that this side of the tunnel had something a little closer to a natural sky.

			Jodi lingered in Vic’s shadow, as if she needed his protection. Vic didn’t complain, though he did not like her walking where he couldn’t see her.

			Shapes prowled in the distance, moving back and forth atop the dunes. They weren’t clear, but they blotted the few stars from time to time. Rangy, four-legged, they circled.

			“Wolves?” Vic asked, squinted. “Or coyotes?”

			“More demons,” Mel said. “We must stay on the road.”

			She marched ahead, confident, like she was ready to take on the landscape and make up for the time she’d lost.

			“Hey,” Vic said. “Wait up.”

			“Why?” Mel asked.

			“You obviously know something.” He glanced back to make certain Jodi kept up and that the prowling things kept their distance.

			They’d come closer. Skeletal, they were lined in spines and spikes. Vic could see the haze through the gaps in their ribs.

			“It’s not like the devils talked to me,” Mel said. “They feed, drift away, and then others come to feed some more.”

			“They ate your feelings,” Vic said. He remembered what he’d seen in their smoky forms, the faces and bits of people he knew, the parts of his memories that they’d consumed. “It changed them.”

			“Yes,” Mel said. “We’re not meant to be here. The living. I remember that now. She told me not to come, but I had to. I couldn’t let him go alone.”

			“Who?” Vic asked. “Who was he?”

			But Mel shook her head and marched on.

			At least it was the right direction.

			The sand had covered the road in patches, like it went unused, leaving the impression of a winding serpent with concrete skin snaking over the desert. Vic avoided the dust.

			To the north, over the mountains, a light emerged, the kind of glow you got with a distant city.

			“What is that?” he asked Mel, catching up to her side and nodding.

			“I don’t know,” she said, squinting. “I don’t think it was here before.”

			Vic looked to Jodi, to get her thoughts.

			She hadn’t gone far, only a few feet, but she’d left the road and stood ankle-deep in the bone dust.

			The demons came for her, running across the sand. It shifted, rising to form shapes and figures, kids in a classroom, sitting at desks. Beyond them rose walls with drawings. Everything was colorless, but Vic could spy the construction paper pumpkins, cut out and colored for Halloween.

			Some of the figures broke apart as the demons came, charging through them, aiming for Jodi.

			“Help me,” Vic said to Mel. “We have to get her back on the road.”

			Mel planted her foot and stretched out her hand. Vic took it. With a grimace, he stepped onto the sand.

			Mel stretched. Vic stretched. The demons had nearly reached Jodi.

			“Damn it, Jodi,” he said. “Snap out of it.”

			She didn’t hear him. She stood frozen, as if entranced.

			Vic managed to touch her shoulder. He just needed a few more inches. He stretched a bit more, caught her sleeve, and jerked her toward him. He managed to take her hand and pull her back. Breathing more from the rush of the adrenaline than exertion, Vic brought her back onto the path.

			She blinked, coming awake. Behind her, the demons came on.

			Mel turned and faced them down.

			The lead demon loomed larger than a horse. The spikes and bones only enhanced the menace of its long teeth and claws. It tensed, ready to leap.

			“No,” Mel said, her voice calm. “She is not for you. She is on the road again.”

			The skeleton stared at her. No lights shone in the black pits of its eyes.

			“Return to your duty,” Mel said.

			The other demons turned and stalked back to the hills. The lead, the largest, lingered.

			“Go,” she said firmly.

			And it did.

			Jodi shook in Vic’s arms.

			Mel gave a little nod and turned back to them.

			“What are you?” Vic asked her. “You’re not a Reaper.”

			Surely he would have sensed it if she had been.

			“No,” she said.

			“What was that?” Jodi asked, interrupting. “What did I see?”

			“A dream,” Mel said. “The desert takes the dreams the dead will never see.”

			“What were you dreaming?” Vic asked.

			“It’s stupid,” Jodi said.

			“A teacher? Is that what you wanted to be?”

			“Yeah,” Jodi said, looking away. “But it’s too late now, right?”

			“We should go,” Mel said.

			She started walking again. They followed.

			It was the right direction. Vic’s sense of Adam felt a little stronger. It might be his imagination, or his hope playing tricks on him, but it was all they had except the road.

			Vic peered into the black sun. The red haze looked more like strings, or blood vessels, like the image from his last eye exam, when the doctor had shown him a close-up of his retina.

			“What about you?” Jodi asked Vic. “What did you want to be?”

			“A chef,” Vic said, surprised to hear himself being honest. He liked cooking. He liked making people happy when they ate what he’d made.

			“Why did you say it’s too late?” Vic asked.

			“I don’t know. Mom said I wasn’t smart enough, that I was too stupid. And now I’m too old, aren’t I?”

			Vic kept walking, but it had sort of been the same for him. His mom had wanted him to do more with his life. She loved him, but told him repeatedly how often new restaurants failed. He’d wanted to cook like his dad, but he’d packed the dream away, telling himself he’d outgrown it, that it wasn’t practical.

			Now, looking back, it was quite the leap, from dreaming of being a chef to becoming a cop. He’d wanted to make a difference, to do something real.

			This place was meant to take their dreams, but Vic wasn’t dead. He had a future. He could make new dreams.

			“What about you?” Jodi asked Mel.

			“A singer,” she said with a smile. “I wanted to be a singer on the radio.”

			“Yeah?” Vic asked. “What kind of music?”

			“I—I can’t remember.”

			She looked so sad.

			She’d survived here, but not lived. It wasn’t the same thing, not if this place cost you so much, not if a hundred years of it would grind down everything about you that made you, well . . . you.

			Vic tried to remember old music, things that might help her.

			He hummed something, one of the songs his father had loved, something by José José. Vic couldn’t remember the name.

			Mel looked at him.

			“Not that one huh?” he asked.

			“No,” she said. “More like . . .”

			Mel hummed a little, a bit of an old tune.

			“I think I know that one,” Vic said, trying to hum along.

			They repeated it together, adding notes, filling in the hole, trying to make a tune.

			Jodi scowled but didn’t interrupt.

			“Summertime . . .” Mel sang.

			“Yeah,” Vic said. “Ella Fitzgerald.”

			“Who’s that?” she asked.

			“Maybe after your time, but you do know the song?”

			Mel smiled. “Yeah.”

			Vic didn’t add that it was the sort of thing his grandmother had listened to.

			Together they picked out words and notes, reassembling the song and along with a bit of Mel’s memory. She knew more of it than Vic did.

			Jodi eyed the sand and the distant but still circling demons.

			Nothing about this place was tempting or beautiful. Red, black, and mostly gray—everything looked like someone had drawn it with the last of the crayons, the last of their feelings. It was depressing, to say the least.

			“What kind of teacher?” Vic asked Jodi, trying to draw her attention back toward them.

			“Huh?”

			“Elementary? High school? Art?”

			“Whatever,” she said. “It doesn’t matter now.”

			She scattered a mound of dust with a kick.

			Vic opened his mouth and closed it again. It wasn’t his job to give Jodi a pep talk. He didn’t even like her, but he’d tucked his own dream away, decided to become a cop and do something that he thought would have more meaning to other people.

			He’d limited himself, cut off a piece to hopefully make the world a better place.

			Now, feeling it flutter away, Vic could see a road that never branched, running into a single direction. He’d make detective someday, maybe, then rank up or stay there until he burned out, retired, or got shot again.

			Was he really helping anyone? Could he really help anyone?

			The longer he walked, the more he felt the weight of it. For the dead it had to be freeing. They got to let go. Their journey would end at the sea.

			Vic wasn’t even thirty. He had decades ahead of him, if they got out of here.

			Before this, before he’d fallen here, he’d been starting to imagine a life with Adam.

			They’d said they loved each other, right before. Vic had meant it. Adam brought so much chaos into Vic’s life, but he brought magic and wonder too.

			They’d done it all backward. Met, formed a deep connection via magic, and went from there. They hadn’t really even dated, hadn’t been given the chance.

			Vic had dropped everything for Adam when Sue died, and Adam, despite the secrets he’d kept, which had felt like the worst of lies, had put his life on the line to save Vic when he’d been shot.

			He knew who Adam was, but it was another single road with no branches.

			Vic could see their future laid out before him, a key to his apartment, an invitation for Adam to move in. He could figure out more of the guy-on-guy thing. It was new to him, but he wanted to try it, to see where it all went when the lights went out.

			That had been a revelation, and he’d processed it, but it also meant no more dating, not getting to explore what it all meant with other guys or girls.

			And if they got married, Vic had always imagined that he’d get married in the church, that his family, as many of them who could, would come. It would be a massive party, full of joy.

			Forever with Adam meant a lot of his family wouldn’t approve.

			Jesse would be thrilled. Hell, he’d probably cry.

			His mother supported her students and she liked Adam. Vic didn’t worry about her accepting them or their relationship, but his cousins, his aunts and uncles—a lot of them wouldn’t feel the same. They certainly wouldn’t come to the wedding if he married Adam.

			It wouldn’t be what Vic had always imagined. He looked between Mel and Jodi. Based on their expressions, they were having their own struggles, seeing the paths they’d never take.

			They didn’t need to leave the road or face the demons for it to worsen as they marched on.

			Vic couldn’t stop his imagination, couldn’t stop picturing the branches, the possibilities, dying off.

			Like the kids he’d have with a wife. He could brush that aside. He could have kids with a guy. There were surrogates, fosters, and adoption. Plenty of kids needed loving parents, but the harder Vic fought, the more the desert worked on him.

			He imagined his father meeting his children, holding them, no matter who he had them with. That was something that could never happen now.

			Vic clenched his jaw and fought back tears.

			“Art,” Jodi said out of nowhere.

			She had tears in her eyes.

			“I wanted to teach art,” she choked out.

			“Yeah?” Vic said.

			“Yeah. With pipe cleaners and glitter. Glue. That kind of shit.”

			“It’s not shit. Art was my brother’s favorite class.”

			Jesse had also had dreams. He used to draw, was pretty good at it. Vic couldn’t remember when his bigger, hulking brother had put away his sketchbooks, but he had his own auto shop now, his own business. That had been the dream he’d picked.

			Everyone had paths they hadn’t taken. That was life. You couldn’t do everything, read every book, pursue every career. You only got so much time.

			No one gets forever.

			The voice was so quiet, but he knew it.

			“Sara?” Vic whispered. “Are you there?”

			The Reaper had slept inside him since he’d fallen here. He’d lost his baton, his scythe, but he didn’t think he’d imagined it.

			“Are you out there?” he whispered.

			“Who are you talking to?” Jodi asked, sounding more like her usual self.

			“No one,” Vic said, but Mel had stopped walking.

			She stared at him.

			“You know her, don’t you?” Vic asked.

			She nibbled her lip. Beneath her hat she looked incredibly sad. Whatever dreams this place had dredged up hadn’t been kind to her.

			All of it had to be hard. Anyone she’d left behind was probably long dead, thought she was too.

			“Yes,” she said. “I know her. She told me not to come.”

			“But you couldn’t let him go alone,” Vic said.

			“No.” She looked ahead, to the road, and asked, “I don’t suppose that people live forever yet?”

			“No,” Vic said. “Longer, better in many ways, but not forever.”

			“Didn’t think so.”

			“I’m sorry,” Vic said, working to keep up.

			“You’re still coming with us, right? After all, you’ve got a lot of music to catch up on.”

			“I’m still walking, aren’t I?” she asked.
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			Adam

			“Adam, the demons . . .” Bobby said, watching behind them for the glow of green headlights.

			“I know. I’m trying. Vran?”

			Adam felt something lurking past what they could see and hear.

			It was like a glamour, and he’d gotten really good at piercing those, at sensing the cracks and where to pry with his power. This whole place was one big glamour, but no matter how hard he pried he couldn’t find a crack.

			“This place tastes strange,” the elf said. He stuck his tongue out, like he might catch a raindrop.

			“How so?” Adam asked, sniffing.

			He rolled the window down and took a long breath to taste the air. Wood rot, damp—like the swampy places down by the lake back home.

			“I can smell it,” Adam said, looking for rain or signs of water, but they’d left the flooded plains behind. “But I don’t see it.”

			“It’s old,” Vran said.

			“Yeah,” Adam agreed.

			It felt like an abandoned pool or bathtub. The ghost of water. This place remembered rain. It remembered a lot of it.

			“All I smell is cow,” Bobby complained.

			“There’s that too,” Vran said. “This is like the Tidal Gate.”

			“How do you call it back home?” Adam asked.

			“Water,” Vran said. “I have to wake it up, make it remember when the world was flooded.”

			“They’re here,” Bobby said as green headlights filled the road behind them.

			“We could drive on, come back when we shake them,” Bobby said.

			“No,” Adam said. “I know what to do.”

			He killed the engine and leaped out.

			“Adam!” Bobby called.

			“One sec!” he yelled back. “Like Vran said, it needs to remember.”

			Adam popped the trunk and grabbed a gallon of water.

			Ghosts usually wanted blood, but this one was something else, the ghost of a time or a place.

			The demon cars revved their engines.

			Adam slammed the trunk shut, popped the cap off the gallon, and started walking, hurrying to splash a circle, grateful that Bobby had brought it.

			The cars stopped, close enough that their headlights almost blinded Adam. He kept walking, kept pouring.

			A gunshot cracked.

			Adam came around the Cutlass to see the cowboys coming at the demons from a side street.

			More gunshots sounded.

			At least they weren’t shooting at him.

			The circle was messy, but as soon as he completed it the world began to shift. The taste of rain filled the air.

			Adam capped the near-empty jug, tossed it at Bobby, and dove back into the car. He’d barely closed the door when the skies opened. Rain poured in sheets, washing the world away.

			“How did you know to draw a circle?” Bobby asked.

			“It’s always circles,” Adam said.

			Behind them, the demon cars had started chasing the cowboys, trying to run them down in the alleys.

			“Why’d they help us?” Bobby asked.

			“No idea,” Adam said.

			Vran shrugged and pointed out the windshield. “I’d be more worried about that.”

			Something swept across the horizon, a slow tide that picked up speed as it came on. The trains were gone.

			“Let me out!” Vran said.

			“What? No!” Adam said.

			“It’s water, Adam,” Vran said. “I can save us if you let me out.”

			“No,” Adam said.

			“Fine.”

			Vran vanished in a puff of brine scent.

			“Vran!”

			But the boy was already outside the car, standing in front of the flood.

			Adam unbuckled his seat belt as Vran lifted a hand. The wave parted for him, dividing around the Cutlass as it swept into the town.

			Adam felt the gate open, felt the world begin to shift. Ice pooled in his belly as they sank.

			The ghosts swam outside, caught up in the tide, their expressions blank, like this was a nonevent.

			The cowboys and the demon cars swirled by, tossed every which way.

			Then Vran turned, looked Adam in the eye. He smiled, but Adam felt the fear, the navy blue dread filling the boy. The taste of his magic turned brackish, stale and salty.

			Then the flood swept Vran away.

			It never touched the Cutlass. The shift ended. Vran had saved them.

			Adam leaped out of the car.

			The mud sucked at Bobby’s hiking boots as he joined Adam.

			“Do you see him?” Adam asked.

			“No,” Bobby said.

			Adam scanned the sodden street. He trudged forward, but found no sign of the elf.

			Even if the car would start, even if the engine weren’t flooded, he would not leave Vran behind.

			“He didn’t make it down,” a voice drawled.

			Adam whirled to face the cowboy, the friendly blond from before. Down here, he looked more solid, less spectral, not that his gun hadn’t been real enough when he’d been shooting at the demons. It rested in a holster on his belt.

			The other riders appeared, flickering into sight atop their horses at the end of the street.

			“What do we do?” Bobby asked.

			“Do you know where he is?” Adam asked the cowboy, ignoring Bobby’s question.

			“No,” the cowboy said.

			Adam inhaled, tried to remember, tried to sense the elf.

			What he got was a hint of Vran’s magic, the same taste as when he’d first appeared to Adam and then vanished.

			“He called the Tidal Gate,” Adam told Bobby. “He may be all right.”

			“What does that mean?” Bobby asked.

			“It’s how he teleports. He may have made it out,” Adam said, remembering their conversation at Dead Woman’s Crossing. He had to hope that was the case.

			“And if not?” Bobby asked.

			“Then he’s lost between the planes.”

			“Y’all ain’t from around here,” the cowboy said.

			“Just passing through,” Adam said, eyeing the muddy town and trying to get his shaking under control.

			Debris piled everywhere. Water ran in dirty streams. Still not an ocean, but something close to it.

			“We don’t mean any harm,” Bobby said.

			“Whether or not you did, you made quite a splash,” one of the other cowboys joked.

			Great, Adam thought. Vran was missing, and they had to deal with undead cowboys telling dad jokes.

			This really was hell.

			The riders hadn’t come closer. The blond stayed ahead, nearer than the others. He looked familiar, but Adam couldn’t place him.

			He tipped his hat.

			“Nice car,” he said.

			“Thanks.”

			Adam wondered if he should have gotten a gun or salt from the trunk. There wasn’t time now.

			“Where’d you get it?” the cowboy asked like they were having a casual conversation, like one of them wasn’t missing.

			“It was my dad’s,” Adam said.

			He could inch away, try to jump back in the Cutlass, but he didn’t even know if she’d start. Even if she did, they couldn’t outrun bullets.

			“Why are you rustling ghosts?” Bobby asked.

			“It’s why we’re here,” the cowboy said with a shrug.

			“And the demons?” Adam asked. “Why the shoot-out?”

			“They’re not supposed to be here,” the cowboy growled. “They belong lower down. That’s where you’re headed, right?”

			“It is,” Adam said.

			Bobby gave him a wary look, but Adam had the sense that he knew the blond, and even if he didn’t, they were badly outnumbered.

			“You’re not supposed to be here either,” one of the older cowboys, a woman, said.

			Adam sized up the riders. They didn’t look angry, just hard.

			“We have to,” Adam said. “Like I said, we’re only passing through. We don’t want any trouble.”

			The blond turned to the others. Something unspoken passed between them.

			“You should go,” he said to Adam. “Get what you’re here for and get out if you can. Be quick about it.”

			“That’s the plan,” Adam said.

			“There’ll be more demons,” the cowboy said.

			“I appreciate the warning,” Adam said.

			He and Bobby climbed back into the Cutlass, his stomach tied in knots as he turned the key.

			It would be damn embarrassing if it didn’t start.

			The engine turned over with a discontented grumble.

			I’m sorry, girl, Adam thought. I’ll give you anything you need when this is done.

			Adam took a final look around, hoping for a sign of black hair and a mischievous grin. Nothing. He saw nothing. Vran was gone.

			The cowboys turned their horses and rode away.

			“Any idea what they wanted?” Bobby asked.

			“No,” Adam said. “But I don’t think that’s the last we’ll see of them.”
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			Adam

			They drove in silence. Adam didn’t feel like talking with Vran gone and guessed Bobby felt the same.

			After a while Bobby picked up the jug of water, eyed it like he might drink some, then put it back on the floor.

			“Why aren’t I thirsty?” he asked. “Is it like the gas tank?”

			“I guess so,” Adam said. “It’s a good thing. In the stories, eating or drinking anything in the spirit realm can trap you there, make it a part of you. There are people who spend a few days there and find out it’s been years back on earth. I’d rather not find out what would happen if we had to drink the water here.”

			The silence deepened.

			“Do you want to try the radio again?” Bobby asked.

			“No,” Adam said a little sharply. “Sorry.”

			“It’s not your fault, Adam.”

			Adam gripped the wheel.

			“I didn’t want him to come. I didn’t want you to come.”

			He tried not to choke up but did.

			“It was his choice, just like it was my choice,” Bobby said.

			“And if you get hurt?” Adam asked. “If you get lost?”

			“Then you keep going,” Bobby said. “You find Vic and hopefully you’ll find me too.”

			Bobby still didn’t know about John, and Adam had no intention of telling him now.

			At least the line to Vic kept getting stronger. He wasn’t imagining it. It said to keep going, to not abandon the road, and it hinted that maybe together, Adam and Vic could get them home. Maybe Vran was somewhere safe. Maybe Silver or Argent could find him.

			Those were all pretty big maybes.

			Adam had leaped into this without guidance, without really planning. He wouldn’t even have had the water to open the gate if Bobby hadn’t brought it. The demons would have caught them.

			But it couldn’t be hopeless, could it? Sara wouldn’t have sent them to rescue Mel if it had been hopeless.

			Adam took several long breaths, forcing the ball of worry further into his gut. The car’s air was stale, a little moldy. He tried rolling down the window, but the outside had grown dry, scratchy in his throat. Adam rolled it up again. The ghosts kept passing through the car, following the highway west, but there were fewer of them now.

			“We keep going,” he agreed. “We find Vic. That really is our best chance to getting out of here.”

			Even if it wasn’t, Adam knew he’d make the same choice. He’d followed his heart, come here because of how he felt and how Vic made him feel. Sara had known it too.

			He felt like such a damn teenager.

			“You love him,” Bobby said. It wasn’t a question.

			Adam didn’t want Bobby getting back to his old habits and thinking he could parent Adam, fill whatever gap he thought he’d created when he’d offed their dad. The need to do what was best for Adam, or what Bobby thought was best for Adam, was like a bruise Bobby wouldn’t stop poking.

			At the same time, Adam hadn’t told anyone but Vic how he felt. Strange as it all was, the setting especially, Adam realized there was something nice about getting to talk to Bobby about this part of his life.

			“I do,” Adam said. “And if you try to have any kind of a birds-and-bees talk with me I swear I will hex you.”

			“Can you do that?”

			“Probably,” Adam said. “I am a warlock now.”

			“I’m happy for you.” Bobby met Adam’s eyes. “Really.”

			“He’s a good guy,” Adam said, focusing on the road, keeping alert. He’d had enough surprises.

			“He’d better be,” Bobby said. “I mean, you came here for him.”

			Adam wanted to joke that it wasn’t so bad, but couldn’t.

			Please be okay, Vran, he thought, he willed, sending it out into the universe and not surprised when no answer came.

			Their break in Shamrock felt like it had happened years ago. Adam could feel his strength waning, like he’d driven for days, but he couldn’t stop.

			“I hope it works out for you two,” Bobby said.

			Adam was ready for Bobby to let the matter drop, but he didn’t sound angry or even jealous. He sounded a little sad.

			He’d mentioned Adam being an uncle, but Adam didn’t know if it was anywhere close to appropriate to say that Bobby could fall in love again. He had no idea how long mourning someone you’d loved like that should take. His grief over Perak, Silver, had been softened by the anger of abandonment. Even now that he knew the truth, it still pissed Adam off to know that Silver hadn’t defied his father to be with him. Then again, Vic’s mother and brother were rooting for them. Adam wondered how it would have gone if Maria or Jesse were opposed to Vic dating Adam.

			“Are you going to give me relationship advice?” Adam asked, trying to lighten the mood.

			“Would you take it?” Bobby asked.

			“Probably,” Adam repeated. “I mean I’ve dated two guys, if you can call what Silver and I did dating.”

			“You never told me what happened.”

			The memory of those days, those nights in Liberty House, were spiked with black and blue. It really had been his personal hell, with only the dreams, the spirit walking and his nights with Silver as a reprieve.

			“You know the important parts,” he said. “Death manipulated you into sticking me there. Silver’s dad sent him to teach me how to use my magic. When we got close, the king made him end it, forbade him from seeing me.”

			“So Death and the king were in on it together,” Bobby said. “Why else would he send Silver to train you?”

			“It makes sense,” Adam said.

			Now the king was dead. Silver had killed him, and free of his father, Silver had offered Adam a place in his court.

			Death herself had gone to reap the king. Sure, he was important, a powerful immortal, the likes of which should never die. That could be all there was to it, but she’d always worked the levers behind the scenes, hiding her identity so well that even Argent hadn’t known who she was.

			Why had she shown up personally, and what did it have to do with Mel, the woman they were supposed to rescue?

			There were puzzle pieces missing, and Adam didn’t have the picture on the box as a guide.

			He wished he could question Vran, find out what he’d known about the Sea Elves’ alliance with Silver’s father. He also wished he could stop, sleep for hours, but that wouldn’t do anyone any good. He wouldn’t even trust Bobby to drive, not that he couldn’t handle the car, but Adam’s connection to Vic was their only guide, and sleeping when something might sneak up on them felt like a really bad idea.

			“What about Jodi?” Bobby asked.

			“We’ll find her,” Adam said. “The living don’t belong here. Death was clear about that. We’ll bring her back and drop her in a hole.”

			“Adam . . .”

			“You really want to go there, after what she tried to do to you?”

			“She’s just a kid.”

			“She’s my age. Old enough to vote, to drink. She’s old enough to join the army.”

			“Can you imagine Jodi in the army?”

			“Sue would say it might do her some good,” Adam said. “She never liked Jodi or even Noreen really.”

			“Why?”

			“Too many drugs and petty crimes. She wouldn’t say it, but she didn’t approve of their choices.”

			“Car’s going to be crowded,” Bobby said. “Hopefully you can zap us home.”

			“Zap us?”

			“I don’t know what to call it. Teleport?”

			Adam chuckled. “Yeah, let’s say teleport.”

			“What about this?” Bobby asked. He gestured at the highway, the stream of ghosts coming in and out of view. “What would Sue say about it?”

			“I don’t know. She could spirit walk, taught me a few things and introduced me to Sara, to Death, but I can’t imagine she ever dreamed we’d be here in the flesh.”

			“I wish I’d known her better,” Bobby said. “I . . .”

			“You left us,” Adam said. “You left us behind, because you had to.”

			“Yeah.”

			They drove on.

			“I miss her,” Adam said.

			“I’m glad she was there for you,” Bobby said. “You know, after.”

			“I thought you hated her. She thought you hated her.”

			“I was wrong about her. There are so few of us left, so few Binders.”

			Adam had seen and heard a lot of strange things these last few months, but he’d never thought he’d hear his brother admit that he’d been wrong about anything.

			He could hear the sadness, the loss in Bobby’s voice.

			“You know,” Adam said. “I really hate it when you try to act like you’re my dad.”

			“I know,” Bobby said. “I’m sorry for that too.”

			“I wasn’t looking for an apology. I was just trying to say that—well, it doesn’t mean you wouldn’t be a good one.”

			Bobby didn’t say anything, and Adam rode the silence into the desert, listening to the car, to the roll of the wheels across the highway.

			“We’re not anywhere near Roswell are we?” Bobby asked.

			“I don’t think so, why?”

			Bobby craned his neck, leaning forward on the dash to better see the pale desert topped by the red-black sky.

			“I mean, are those aliens?”

			Adam squinted at the distant, pale shapes. Walking single file, they moved along the horizon. They stood taller than houses, than some office buildings, silvery, vaguely people-shaped figures. Adam couldn’t quite make them out. They were no clearer than mist, slightly grayer against the bloody sky.

			“No,” Adam said. “They’re spirits, but I don’t know what sort. We’ll leave them be and hope they do the same for us.”

			We’re only passing through, he thought, willing it out to whatever powers ruled this place. We mean no harm.

			It was something he always did on long drives, usually when the watchtowers changed. It was only polite to tell the Guardians and other races he was in their territory, to announce his intentions. It usually came to nothing. He had so little magic, too little for them to bother with.

			“What was that?” Bobby asked. “What did you do?”

			“You felt that?” Adam asked.

			“Yeah. You did it before, a little while ago.”

			“I was trying to reach Vran,” Adam said.

			“Did he answer?”

			“No. But remember when we taught you to hide yourself? That was the opposite. I wanted to let them know we weren’t a threat.”

			“Ah, cool,” Bobby said.

			“I’m surprised you’re talking more about it,” Adam said. “Magic, I mean.”

			“It was Annie, the way she saved me,” Bobby said. “She gave me her life, left so I could stay. It doesn’t feel right to ignore a gift like that.”

			“I understand,” Adam said. “It’s how I saved Vic when he was shot.”

			“That’s how he knew those things about you?” Bobby asked. “Like that you didn’t like guns?”

			“Yeah,” Adam said.

			The silence fell again.

			“Say something,” Bobby said.

			“How much do you know about Annie, about her family?” Adam asked.

			“They’re from Chicago. They’re not like us. They have money.”

			“Everyone Mercy possessed had some Sight, some magic,” Adam said. “Annie had to have had some too.”

			That had been Death’s long game, to create the Binders so that Mercy could possess Bobby and Adam would hate him enough to kill him. She’d manipulated them for generations to make that happen. Annie had been random, a variable, and changed the outcome.

			Free will, Death had complained about it wrecking her plans.

			Adam couldn’t say that he minded being a bit of a pain in her side after all she’d put them through.

			John had been part of it too. Death had used him as a tool, employed him to break the seal binding Mercy. She’d set so much in motion to reap one ancient spirit.

			Adam had taken Sara at her word, that she wanted Mercy off the board because it lay outside the rules that bound her, but she’d let it lie for centuries. He couldn’t shake the sense that there was more to it than exact bloodlines and magical combinations. No, something was wrong in Sara’s house. Something that had driven her to reap Mercy and the king. Then there was Mel. Why now? Why the sudden rescue? Adam didn’t know how long Mel had been down here, but he could guess that it had been a while. All of it was going somewhere. Sara always had her reasons.

			“Everyone thinks Annie walked out on me, that she disappeared,” Bobby said, interrupting Adam’s musings.

			“Including her parents?”

			“I—I didn’t know what to say, what to tell them.”

			“Oh, Bobby,” Adam said. “I’m sorry.”

			He meant it, but he also worried what trouble it could bring.

			“This, what she gave me,” Bobby started. Apparently confession time wasn’t over. “I never wanted—”

			“To be like me,” Adam said.

			“Yeah.”

			“I hear voices sometimes, since I woke up. I don’t know if it’s the grief or something else. I see things out of the corner of my eye.”

			“I don’t have an easy answer,” Adam said. “It could be either. You could be getting glimpses of the spirit realm. You do have magic, maybe not a lot of it, but some. You always did.”

			He didn’t say specifically. They both knew Adam meant that day in the trailer. And Bobby had seen the spirit realm clearly, back in Denver, when they’d taken Annie to the Watchtower of the East to try and save her.

			“It could be the grief,” Adam said, but he didn’t think so.

			He knew grief. He’d been digesting it slowly since Sue had died. Running off to chase down John, and now coming here were great distractions, but Adam knew the feelings would come for him. At some point he’d break down. He’d sit and cry until he had let it all out.

			Adam squirmed in his seat. His back hurt. His eyes were tired. Driving had always been his favorite way to escape, to feel free, but this trip might cost him that too. He was ready to find Vic, ready for it to be over.

			They were nearly to Albuquerque, or where Albuquerque would be in the real world. Maybe they’d find something there, someone who could help or another rest stop.

			He didn’t mention it to Bobby. Adam didn’t want to give his brother false hope. He kept his eyes forward, kept his foot on the gas.

			Vic needed him. Vran needed him. Adam had to get this done and get out of here.

			“I really am glad you’re here,” Adam said. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome,” Bobby said. Squinting, he leaned forward again. “There are lights up ahead.”

			“Yeah,” Adam said.

			Of every place they’d yet been, Albuquerque was the brightest. The glow of the streetlamps pushed against the gloom, making it look closer to something from the real world, like when a long drive brought you toward a city.

			Adam wondered what sort of trap waited for them this time.
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			Vic

			It wasn’t fair. He’d stayed on the road. It wasn’t right that Vic’s dreams were fading.

			He’d imagined his wedding with Adam. The two of them in black tuxes, holding hands. Now the image was out of focus. Even the idea of living together was blurry, a dusty old photograph. Vic wasn’t tired. He wasn’t thirsty. He wasn’t even breathing hard, though he’d have guessed they’d walked for miles over the slow roll of the dunes, and yet he felt ground down in an entirely different way, like they were pushing against an invisible river, something that urged them west, not east, in the wrong direction and away from Adam.

			“We should take a break,” Jodi suggested. “Rest for a bit.”

			“No,” Vic said. “I don’t think we should stop.”

			He didn’t like the look of the sand. It pooled to the sides, like it wanted on the road, like something barely kept it at bay. The wolves, the demons, hadn’t returned, but he didn’t trust them not to hide behind the dunes.

			“Why not?” Jodi asked, though without her usual snark.

			“I’m not sure we’d start again if we did,” Vic said.

			“He’s right,” Mel said. She held up an arm, let her hand swim through the air, like she’d stuck it out a car window. “It wants to push us back.”

			“You feel it too?” Vic asked.

			“Yes,” she said. “It’s like the wind, but it’s not the wind.”

			Vic looked to Jodi, to see if she was with them.

			“You two are creepy,” she said.

			“I thought you were a witch,” Vic said.

			“How would you know?” Jodi demanded.

			“Like I said, your cousin told me that you’re like him.”

			“I’m nothing like him,” Jodi said, real anger flaring in her eyes. “I’m a Binder.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean? You’re family.”

			“There’s a whole tradition, mother to daughter, only my grandmother left my mom out. She didn’t teach her anything, didn’t teach me anything. She gave it all to Adam instead, to a—”

			“Watch it,” Vic cut her off using every ounce of his cop voice.

			Jodi huffed out a breath and said, “Yeah. I feel things, and I can feel something here, but I don’t know how to read it or tell you what it means.”

			“I don’t either,” Vic said.

			Sometimes he could feel the Reaper inside him, something solid and cold, but it stayed curled up, hidden from him. It wasn’t any help in understanding this place.

			“What about you?” Vic asked Mel.

			“What about me?”

			“Where are you from?” Vic asked. “You’ve got a bit of an accent.”

			Mel blinked.

			“Baltimore,” she said with visible relief. “I’m from Baltimore.”

			“Is your memory getting better the farther we get from the sea?” Vic asked.

			“I think so,” Mel said. “I remember Levi. I remember his eyes when he died. I remember Momma telling me not to follow him, but I did. That’s all I know so far.”

			“Then let’s keep going,” Vic said.

			Mel and Jodi didn’t argue.

			Vic watched Mel for clues, signs to who or what she was. She didn’t seem to be holding up any better than him or Jodi. The women looked tired, and Vic felt the same hunch in his shoulders, the same lead in his steps.

			He’d prided himself on keeping fit, on passing the academy physical and staying in shape for the job. He’d made it over the privacy fence in one try, a requirement for Denver cops. He ran and worked out five days a week, but physical endurance wasn’t what this place called for.

			Vic used the line between him and Adam like he’d use a rope to climb a mountain, pulling himself along, hand over hand, using it to help fight the exhaustion.

			He’d never imagined he’d be linked to someone this way, or that he’d fall in love with a guy. Vic had gotten used to it quickly, so quickly that Adam worried it was only the magic, the link between them. Vic disagreed. He could look back now and admit that he’d always been open to it, just hadn’t found the right person, hadn’t seen in a guy what he saw in Adam.

			Vic realized that he’d been pondering too long, that he’d focused on his own thoughts to the point that he couldn’t recall the last time Mel had hummed a broken tune or Jodi had complained.

			He turned to find them slumped to the ground.

			Damn it, Vic thought.

			He wanted to shout for them to get up but couldn’t find his voice. The force of the road, the push back to the west, to the shore, increased when Vic had turned around. He could do that or he could collapse like Mel and Jodi had. The unseen river pushed him back.

			Collapse or stumble west. Those were his choices.

			“No,” Vic forced out.

			The edges of his sight filled with red and black. He was losing consciousness. Vic dropped to his knees.

			He stayed there, trying to summon the strength to rise.

			His connection to Adam was the only thing keeping him in between.

			The force lessened as light broke over him from behind.

			Vic opened his eyes, turned his head, and found greenish headlights illuminating the road.

			It gave him the strength to turn and see the bus idling in the middle of the highway.

			The doors opened with a mechanical whoosh.

			Several ghosts stepped out. They had a little more color than the spirits by the shore, more detail. Their clothes were vibrant compared to the dead Vic had seen before. Their outfits were made of junk or mismatched clothing.

			A woman wearing a birdcage like a helmet bent over him, her eyes wide.

			“You’re alive,” she said.

			She had plastic bat wings, like from a child’s Halloween costume, strapped to her back.

			“You’re not,” Vic said.

			He could see through her, a little, but she could speak, and he could see that her eyes were blue.

			“Get them on the bus,” the woman told the others. “Quick as you can now.”

			“But—they’re alive!” one of the others, an Asian man said. He wore bright yellow sunglasses and a cloak made of patches and rags, all different colors, like a quilt of uneven scraps. The hood rose in a tall point that bent to the side.

			“Yes,” the woman said. “Shepherd will know what to do.”

			Vic wanted to ask who they were, where they’d take him and the others, but he was too weak, his strength too expended to fight even if he’d thought he should.

			The ghosts were solid enough to grip him by the arms. They lifted him and carried him onto the bus before turning to help Mel and Jodi.

			The seats were stiff, coated in fabric, with a neck rest that could have doubled as a handle for the person behind you.

			The interior felt warm, heated by vents somewhere in the floor. Bolted and welded together from steel, the whole thing rattled.

			There were other passengers, ghosts not dressed like refugees from an artist’s commune. Like the ones from the shore, they wore slack expressions, like the deeply drugged. They reminded Vic of hospital patients, of Eduardo sleeping off the chemo. Most looked awake, though none of them met Vic’s eyes. They seemed oblivious—to him, to their surroundings, and to wherever the bus was taking them.

			It lurched into motion.

			The other ghosts, his maybe rescuers, smiled. Some chatted with each other.

			Looking beyond their mismatched outfits, Vic couldn’t see anything they had in common. They were every age and color. Men and women.

			The woman who’d spoken to Vic came to sit beside him. Pressed against the window and the wall, Vic eyed her more closely. Past the birdcage, he could see a bit of gray at her edges, a creeping translucence.

			“It’s going to be okay,” she said. “We’ll take you to Sanctuary.”

			“You can talk,” Vic said. “You’re not like . . .”

			He tried to gesture at the thinner ghosts, but his body remained too heavy for more than a jerk of his head.

			“No, we’re not like the lost ones,” she said, following his gaze to a man with wild hair and a tattered coat. He looked like he’d been unsheltered.

			“Why not?” Vic asked.

			He wondered if the man’s crazed stare had been the same when he’d been alive. He realized the ghosts had to have no smell because surely the man would reek of the streets if they did.

			“We’ve been saved,” she said with a bright smile that sent a chill up Vic’s spine.

			The way she said it, the way she beamed—it reminded him of the missionaries that would come to their porch, the ones who didn’t listen to his mom’s protests that they were Catholic, which made them Christians.

			Vic had never been comfortable with zeal.

			“How?” Vic asked, already guessing he wasn’t going to like the answer. “How have you been saved?”

			“We’ll show you,” she said.

			That’s what he was afraid of.

			At least they were heading east.

			The woman hummed a quiet tune, something like a hymn, as Vic tried to rally, but his strength wasn’t there. He remained slumped against the window and the steel of the bus’s wall.

			They didn’t make any more stops.

			Mel and Jodi sat side by side ahead of them. Asleep, they slumped against each other. At least they were safe for now. That lifted some of the heaviness from Vic’s heart.

			Then the sky lightened, the red and black shifting to more of an orange. Here and there he spied streaks of earthly blue.

			Vic exhaled. He felt like he could breathe again.

			“That’s better, isn’t it?” the woman asked.

			The gray was gone from her edges. She appeared more solid, less translucent.

			“Yes,” Vic said.

			“That’s the miracle of Sanctuary,” she said. “Of salvation.”

			With a happy honk of its horn, the bus lurched to a stop. Stretching, Vic realized there was no driver.

			“I’m June,” the woman said.

			A grin burst over her face like it was a surprise to her, like she’d just remembered that she could.

			Mel and Jodi stirred. It wasn’t like they woke up, more like they’d reanimated.

			“Where are we?” Jodi asked.

			“Sanctuary,” Vic said.

			He hadn’t meant to sound so distrustful. He didn’t want to play his hand yet. The dead outnumbered them, and he had no weapons, no magic. More than ever, he wished he had his scythe.

			Jodi narrowed her eyes at the scene, watching the woke ghosts help the lost ones off with clear suspicion.

			“What the hell?” she muttered before turning to Mel.

			“Have you been here?” she asked.

			“I don’t think so,” Mel said, with a shake of her head.

			“You would have stayed if you had,” June said. “It’s heaven.”

			Jodi shot Vic a wide-eyed, worried look.

			He slipped up a finger, hinting for her to stay quiet.

			“Come see! Come see!” June said from the door to the bus. With a wave for them to follow, she stepped outside.

			Vic exchanged a worried glance with Mel and Jodi then stood.

			“It’s a town,” Vic said, eyeing the ramshackle buildings. They were obviously old, looking abandoned, probably from the Wild West. “A ghost town.”

			“Those are never creepy,” Jodi said, giving the place the stink eye. “Though I guess the art is kind of cool.”

			Paint slashed the front of the buildings and the ground, like kindergartners had gone amuck with buckets of purple, pink, and green.

			Junk was everywhere, usually arranged in some artful manner. A shopping cart full of old televisions, the tube kind, flickered as their screens came and went.

			A tree of rebar sported leaves of old vinyl records. They span and twisted in the warm breeze, some broken, some intact.

			The woke spirits like June herded the lost ones toward the buildings where tables made of anything from crates to planks and barrels stood waiting in rows.

			The sky above remained orange. The ground below was soft, muddy, though it didn’t suck at Vic’s boots. Every now and then a slash of normal blue lit the sky.

			“Shepherd found this place,” June said. “He named it Sanctuary. Then he found us and showed us how to save ourselves. He helps us bring others, save them like he saved us.”

			“Shepherd,” Vic repeated quietly.

			He really wished he was armed, because no way anyone called Shepherd by a group of people who smiled this much was any kind of good.

			Mel and Jodi closed ranks, moving closer to Vic.

			“It looks familiar,” Mel said.

			“So you have been here before?” Vic asked.

			“Or seen pictures,” she said. “I—I can’t remember.”

			Maybe it would help her memory. Whatever it was, the ghost town seemed closer to their world. It had given Vic back his strength. Maybe it could do something similar for Mel, reverse some of the harm the devils had inflicted.

			“But no—this isn’t right,” Mel said. “This shouldn’t be here.”

			“What do you mean?” Jodi asked.

			“It’s alive, a little, and life does not belong here.”

			“Okay,” Vic said, holding up his hands, gesturing for calm. “Rule one, nobody eats or drinks anything. I know that much. And we get back on the road as soon as possible.”

			“Yes, Dad,” Jodi grumbled.

			Vic wouldn’t have minded if she’d left her usual attitude in the devils’ bellies.

			“Where would you go?” a man asked. “There’s only desert out there, only the road back to the sea.”

			Vic knew the man had to be Shepherd before he turned around but took a step back at the sight of him.

			“You’re one of them,” Vic said.

			Shepherd didn’t wear the devil mask, but his skin was made of patches, different colors and pieces patched together. He wore a full suit, something old-fashioned, not unlike Mel’s, though his was white.

			His eyes were lit with the same green fire as the embers the devils had eaten.

			Shepherd smiled and cracks opened in the gaps between the parts of his face.

			He had patches of beard and a mustache. All of his hair, even his eyebrows, were different colors and lengths. His ears didn’t match. It was like he consisted of several faces, several people.

			“I am not what you are thinking,” he said. “And if you have met my brethren, they are not what you think either.”

			“So what are you?” Jodi asked. “A demon?”

			So much for subtlety.

			“Yes,” Shepherd said. “I suppose I am.”

			He waved a hand at the town, at the tables where June and the others had led the lost. More of the awakened ghosts, all dressed as bizarrely as June emerged from the alleys and the buildings, moving toward the tables with a hungry leer, though Vic didn’t see any food.

			“But as I said, we’re not what you think,” Shepherd continued.

			“I think you tortured us,” Jodi said. “I think—”

			“The others weren’t kind to us,” Vic said, cutting Jodi off before the situation escalated. “Any of us.”

			“They don’t how to be anything else,” Shepherd said. “They weren’t trying to hurt you. It’s their function, what they’re meant to do.”

			“What do you mean?” Jodi demanded.

			“They help the dead let go,” Mel said. “Prepare them for the sea.”

			“Exactly,” Shepherd said. “That is all we knew until you came, Mother.”

			Mel shrunk back from the name.

			“What are you talking about?” she demanded.

			“Some of us tasted life,” he explained. “Your life, and we awoke. We left our masks behind and climbed out of the dark. You sparked our first feelings, our first thoughts. So we call you Mother.”

			“And they call you Shepherd,” Vic said, looking to June and the others.

			“Just so,” he said. “I have shown them how to remain themselves. I protect them from the call of the sea.”

			“How?” Mel asked.

			“Through you, I tasted life,” Shepherd said. “I have shown my children how to do the same. In this place they remember pieces of who they were.”

			He lifted his palms to gesture at the square, where the woke had gathered the lost. Vic blinked to see the thinner ghosts laid atop the tables. Unprotesting, they stared blankly at the sky.

			“What are you doing?” Vic demanded. “What are they doing?”

			“Surviving,” Shepherd said.

			As one, the woke ghosts tore the lost apart, ripping into them with their bare hands, like each was some quivering sea creature. The lost remained lost, their expressions placid as the woke brought pieces of the other dead to their mouths and gulped or slurped them down.

			“How can you do this to them?” Vic demanded.

			“They pass through here to give up what they carry,” Shepherd said. “This is no different from what the demons do. We simply do it sooner. We feed the dead to the dead.”

			“And then the woke feed you,” Vic said.

			“Yes.”

			“But you’re keeping them from the sea,” Mel said.

			“Yes,” Shepherd said. “If we can bring them back to themselves, they may stay. If not they feed those who do.”

			Vic did not want to watch, but he felt like he had to, like he had to see this, to bear witness and not look away.

			“Where are the other demons?” he asked. “You said you weren’t the only one.”

			“Some help me, but most have gone to the city.” Shepherd turned toward the distant lights on the horizon, the northern glow Vic had spotted before.

			“And what about us?” Vic asked, watching June greedily tear off a piece of the unsheltered man. “What if we don’t want to stay?”

			“We’ve no need of you, mean you no harm. The children saved you. We have found our place here.” Shepherd turned to Mel. “You birthed my consciousness, Mother. I will always be grateful for that, but you are not bound to me. Go if that is what you wish, but you should know that no one who has left Sanctuary has ever returned.”

			“We don’t belong here,” Mel said, her voice firm.

			Vic wondered if she were about to pull another trick out of her hat, like she had with the demon in the desert.

			“We will go east,” Mel declared.

			Shepherd did not argue.

			“Good enough for me,” Vic said.

			He turned to grab Jodi, to get them out of here before June and the others decided they wanted to taste the living, but Jodi stared at the feast, her eyes shining with fresh tears as she fixed on one of the figures.

			“Mom?” she asked.
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			Adam

			Adam had never been to Albuquerque, so he had nothing to compare to the city with the colorful streamers of pink and green lights strung between the yellow streetlamps. Their glow brightened as he drove, leading them in like a runway. The buildings beneath them stood cast in heavy shadows. The underworld’s gloom washed out the houses and storefronts, the signs and numbers, leaving only the road and its bright path.

			This looked more like the spirit realm than any place they’d yet seen, but the feel of it remained the same: dead, void of magic and life. Vran’s disappearance only made it worse.

			Adam missed his snark.

			The ghosts had also vanished. Adam did not think the lights had driven them away. The dead weren’t here, but something lurked beyond his senses.

			It wasn’t the line to Vic. That led past the city, farther west. It wasn’t a gate either, but Adam felt little tugs on his awareness, like a fishing bobber dipping every now and then.

			“Is that a hotel?” Bobby asked, leaning forward to try and see the building sitting where the lights ended.

			“By the look of it,” Adam said. “Wanna bet you can check out but never leave?”

			“You think it’s a trap?”

			“I’m not sure,” Adam said. “But there’s something here, something calling to me. Do you feel it too?”

			Bobby closed his eyes, cocked an ear like he was listening to music.

			“Yeah,” he said, rubbing a hand over his chest. “It’s like a song, or a low hum.”

			“Yeah,” Adam agreed.

			So whatever it was it wasn’t just about him. It didn’t feel like Vran. It certainly wasn’t Vic. Maybe it was Jodi or John.

			“We don’t have to stop,” Bobby said.

			“I think we do,” Adam said. In his chest, the warlock wound started to pulse, a rhythm like a fading heartbeat.

			“It’s sad, isn’t it?” Bobby asked. “Are you getting that too?”

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “Let’s bring guns.”

			“You hate guns,” Bobby said.

			“I really do.”

			But he was a warlock now.

			What Adam had done, what John did, was death magic, killed a part of himself to seal the spell that had let Vic reap Mercy. And Vic had somehow pulled on the line between them to open the portal that had brought him, Jodi, and John here, the same line Adam followed west.

			Death magic was a dangerous tool. Adam could see it as a necessary evil.

			Weren’t guns the same?

			Adam did hate them, hated the idea of them, but a bullet might be the only way to quickly put an end to his great-grandfather.

			“You think it’s him?” Bobby asked. “Great-Grandpa John? I mean if we can both hear it, and we’re both Binders . . .”

			“Maybe,” Adam said. He tried to taste the air for hints of John’s magic. The flavor was like Adam’s own, but he found nothing. It could be the void, the way the underworld drank magic.

			“I don’t think so, but just in case,” Adam hedged.

			He brought the Cutlass to a stop in the hotel’s parking lot. Empty, it was more memory and ruin than an actual place. The painted lines were buried under dust, a brownish sand. The valet station stood unattended, the glass doors closed as if to seal out the night or to seal something inside.

			Adam parked as close as he felt safe, close enough to run for the car but not so close that they wouldn’t spot anything approaching them from the hotel’s direction.

			“I want to be smart about this,” Adam said, turning off the engine and climbing out. “We’ll leave a salt ring around the car.”

			“Why?”

			“There’s something here,” Adam said. “I don’t know what, but whether it’s John or not, I don’t want it sneaking into the back seat.”

			It should keep out the dead, but Adam didn’t know how it would go if the demons showed up. His power was slight, and they weren’t made of magic as he knew or understood it.

			Bobby joined Adam at the trunk. He checked two pistols and offered one to Adam.

			“Safety’s on. You still remember how to shoot?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Adam said.

			His hand was steady as he tucked the gun into the pocket of his jacket.

			It had been a lifetime ago. Their dad had made him handle a BB gun before working him up to a real pistol, though even the BBs had been fatal enough for the wounded squirrel he’d made Adam shoot over and over until it stopped jerking in pain.

			“Hopefully you won’t need it,” Bobby said, putting his pistol into his jacket pocket.

			“Hopefully,” Adam grumbled.

			The truth was, that no matter what they found here, he had to take John down. He’d made a binding promise. He had to keep it.

			Adam took a long breath to steady his nerves and center his magic. He took a cardboard can of salt from the trunk and closed it.

			He usually poured his worries into his wards, his fears, what he wanted to keep out, but magic didn’t work here, not like how he was used to. Instinct said to try something else, so Adam reached for his love and joy instead. He thought of his first kiss with Vic, his first lessons with Silver, and the elf’s proud smile when Adam got something right. He poured in his gratitude to Sue, and the way he felt about Vran, friendship yes, but maybe something a little bit like how Bobby felt about Adam.

			Be safe, Adam willed.

			Adam gathered it all in his palm with a heavy handful of the salt and tossed it overhead. With a bit of concentration, he willed it to fall around the Cutlass in a circle. Adam opened his eyes to see if it had worked.

			“Neat trick,” Bobby said.

			“Silver taught me,” Adam said. “I’ve never managed it before.”

			The spell flared, brighter in his Sight than he’d expected.

			“What does that mean?” Bobby asked. “That you’re getting stronger?”

			“Or just learning to better use what I’ve got,” Adam said.

			It wasn’t unlike what he’d done to save Bobby and Jodi from the rattlesnakes back at the homestead. He’d gathered all of his power into a warding sphere then detonated it. This time, he let it settle, sink into place.

			Adam shook the last of the salt into his hand and put it in his other jacket pocket, opposite the gun. A bit of music, something with piano, drifted out from the hotel, unsettling in the perfect silence of the dead city.

			Adam set the empty can outside the salt ring like a warning sign and swayed as he straightened.

			“You okay?” Bobby asked.

			“Yeah—this place . . . It will be good to get home.” Adam turned to the hotel entrance.

			He forced a smile. They walked side by side to the double doors.

			Automatic, they slid open and closed when the brothers stepped inside.

			The lobby had a semblance of life, but not any kind Adam wanted to live.

			Here were the dead that were missing outside.

			They were mostly older, and dressed in older styles. In another place they might have been elves, but these people lacked the grace of the immortals. They lacked their beauty. Their clothes were ill-fitting, slack, like they’d shrunk inside them.

			The ghosts themselves were washed out, worn down, and exhausted, like they’d partied too long, like the time Sue had washed his black clothes in detergent with bleach and then put them in the drier on high heat. These ghosts had more color than the spirits on the road, looked closer to alive, but they’d gone fuzzy at the edges. Gray softness limned their skin.

			Adam had never been good at parties, never really been to one. Back home a scene like this would have had him drawing up his defenses, warding himself against the unchecked emotions of the inebriated people, but he felt nothing from the dead.

			Maybe they didn’t generate any new feelings, any new emotions or memories.

			Nearby, a woman whose hair ran in red strings toward her purple dress spoke with a tall Black man dressed in a brown suit and matching fedora. He had a gray beard. Like the others, they had a dragged-down appearance, like they’d washed up here.

			Even the air held a little dampness, a little mold, which could not fit with Albuquerque but reminded Adam of the lake back home.

			There was a little casino attached to the lobby and it exuded a cloud of cigarette smoke and more of the sad music. The old-fashioned tune should be lively, but it rang soulless and lonely in Adam’s ears, like the band in the lobby’s far corner was simply propped there. A woman stood with them, dressed in sequins. She looked poised to sing, but didn’t.

			The bar was serving endless drinks, glasses full of something clear. It might be water. It might be gin. It could be straight-up poison.

			Caught up in their conversations, or staring blankly into space, the ghosts ignored the brothers.

			Adam followed the feeling that had led them here through the heavy door into the hotel’s guts.

			“It’s like a dorm,” Bobby said, eyeing the narrow hall with its thin carpet.

			The yellowing paint was thick on the walls, the ceiling spackled with dusty plaster popcorn.

			Adam wouldn’t know, but didn’t say so. He was trying to get along with Bobby. Constantly jabbing him about the past, or rehashing it in his own thoughts, wouldn’t help with that.

			“This place is huge,” Adam said instead, shifting so the weight of the gun wasn’t obvious in his jacket.

			Carrying it put something heavy and slow in his chest. Necessary evil or not, tool or not, Adam hated that he took comfort in the gun’s weight.

			The doors to the rooms were all closed. There was no music, no sounds of televisions or occupation.

			Around the bend in the hall a door stood cracked open.

			Number 151.

			Adam and Bobby exchanged a nod.

			This was it, every sense said so.

			Adam reached to knock but a voice called out before his fist made contact.

			“Come in.”

			Adam pushed the door open to find a little room. The bed was made. Things were tidy, and their dead father sat at the little table by the sliding glass door to the balcony.

			Robert Senior had a scrawny, underfed look. He was dressed the same he’d been that day, in a flannel shirt thrown over a dirty wifebeater. He’d been a hazy memory all these years, more of a feeling than a picture, something red spiked with barbed wire and broken glass.

			This was the end of the line, the feeling that had called Adam and Bobby here.

			Hell is personal, Adam thought, but he’d completely missed what Death had meant by that.

			“Hello, sons,” Robert Binder said. He nodded to the two chairs across from him. “Won’t you have a seat?”
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			Adam

			“Wh-What are you doing here?” Bobby stammered.

			By the look on his face, he hadn’t absorbed it yet, and Adam did not look forward to the fallout when he did.

			“Where else was I going to go?” Robert asked, shrugging as he leaned back into the cheap plastic chair.

			“You look okay for someone stuck in hell,” Adam said.

			Robert Senior’s skin had a sallow edge, but he seemed more animated than the dead in the hotel lobby.

			“You mean for someone you murdered,” Robert said.

			He gestured to the chairs.

			“I’ll stand,” Adam said.

			The hotel had been silent before. That didn’t change, but the air stilled. It tightened, not unlike the tension before a thunderstorm.

			Out of the corner of his eye, Adam could see eyes staring out from the stained, peeling wallpaper.

			“Please,” Robert said, eyes flicking left to right. He looked genuinely worried. “Have a seat.”

			Adam took pity on him. The chair felt stiff against his legs and ass. He didn’t rest his full weight in case they had to run. Bobby sat woodenly, kind of slack, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

			The air in the room relaxed a bit, but Adam still sensed that the three of them weren’t alone. Wisps of smoke ran at the edges of what he could see. This place, the building, was watching them.

			Adam crossed his arms over his chest, felt the salt in his pocket. Not enough for a fight, even if he had the magic to charge it, but maybe he could create a distraction. It was that or the gun, which would be useless against the dead.

			“What’s this about?” Adam asked. “If it’s a trap, you’re really shitty bait.”

			“Is that any way to speak to your father?” Robert asked.

			“You spoke far worse to me when you were alive,” Adam snapped.

			“You mean before Bobby Jack here killed me,” Robert said.

			He turned, showed them the back of his head. The hammer wound was a round hole. The blood shone, wet and fresh, as if the blow was newly struck.

			“Barely felt a thing, son,” Robert said.

			Bobby’s anxiety, his grief and sorrow were like a wave. So much for teaching him to ward himself. Adam felt the hotel, the watching thing, tense like it licked its lips.

			He wondered what bullets would do to a demon.

			Adam pushed his will and drew his wards over Bobby. He had power enough for that.

			The air shifted, swirling with thwarted hunger. So that was how it was.

			In Adam’s chest, the warlock wound pulsed. Adam smiled.

			“It felt that,” he said. “Good.”

			He leaned toward their father, drawing the attention away from Bobby. “Back off.”

			“It?” Bobby asked.

			“You put Bobby through enough crap when you were alive,” Adam said. “Me too, and I’m not a little kid anymore.”

			“You’re blunt like your mother, Adam Lee,” Robert said.

			“And proud of it,” Adam sniped. “You didn’t answer my question. You wanted us to stop, so we stopped. Why the reunion?”

			“I don’t understand,” Bobby said, still shaking off his shock. His feelings were so strong, so intense. Adam had to get him out of here. In a small voice, Bobby asked, “Why are you here?”

			“This is where I went when you killed me,” Robert said.

			“Lucky you,” Adam said. “This doesn’t seem so bad, Daddy.”

			He used the word intentionally, remembering the time Robert had beaten him for it. The memory sent something black stirring through Adam’s chest, but he wanted to keep the attention off Bobby, give him a chance to recover for when it came time to run.

			Carefully, Adam extended his senses. Whatever this place was it had cast out lines to trap them. Adam touched one, subtle, careful, he began to track it back to the source.

			The warlock wound pulsed again, that sleeping heartbeat stirring as though it approved of what he intended to do. It felt hungry, not unlike the building.

			Death magic. In a place of death.

			The wound had liked his anger, he decided. It wanted more of it.

			If it was the weapon that could get them out of here, then Adam certainly had plenty of rage to feed it.

			“I’m not here to fight,” Robert said, lifting his empty hands.

			“I am,” Adam said. “What does it want?”

			“It wants you, son,” Robert said to Bobby. “It wants to feed off you, off your pain.”

			“The hotel?”

			“It’s a demon,” Adam said. “Like the cars. But that’s not going to happen.”

			“It’s already too late,” Robert said.

			Adam turned to see that the door to the room had vanished. Leaving behind only the stained and aged wallpaper. When he looked back at Robert Senior, the sliding glass door had vanished too.

			“What do we do?” Bobby asked, eyes wide.

			Adam forced himself to stay calm. The demon didn’t like the wound. That felt like their best chance. Adam kept feeding it his anger, everything he’d felt about his father, all the memories and pain. Here, in this place, that was power. That was what the demon wanted. Adam couldn’t starve it by denying it his or Bobby’s feelings. It had plenty of others to eat, but the warlock wound had the same hunger. Like a rabid dog, Adam might be able to make it hungrier still.

			“This place is a prison,” he said. “You, the other ghosts. You’re trapped here.”

			“I have no idea how long it’s been,” Robert said. “This place, this thing—It digests us.”

			“All those spirits?” Bobby asked. “The ones in the lobby?”

			Bobby’s sympathy burst over Adam. He cared about these dead souls. He cared about their father, and damn it, though he wish he didn’t, Adam did too.

			He fed everything into the wound, what Bobby was putting off, what he felt. Each bit of feeling woke it further.

			Tilla had said that Robert didn’t have any magic. She might have fooled herself.

			Thinking back, Adam could see hints of power—a magic trick with a quarter, or the Christmas when Robert had gotten a part-time job working security for Sears. He was supposed to curb shoplifting during the Christmas season. Instead he’d used the time to pinch and pocket as many small toys as he could while getting paid for it. It had been the best Christmas ever, with two or three of some of the same action figures, since he hadn’t been able to always check what he’d stolen.

			Robert was a Binder. He had possessed enough power for the demon to use it, to call them here, tugging on the blood between him and his sons.

			Adam could play that game too.

			He kept reeling in the line, that sensation they’d followed to Robert, seeking the spider at the center of its web.

			“We’re supposed to go west, to keep going,” Robert said. “But this place called to us, lured us in, and trapped us.”

			“You’ve been here all this time?” Bobby asked.

			Robert nodded.

			“Fifteen years,” Adam said, and heard the pity in his voice.

			He fed that stripe of blue into the wound.

			It built like an insatiable hunger, a pressure that only grew worse the more he fed it. Adam imagined this was what addicts felt.

			Close, so close to critical mass, to match what he felt from the demon.

			Adam could set the hunger free, but he wasn’t certain he’d be able to leash it again.

			“I’m sorry,” Robert said, “for how I treated you two, how I treated your mom. For everything.”

			“Why?” Adam demanded.

			“Adam—” Bobby started, but Adam cut him off.

			“Why are you sorry?” Adam asked. “Because you’re stuck here? Because you tried to kill me? Because your other son had to kill you to save my life?”

			“I wasn’t a good father to you boys,” Robert said, lowering his head.

			Dead as he was, as gone as he was, Adam felt a little cold blue-purple from the man.

			“No shit,” Adam said.

			“Adam,” Bobby repeated.

			“No,” Adam said. “If he gets to be sorry, I get to be angry.”

			Because anger was what he needed right then. Anger fed the wound, and it was so much easier than any of the other complicated things he didn’t want to feel at that moment. Most importantly, anger was loud, a good cover as he kept reaching for the hotel’s center.

			Of course Bobby would want him to respect their dad. His feelings were less black and white. They would be. Bobby had spent more time with the man, more years.

			Then there was the family thing, the midwestern thing, that said they weren’t allowed to say they hated anything, the way Tilla Mae always tried to push anything negative to the side, tell them to swallow it down and not express it.

			“This is what it wanted, right?” Adam asked Robert. “It sensed Bobby, his grief, and brought us here, knowing that seeing you would make it worse.”

			“That’s what it wants,” Robert said, shaking his head, sounding desperate. “That’s what it feeds on. Regrets. It knew what seeing you would do to me. These rooms are torture chambers. It’s never happier than when it can trap people together or put them near to each other but keep them apart.” Adam pushed his pity down and focused on his memories, on how they felt, on the rage he’d tiptoed around, on the names Robert had called him, on what his father had poured into him. He’d been a little kid, just a kid, and his dad had hated him.

			It was potent and sickening to dredge it up now, but he could use it. The wound could use it. Adam let himself feel everything he’d never wanted to, what he’d pushed aside since Bobby had told him the truth. Until then, Adam hadn’t understood how much violence Bobby had shielded him from. That had stripped any remaining confusion, any remaining love for their dad.

			In it all went, building the pressure inside Adam’s heart. The wound pulsed in time to his heartbeat, close to the surface now.

			“I am sorry,” Robert said. “For everything I did.”

			“No,” Adam snapped. “You don’t get to be sorry or say you were a bad father. I mean, you were. Like, the worst, but after what you did to us—I don’t want your apologies.”

			His chest ached. This might be what a heart attack felt like. He felt the hotel tense, ready to spring, expecting a feast when the bomb of feelings went off inside Adam’s chest.

			Adam stood. Bobby reached out, tried to put a hand around his wrist, and Adam shook it off. “You have to talk to me, son. You can’t get out.” Robert gestured to the back wall, where the door had been. It had moved closer. The room was shrinking. They were in the demon’s throat.

			“It won’t let you go,” Robert said.

			Now hell really was personal, because Adam couldn’t imagine a fate worse than being stuck in a small space with his brother and father for all eternity.

			“How did you bring us here?” Adam demanded. “I don’t have any connection to you.”

			“Yes you do,” Robert said. “You might hate me, but you’re still my son.”

			Adam couldn’t deny it. Blood was blood. Robert was his father, despite the many times Adam had imagined or hoped it wasn’t so. He hated that no matter what, this man was always going to be a part of him, part of who he was.

			Adam had always wanted to know if he’d gotten his magic from his father. Now he knew for certain. His magic came from the Binder side of the family, from John’s side of the family. Adam might not like it, but he couldn’t change it either.

			The wound felt like a sinkhole ready to open, like a black hole. Adam could implode, collapse into it and cease to be.

			He nearly had it, the center, the demon’s heart.

			Then he felt it laugh, felt it gloat.

			It had sensed what he was doing, had let him build up all this feeling just for it to feed. It had closed the lines, cut off the way to its core.

			“Adam?” Bobby asked.

			He must have sensed Adam’s panic.

			Then he remembered Sue’s kitchen, a needlepoint she’d hung over the stove.

			Adam laughed.

			“You stupid thing,” he said. “You evil, stupid thing.”

			“What is it?” Bobby asked.

			“The way to the heart.”

			“What?” Bobby asked.

			Adam gave his brother a smile, hoping to reassure him, and leaned forward.

			“I can’t trust you,” he said to Robert. “And you’re right, I do hate you, but I won’t leave anyone here, not like this, not even you.”

			“I don’t need your heart,” Adam said to the demon.

			It stirred, slow and sleepy, sated as it drank the life from its prisoners. Adam wondered how long it had sprawled here, growing fat as it captured more of the dead, adding rooms and halls to imprison them.

			It watched them with stolen eyes, listened with the ears of the dead it had consumed.

			“I’ll give you one chance,” Adam said. “Because you’re alive too. Let us go. Let them all go, or I will end you.”

			“You will stay,” the demon growled back in a dissonant chorus, a voice comprised of all the tongues and languages it had eaten.

			“You will feed me. All of you will feed me.”

			“Then I’m sorry,” Adam said.

			He knelt, pressed his palm to the stiff, short carpet, and opened the warlock wound.

			The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, Sue’s needlepoint had said.

			They were in the demon’s stomach, and belly wounds were among the most painful.

			The wound’s hunger, was every pain Adam had ever felt. It was the loss of Silver, of Sue—his worry for Vic and Vran. It was Liberty House and the hard slap of his father’s hand against his face.

			It was the endless ache he’d carried since he’d maimed his soul.

			It surged and drank.

			Tendrils of light and feeling wormed into his hand. The carpet dissolved into colorless dust.

			The stolen life swirled up through Adam’s arm, into his chest, and he understood John a little, and hated himself for it—because this was what his great-grandfather had chosen, to harm others and drink their lives. The demon howled.

			Adam smelled rotten blackberries and irises, the rise of his magic, soured by the warlock wound. He tried to stop it, to break the connection, but he’d linked himself too completely to the demon.

			Evil or not, Adam had fed it to the wound, and there was no coming back from that, not for either of them, not until one of them was consumed.

			This was what Bobby had carried all these years, the incredible weight of doing the wrong thing for the right reasons.

			“I’m sorry,” Adam said. He felt the tears stream down his cheeks as the walls began to melt.

			Above them, the ceiling threatened to collapse, to crush them, but the nothing ate away at it, revealing the underworld’s black-red sky.

			Adam shut his eyes.

			I never meant to. I’m so sorry, Jaime. A woman’s voice.

			A man said, If only I’d asked her to stay.

			Another voice. If I’d taken that job . . . 

			Endless pains and regrets flowed through him, into him. Every voice in the demon’s chorus passed through Adam.

			Lost chances. Lost loves. Things said in the moment that could never be taken back. Missed chances. The wrong choice—always the wrong choice. It was a demon of regrets, and for a breath that felt like an eternity, they were Adam’s too.

			He let them pass through, into the wound. If he held them for even a moment, he’d drown in the feelings, the lives that weren’t his own.

			Then he heard a voice he could not ignore.

			I should never have drank. I was so stupid. My boys. Tilla. I’m so sorry.

			The demon sensed Adam’s moment of weakness. It hurled everything it had taken from Robert Binder toward him.

			The demon wouldn’t survive, but the voices would become part of him. The regrets would become his own.

			Adam applied all of his training, everything Silver had taught him about shielding himself, but he could feel the walls of his mind buckling.

			The wound surged, its hunger deepening. It wanted all of it, everything the demon had.

			Like a dog fed people food, it wanted more.

			Then he was fighting two battles, one to keep the demon’s attack at bay, one to keep the wound leashed before it turned on the prisoners, on Robert or Bobby.

			Back off, Adam shouted. He didn’t know if it was aloud or only in his mind.

			He didn’t know if he meant the demon or the warlock wound but it didn’t matter.

			The demon pushed again. Adam’s barriers cracked.

			Something rose inside him, a calm, like the eye of the storm. The wound wasn’t some rabid dog. It was part of him. It was his.

			He owned it, not the other way.

			“I tried,” he said sadly. “I tried to spare you.”

			Adam reached with the wound and let it snap shut on the demon’s heart.

			The wound pulsed once and closed.

			Adam opened his eyes to find most of the hotel gone. The rest was dissolving like a watercolor in a downpour. A distant wall collapsed, leaving everything in a not unpleasant silence.

			He tried to exhale and found pain filling his veins. Even his hair hurt, but at least the pain was his own.

			He took in the scene, the destruction. The lights had gone out. Most of the buildings were gone, eaten away.

			Adam had killed and it had been the worst thing, the last thing he wanted to do again, but if this was what a warlock could do here, what John could do here, then he could not be allowed to roam free.

			The living and the dead remained in a field of nothing. Only the Cutlass and the road marked the landscape.

			Adam pressed a hand to his chest. The empty feeling of the underworld remained, but the constant pain in his chest, the ache of the warlock wound, had subsided.

			He’d fed it something else, and for the moment, it no longer chewed on him.

			“You . . .” Robert trailed off, brown eyes wide. “What? How?”

			“I killed it,” Adam said.

			There would be a price for that. There had to be. Demon or not, he’d killed a living, conscious thing.

			I’m sorry, he thought, and meant it.

			The ghosts milled around them, looking lost.

			“The road’s not far,” Adam told them. “Head west.”

			Thank you, the woman with the stringy hair mouthed.

			Like a school of fish, they drifted away.

			Robert had not joined them. He retained most of his color.

			“Is that my car?” he asked.

			“It’s mine now,” Adam said.

			A circle of asphalt remained intact beneath it.

			“You painted it black.”

			“It had an accident.” Adam jerked his thumb in the direction of the other ghosts. “West is that way.”

			“I was hoping I could come with you two,” Robert said. “Just for a while.”

			“Why?” Adam asked, though he knew the answer.

			He’d felt it in the stream.

			Robert Jack Binder Senior regretted his actions. He regretted how he’d lived his life, how he’d treated his sons and his wife.

			“Adam,” Bobby said gently. “When will we ever have a chance like this again?”

			Adam kept his eyes narrowed, but Bobby was right. He knew he’d say yes.

			“And we’re going that way,” Bobby added.

			“You drive,” Adam said, handing the keys to Bobby. “I need to rest.”

			“You’ll let me come with you?” Robert asked.

			“Yes,” Adam said as he opened the door and moved the seat forward. He looked his father in the eye before he climbed into the back.

			“That thing I did with the hotel? Do anything to hurt Bobby, lie—anything at all, and that happens to you.”

			“You’ve gotten hard, son,” Robert said. “I never expected you to become that kind of man.”

			Adam wished it were true. If it had been, he wouldn’t ache with what he’d done, killing the thing he’d had no choice but to kill. If his heart was hard, worry for Vic and Vran or grief for Sue wouldn’t wrack him like this.

			But what he said was, “Yeah, well I grew up without a dad.”
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			Vic

			Vic had never spoken to Noreen Binder. Adam and his mother had mentioned her in passing, their voices full of distaste. Vic usually made it a habit to form his own opinions, but after what Jodi had said about her mother calling her stupid, Vic was prepared to dislike the woman.

			Noreen was a large woman, about her daughter’s height, with limp gray hair that hung around her head. She was pink, with veiny skin. Vic could see no resemblance between her and Adam.

			She wore the same creepy smile as June and the other awoken dead but so far was dressed more normally, without any of the eccentric debris. Vic scanned her face and clothes for signs of the gruesome feast. There were stains on her formless purple floral print dress, but Vic got the sense they’d been there in life.

			Unlike the lost dead, the awoken ghosts had a scent. Noreen smelled of some type of cream or lotion, floral and a little cloying, a little too sugary.

			He realized that the old saying about wearing clean underwear was probably true. Always change it or you might have to wear it forever.

			“Mom?” Jodi repeated through her palms. She crossed them over her mouth like she could hold the sobs in but they squeaked out. Jodi’s already ruined makeup ran with more tears.

			Vic wished he had any way to comfort her or trusted Shepherd and the other ghosts enough to give her some privacy.

			“I’m here, honey,” Noreen said gently, reaching out.

			“How?” Jodi asked. She lowered her hands, but didn’t take Noreen’s. She squeezed them into fists and hung them at her sides instead.

			It was such an Adam gesture, something he did when he was trying to hold in his feelings, especially his anger at his family.

			“How are you here?” Jodi asked.

			“I died,” Noreen said calmly, still smiling. “I was wandering the desert. Then I was saved.”

			She beamed at Shepherd. The patchwork man seemed nice, for a demon, but Mel’s expression was beyond frosty.

			“You ate that man,” Jodi said.

			“Yes, I did, and I already feel better.”

			Grinning, Noreen rubbed her belly like she’d just eaten Thanksgiving dinner.

			“But . . . you ate him,” Jodi stammered, scanning her mother’s fingers and no doubt remembering what Vic was, how the awoken had ripped into the flesh of the mindless ghosts.

			He’d never be able to look at Jell-O again. He might even be off flan after this experience.

			Was Jodi just getting what was happening here? Vic had thought Adam’s cousin cunning, at least sneaky. After all, she’d kidnapped someone and been smart enough to shoot out Adam’s tires. Then again, Vic would probably be overwhelmed too if he found Eduardo had turned to cannibalism.

			“Yes,” Noreen said patiently. “They can’t be saved, but they can help us, keep us here so we don’t become like them.”

			“But don’t you want to move on?” Vic asked. “See what’s next?”

			Noreen’s smile didn’t slip, but fear slid into her eyes. She stared at him, not with hate, but with determination. She was fighting the impulse to look west. Vic saw it now. All of the awoken ghosts were fighting that invisible pull. If one froze, staring toward the sea, another would come and tap their shoulder, pull their attention back to the cult.

			“Why would I want that?” Noreen asked, shaking off the call. “I have everything I need, especially now that you’re here. Look at this place! What we can do. What we can build. You always wanted to make art, honey. Now you can.”

			“What do you mean?” Mel asked.

			“Well, you’re staying aren’t you, sweetie?” Noreen asked Jodi. “You’ll stay with me?”

			“But I’m still alive,” Jodi said.

			“That doesn’t matter, does it?” Noreen asked.

			Jodi looked to Mel and Vic, her eyes crinkled with near panic.

			“If that’s what you want,” Mel said, though her tone made it clear she thought it was a terrible idea. Her side-eye rivaled Silver’s, and her expression made it clear she didn’t think much of the town.

			Vic liked Mel, but she’d be terrible at poker.

			He didn’t know what to say. Whatever she’d been like in life, Noreen was Jodi’s mother. He couldn’t tell Jodi what to do.

			He wasn’t certain what choice he’d make if it were Eduardo standing here. No, that wasn’t true. Neither Eduardo nor Maria would have asked him to stay with them. They’d always told him it was his life. They wanted him to make good choices, and yes, they had opinions on the ones he made, but they’d always supported him.

			They’d never ask their sons to give up their lives to live like this.

			“It’s heaven,” Noreen stressed.

			Vic and Mel exchanged a glance. Vic didn’t have to ask what she was thinking.

			They’d both taken in the ramshackle ghost town, the desert landscape. Even with the garish decorations, that Vic would admit gave it all a weird flea market kind of charm, it was hardly the kind of paradise he’d choose to spend eternity in.

			“There’s no diabetes here, no pain,” Noreen continued. “You’ll never get sick, never be thirsty . . .”

			“Never live,” Mel said, and Vic knew she was remembering her time at the shore, shackled to a wall.

			“It’s up to you, Jodi,” he said. “But I’m heading east.”

			Jodi looked like she might cry.

			“This doesn’t feel like heaven, Mom,” she said. “It feels . . . between, like God’s waiting room.”

			“Maybe,” Noreen said softly, her grin slipping away. “But it’s not the other place. It’s not the end.”

			On Vic’s worst days he imagined working a job he hated for the rest of his life, of it all grinding him down, year by year. He knew way too many people like that. Being a cop wasn’t like that for him, at least not yet, but he knew too many people who just gave up, settled into a groove and never left it.

			Even in his brief time on the force, he’d begun to wonder if he could make any kind of a difference. When did the job become who he was? When would he start seeing the people who weren’t cops as other, or worse, as the enemy?

			The desert had gnawed at his dreams, the paths he hadn’t taken, but he wasn’t going to let the story end there.

			Jesse still got beers with his friends from high school. They were years past graduation and they still talked about the sports, the girls, and their experiences like there wasn’t anything after. They were convinced those were going to be the best days of their lives, so they’d decided to stay in the past and never look ahead.

			“Cooking classes,” Vic declared.

			“What?” Jodi asked, blinking at him.

			“When I get back I’m taking cooking classes. Maybe I’ll go back to school.”

			“I thought you were a cop or something,” Jodi said.

			“Yeah, well, maybe I don’t have to be that anymore, and maybe you don’t have to be whatever you are either.”

			Jodi took in the town, the landscape, and the now-ominous picnic tables.

			“This is what happens when you die?” she asked Noreen. “This?”

			“It’s not supposed to be,” Mel said. “You’re supposed to move on. We’re supposed to move on. This is hell.”

			Noreen blinked.

			“This isn’t hell,” she argued, though her certainty had cracked.

			“It would be to me,” Mel said. “I’m going with Vic. I hope you come with us, Jodi.”

			Shepherd’s eyes bored into them. The demon stood at a distance, watching their exchange.

			“It’s time,” Vic said. The demon’s grace couldn’t last forever. He had hungry eyes, and Vic wanted to be gone before it was time for Shepherd to feed. “Jodi?”

			“Yeah,” she agreed, wiping her eyes. “I’m sorry, Mom, but I don’t belong here.”

			Noreen looked crestfallen. Then she smiled, plastering over any doubts or concerns after one small glance to the west.

			“I’ll be here,” she said cheerfully. “When you pass through again. Maybe then you’ll stay.”

			“Maybe,” Jodi agreed, though by the sound of her voice, Vic didn’t think so. “Goodbye, Mom.”

			Vic waited for Shepherd to try something, to try and stop them, but he stood aside as they passed.

			“I advise not leaving the road,” he said.

			“We figured that part out,” Vic said. “Thank you.”

			Jodi looked to the bus with obvious hope, but Shepherd did not offer and Vic did not ask.

			Maybe Shepherd wasn’t what Vic thought, but he still wouldn’t be asking any favors from a demon.

			The three of them took to the road. The sky darkened again, and Vic felt the push of the highway, the call of the sea, though not as strongly. Maybe it lessened the farther east they went. Maybe their time in Sanctuary had recharged their batteries, and maybe it would be enough to get to the other side of the desert.

			They’d covered several miles, the sand obscuring less of the road, when Jodi asked, “Are you really going to become a chef?”

			“Yeah,” Vic said, meaning it. “I am.”

			He was also going to ask Adam to move in, but didn’t tell her that. As excited as Vic was about the idea, he didn’t want to tell anyone before he’d asked Adam.

			That was theirs. What was between them was theirs. Vic didn’t want to share it. He wanted to protect it.

			“What about you?” he asked Jodi. “What are you going to do?”

			“I’m probably going to jail,” Jodi said. “I kidnapped Bobby Jack, remember?”

			“I do,” Vic said.

			“So why come with us?” Mel asked. She didn’t sound snarky, just curious. “No one is going to arrest you here.”

			“The way they’re living, or not—whatever.” Jodi waved a hand behind them. “Back there. They’re going through the motions. I mean, what’s the point? I don’t want that. Okay, so they didn’t torture us, but there’s got to be more to life than being a zombie in a pile of garbage.”

			Vic approved. Jodi wasn’t perfect, but if she faced what she’d done, maybe she could move past it. And she was right. Even a stint in prison had to beat the happy ghost cult.

			“What about you?” Vic asked Mel.

			“I want to see the world,” she said. “I want to get out of here.”

			“You should know that it’s changed a lot,” Vic said.

			“Is it better?”

			“Was it so bad where you were?” he asked, fishing. “In Baltimore?”

			“No,” she said, smiling with a memory. “There was music. There was dancing. I like dancing.”

			“Well we still have all that,” Vic said. “And some new stuff. Some of it’s awesome, like the Internet. Some things are kind of awful too though.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like the Internet,” he said.

			Mel’s eyes crinkled with suspicion.

			“I swear I’m not making fun of you, but it’s going to take a lot of time to explain.”

			“We have a long walk ahead of us,” Mel said.

			Where would he even start? His mother was a history professor. Maybe she could walk Mel through the last century of progress and the steps backward, but he was at a loss.

			“I don’t even know where to begin,” he confessed. “You’ve missed so much. There was a world war.”

			“I know about that,” Mel said.

			“He means the second one,” Jodi said.

			Mel shook her head. “You think people would have learned.”

			“Yeah, it gets better, but some things stay the same,” Vic said. “A lot has happened. Civil rights, the moon landing, 9/11, so many presidents.”

			“Including a Black one,” Jodi interjected. “Cell phones, microwaves, MP3s . . .”

			“Okay,” Mel said, holding her hands up in surrender. She chuckled. “I see what you mean about where to begin.”

			“You say okay?” Vic asked.

			Mel laughed. “Yes. People still say it?”

			“Yeah,” Vic said.

			“We have all sorts of new music too,” Jodi said.

			“Like what?” Mel asked. “Tell me about it.”

			“Oh my god!” Jodi said.

			“What?” Vic asked, casting about for danger.

			“I just realized that she left before rock and roll.”

			“You’re right. Man, where to start with that?”

			“I’ve got this,” Jodi held up a hand. Taking a deep breath, she began, “Okay, so. It started in the 1950s with Chuck Berry . . .”
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			Adam

			A thousand little cuts ringed his heart. He’d stopped the demon’s last attack, its attempt to graft all those regrets onto him, but they’d still done damage, left splinters that sliced at his will when he picked them out.

			Adam only half listened to the reunion in the front seat as he sifted through them.

			This was his.

			That was not.

			Almost bashful, Robert ran a hand over the dash. A bit of the hotel’s scent—moldy carpet and damp walls— stuck to him and blew back to Adam by the open fan vents.

			“How is your mother?” he asked.

			Better without you, Adam thought as he pulled at the cat’s cradle of feelings. The warlock wound still slept. The pain remained muted, but Adam’s head had begun to throb from the effort of putting everything back in its place. He might not get so lucky the next time.

			“She’s good,” Bobby said, sounding kind of choked. He couldn’t have imagined this. No one could have imagined this, running into the father you’d killed and taking a final drive with him. “She still has the trailer.”

			“And the land near the lake?” Robert asked.

			“Uh-huh.”

			“That’s good,” Robert said. “Good for her.”

			Adam pulled out the last long thread, something green and barbed, someone’s wish that they’d kissed a girl.

			More like she’s been stuck there, guarding your bones so Bobby doesn’t get arrested for killing you, Adam thought.

			He grimaced as the thread came loose.

			It’s not mine, he thought. This is not mine.

			He let out a breath as the feeling vanished.

			The regrets were gone, and so was his anger. Everything he’d dredged up to feed the wound and kill the demon was exhausted.

			He couldn’t say he’d gotten it all out. Some of it remained, thick like sludge, slow and sticky, deep in his veins.

			“And you, son?” Robert asked, turning to face the back seat.

			“I’m fine,” Adam said.

			Robert swallowed and turned back to the windshield and his conversation with Bobby.

			Great, Adam thought. Now it’s more awkward. Just like a real family road trip.

			He wondered how long they’d go on like this.

			Until they’d found Vic? Until they went far enough west that Robert would want to drift on?

			“You’ve really been in that hotel this whole time?” Bobby asked.

			Maybe Adam shouldn’t have let him drive. He was shaken. How could he not be? Then again, Adam still wasn’t up for driving.

			“I think so,” Robert said. He shook his head, like he was trying to forget, not remember. “I was walking, saw the lights. Then I went toward them.”

			“Why haven’t you faded?” Adam asked.

			“What?”

			“The other dead went ghostly as soon as I killed the demon. You’re still mostly solid.”

			“I don’t know,” Robert said. “Maybe it’s you boys, having you here.”

			“Maybe,” Adam conceded. The demon had used their blood connection to call them in. That same link might be keeping Robert corporeal.

			Adam didn’t feel a drain on his magic, and he didn’t sense any power flowing out of Bobby, so Robert wasn’t feeding on them, at least not anymore. Maybe the demon had fed him enough of its energy to help reel them in, sweeten the scent of the bait as it were.

			“A demon,” their dad said. “Is that what that place, what that thing, was?”

			“Yes,” Adam said.

			“It’s not what I expected,” Bobby said. “Not what we heard about in Sunday school.”

			“It makes sense though, what it did,” Robert said. “It made me face everything I did to you boys and to your mom over and over. Sometimes I thought it had ended. It would pause, wait a bit. I felt so empty, so alone. Then it would start all over again.”

			Adam exchanged a glance with Bobby in the mirror and pushed down the blue feeling in his heart.

			“It fed on regrets,” Adam said. “That’s why it put you through that, so you’d regret what you did. Then it ate the feelings.”

			Adam had seen into the demon’s heart, seen how it worked. He couldn’t deny that his dad regretted the things he’d done. Harder still, he regretted them deeply. Other ghosts had come to peace with their actions, left nothing for the demon to eat, gotten used up. Robert’s regret hadn’t ended, and maybe that was why he’d stayed so solid.

			Why did his dad have to be sincere? It would make it all so much easier if he were just the monster Adam had imagined him to be.

			Bobby met Adam’s eyes in the mirror. He was likely having the same internal conversation.

			“So what’s west?” Bobby asked, changing the subject. “What do you all want there?”

			Robert gazed at the highway, staring into the gloom. “I only know that’s where I have to go, where I belong.”

			“There’s an ocean,” Adam said, surprising himself. “A sea. You’re supposed to go there.”

			“I always wanted to see the ocean,” Robert said.

			“Me too,” Adam whispered.

			When this was done, he would. He’d gotten close in the Carolinas but never sealed the deal. Vic was always telling him that more was possible than Adam imagined, but Vic had a regular job and regular money. He had an apartment and a place of his own.

			Surely Jesse would fire Adam over this, getting his beloved brother lost in the underworld? That had to be more than a write-up.

			“You didn’t know I was there, did you?” Robert asked, his voice quiet. “You said I was bait. You didn’t come here for me.”

			“No, Dad,” Bobby said. “We came here for a friend, Adam’s friend.”

			“Oh,” Robert said. He swallowed hard, grimaced, and tried to smile through it.

			Adam wanted to apologize, to say he was sorry, but he wasn’t certain he would have done anything if he had known.

			It was hard, and it stuck in Adam’s throat, but he wouldn’t have taken this kind of risk for Robert Senior, especially not before today.

			No, Adam wouldn’t have come, not even now. He’d come for Vic, and damn it, he’d get a second job if he had to. He’d save up enough. Then he and Vic would go and see the ocean.

			Robert kept his eyes ahead, following the dotted line to the horizon, to where it all ended.

			“Tell me about your lives,” he said quietly. “What kind of men you are.”

			“I don’t know where to start,” Bobby said. “I’m a doctor. In Denver . . .”

			He trailed off, and Adam didn’t blame him.

			Six months ago he would have bragged about his perfect life, his wedding cake house and his beautiful wife. They’d been trying for a baby. Now Annie was gone. That dream was gone. Bobby’s grief was like a heavy coat in summer, smothering him, but he couldn’t set it aside, not even when he couldn’t breathe under its weight.

			Adam wasn’t sure he should set it aside. Who was Adam to tell him how to mourn his wife? Hopefully Bobby would let go of it when he was ready.

			Adam didn’t think he’d ever be able to let go of his part in Annie’s death.

			“What about you, Adam?” his father asked.

			He didn’t know what to say. His own life lay in pieces. Sue was dead. Her trailer burned. He hadn’t graduated from high school, hadn’t gone to college.

			He could talk about all of that, or he could tell his father about Liberty House, about Mercy and Denver, but when he opened his mouth, he closed it again.

			Something sat heavy in his chest, and he realized that he simply didn’t want to. Adam didn’t need this man to know him. The distance between them was never going to close, and a good part of him, most of him, was at peace with that.

			“You said you came here for someone,” Robert said. “A friend?”

			“Yes,” Adam said.

			When he’d lived with Sue he’d imagined finding his father, getting the chance to tell him about his life, about all the questions he’d ask. That had been before he’d learned that his father wasn’t the druid making the artifacts Adam had hunted down, and long before he’d learned how his father had died, because Bobby had saved his life.

			Bobby hadn’t said friend with any special stress.

			Adam almost corrected him, said his boyfriend, but Robert didn’t get to comment on that. Adam didn’t want the big coming-out moment with this man. He could feel sorry for him, help him along his way, but he’d never once ask for his approval or acceptance.

			“Like I said, I’m fine,” Adam said.

			“Well, I’m glad you have the car,” Robert said.

			“Adam fixed her up himself,” Bobby offered.

			Adam clenched his teeth and wished Bobby would keep his mouth shut. The mix of feelings was too strong. He didn’t want to talk about it. He didn’t want to bond.

			“Really?” Robert asked.

			“It’s a hobby,” Adam said.

			“And a job,” Bobby said.

			“Yeah, sort of,” Adam grumbled.

			“I’m proud of you, son,” Robert said. “Really.”

			Adam had gotten some feelings from Robert before, in the hotel, but now he was like the other ghosts.

			Adam couldn’t feel his dad, couldn’t tell if Robert was sincere or not. When he’d been little his father’s rage had been a constant storm, slamming into him, again and again. It had coated him like a poison, seeping in and giving him stomachaches, like the time he hadn’t listened to his mother and ate too many green apples.

			Other times had been physical. He could still feel the blows, especially the slap that had rattled his teeth. Maybe he could let it all go, make peace with it, but he could never forget.

			Adam had purged the ghosts’ regrets, but he’d also touched his father’s memories, his thoughts, and felt things from his side of the story. He could understand his father, a little. The man was ignorant, reactive—and angry, so angry about how his life had gone. It had never become what he’d wanted or expected it to. He’d never wanted kids or a trailer in the woods, but Adam doubted Robert could have said what he wanted. He lacked imagination.

			Seeing it now, the last of the anger drained from Adam’s veins. A cooler blue filled those spaces.

			His father was a small man constrained by a life he hadn’t wanted. His choice or not, or his lack of making choices, he’d been miserable in his life and he’d taken it out on his family, the people who he thought couldn’t protect themselves, the people he’d blamed.

			He hadn’t hated Adam, not exactly. He’d hated that Adam had trapped him, a baby when he’d thought that was all behind him, the diapers and the sleepless nights, the messes and the lack of money. They’d never had any money. He’d just started to think that maybe they might build that house at the top of the hill. Then they’d had another mouth to feed.

			It wasn’t that his father hadn’t loved Adam. It was worse. He hadn’t wanted him.

			But that was okay, wasn’t it?

			Adam had been lucky enough to have Sue. He’d had Bobby to fill the gap, even if that had eventually grated on him.

			Bobby had said this was a chance, this drive with their dad, and Adam understood. He’d been curious. One last conversation with the man he’d never really known.

			But Adam had already known that he hadn’t needed it, didn’t want it. He’d been ready to say goodbye. Back at Liberty House, in the few group sessions he’d been forced to attend, back when there’d been more pretense of a mental hospital slash school, they’d told him how important it was to get closure.

			Adam knew now that he’d had it all along.

			Maybe they shouldn’t have stopped in Albuquerque, but they’d helped those ghosts, set something right, even if Adam had killed to do it.

			And it had given him a weapon.

			As if it heard his thoughts, the warlock wound stirred, like a wolf rolling over in its sleep. Adam didn’t shake or tremble at the feeling. He didn’t want to use it again, but he would if he had to. He wouldn’t hesitate if that was the price of saving Vic.

			He’d learned something else that he’d already known but hadn’t wanted to face, hadn’t been certain of. He could kill if pushed into it. He’d killed Mercy. He’d killed the demon.

			When the time came, he could kill John.
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			Vic

			Leaving Sanctuary had been the right decision, but Vic still wished a little of its light had clung to the three of them.

			“We shouldn’t have tried to stop them, right?” Jodi asked. “I mean, my mom and the hippies, what they’re doing to the other ghosts?”

			“I don’t know how we would,” Vic said. “There are a lot more of them than us.”

			“And they have a demon on their side,” Mel said.

			Her face hadn’t softened since they’d left Sanctuary.

			“Does it bother you, what he said about you?” Vic asked.

			“It’s my fault,” Mel said with a sigh. “I came here. I caused the demons to quit doing what they’re supposed to do. I broke the rules, and the dead are suffering for it.”

			“You paid a price too,” Vic said. “You’ve been down here a hundred years, remember?”

			“Yeah,” Jodi said. “You did your time.”

			Mel gave them a bitter smile.

			“I don’t think either of you can understand,” she said.

			“You sound like her, you know?” Vic asked. “Especially when you talk about the rules.”

			“I know,” Mel said. “And she was right. I hate it, hate her a bit, but she was right.”

			“It doesn’t seem like her style, to leave you down here so long,” Vic said.

			“It’s always been different for me,” Mel said.

			“Because you’re her kid?” Vic asked.

			It was a guess, but they carried themselves in the same way. Mel and Sara, Mel and Death. Vic had good instincts. It was what would have made him a good detective.

			“Yes,” Mel said.

			“Who are we talking about?” Jodi asked.

			Mel looked worried.

			“She’s, uh, come out of the closet,” Vic said. “Recently.”

			Mel blinked at the expression.

			“I mean everyone knows who she is now.”

			“That’s a surprise,” Mel said.

			“Who are you talking about?” Jodi demanded.

			“Most call her Death,” Mel said. “I call her Momma.”

			“She’s always talking about the rules,” Vic said. “Who made them?”

			“The universe did,” Mel said. “At the beginning. It was Chaos before.”

			“How old are you?” Jodi asked. “I mean, if Death is your mom . . .”

			“I was twenty-three when I came here.”

			“You’re not immortal?” Vic asked. “Like one of the elves?”

			Mel shook her head.

			“I don’t know why she had me. I suspect she had some purpose. There’s always a purpose, some reason that usually has to do with the damn rules.”

			Vic smiled.

			“You came down here to defy her,” he said.

			“I came down here to say goodbye.” Mel looked west. “But it’s all gone wrong. The dead must reach the sea.”

			“How do we fix it?” Vic asked.

			“I don’t know if we can,” Mel said. “But there was blue in the sky, a crack in the underworld that should not exist.”

			She started walking, faster than before. Vic held in a sigh and followed her.

			They’d gone on for a while, probably a few miles, before Jodi asked, “Where do you reckon we are?”

			“Reckon?” Vic asked.

			“Screw you, I’m from Oklahoma,” Jodi said.

			Vic laughed, happy to hear her spite again. An attitude was better than the sad, sorrowful look she’d worn since they’d left her mother behind.

			“I think we’re in Nevada,” he said. “We started in Cali, at the ocean. We’ve been going east, so . . . Nevada, maybe Arizona.”

			“You sound like a douche when you call it Cali,” Jodi said with a snort. “I wonder if that place was supposed to be Burning Man. This all feels like a bad trip.”

			“What’s Burning Man?” Mel asked.

			“That would take a bit to explain,” Vic said.

			“Later, then,” Mel declared.

			He hadn’t expected the trees. Dead, pale, and stripped of their bark, they jutted from the ground like bones, often arranged like fingers trying to escape the sand.

			Vic recalled Shepherd’s warning and the wolves before June and the others had found them.

			Mel and Jodi kept close, but they marched single file, sticking to the center of the highway.

			The pale sand darkened, turning to the color of fresh blood. The trees closed in, not looking any healthier. They curved overhead, reaching for them like grasping hands. It all smelled like burnt earth and salt. The air held a tension, like rain could fall, but no wind blew, no drops came.

			The gloom settled into Vic’s bones.

			He lost all track of time.

			A ghost appeared. Pale, she drifted, the hem of her bathrobe making it look like she danced toward them.

			Then she danced off the road, past the edge of the concrete. Vic tried to call out, to warn her, not that she would have heard him. The lost had never responded to him.

			The trees closest to her came to life, something massive shook off the sand that concealed it. They were bones after all. The skeleton of a giant stood and snatched the ghost in a hand larger than a minivan.

			She didn’t seem to notice, didn’t struggle as the skeleton’s rib cage swung open like a pair of doors. The giant squeezed her inside its chest. Then she twisted a little, imprisoned when the ribs swung shut. The skeleton fixed gleaming blue eyes on the three travelers. It stared them down as it sank back into the sand to await the next lost soul.

			“See?” Jodi gasped out quietly. “Bad trip.”

			“Yeah,” Vic whispered back. “Let’s keep going.”

			The bone forest thickened as they hiked. Vic squinted, looking for gleaming eyes. It helped if he pretended the bones were trees, but the occasional skull cap, peeking out like a smooth boulder, didn’t help.

			“What will happen if we die here?” Vic asked Mel.

			“I don’t think we can,” she said, following his gaze.

			He shuddered, unable to shake the idea of drowning in sand, buried forever.

			It was his turn to pick up the pace, to get away from here.

			The bone forest fell away and they were back in a desert. At least the sand here was yellow and brown, something closer to their world.

			“The landscape keeps changing,” Vic said. “That’s good, right?”

			“We have been rising this whole time,” Mel said. “So yes. It’s good.”

			“What a dump,” Jodi exclaimed.

			Vic couldn’t really argue.

			The buildings ahead were more real and solid than Sanctuary’s, but the lines were all wrong. They’d been tilted and twisted in a way that made Vic’s eyes hurt.

			Still, there were actual bricks and signs, though Vic couldn’t make out their lettering in the dim light of the one or two working streetlamps. There was even a filling station, though it looked old enough that it probably hadn’t serviced a car since the fifties. The pumps were rusted antiques.

			“This whole world isn’t made from your memories, right?” Vic asked Mel.

			“No,” she said. “This is hers. Her memories and dreams. I could only come here because she’d dreamed of me.”

			Vic wondered if that was why he’d been able to open the way here. As far as he knew, he was the first Reaper to know he was a Reaper. Adam was the first warlock who’d maimed himself. Maybe Death had dreamed of them, and that had allowed Vic to open the way.

			“Then why did she dream of them?” Jodi asked.

			Vic followed her gaze to the ghosts idling through the town.

			They wore uniforms, khaki coveralls with belts and boots. All men, they drifted in circles or stood frozen in place. Sometimes they bounced off each other.

			“They are more of the lost,” Mel said. “They should be headed toward the sea.”

			“Why are they dressed like that?” Jodi asked.

			Vic squinted. “I think they’re Germans.”

			“Germans?” Mel asked.

			“Mom told me about this,” Vic explained. “They’re POWs, prisoners of war. There were camps all around the country after World War Two.”

			“Really?” Jodi asked. “I didn’t know that.”

			“Yeah,” Vic said. “There were a bunch in Oklahoma too.”

			“I can’t believe you had another war like that,” Mel said.

			“The second one was much worse,” Vic said with a frown. “We’ve had more since, but none as big, so maybe we finally learned our lesson.”

			“Focus, people.” Jodi nodded to the prisoners. “Should we go around them?”

			“They’re just ghosts,” Mel said.

			She said it like it was so normal. This was his life now.

			“You two really want to walk into a town full of Nazi ghosts?” Jodi asked, eyeing Vic and Mel with a pointed glare.

			“What’s a Nazi?” Mel asked.

			“Assholes,” Jodi said.

			“She’s not wrong, but we’ll add that to the list of things to explain,” Vic said. “I don’t know what they’re doing here. Shouldn’t they be in their camp, not wandering the town?”

			Mel squinted, trying to discern details.

			“They’re thin. They probably walked through the walls. They should be on the road. They should go to the sea.”

			“Too bad we can’t feed them to the skeletons,” Jodi said.

			Vic looked at her.

			“What?” she asked. “I might be a hick but they’re Nazis.”

			“Can’t argue,” Vic said. “But we’re not leaving the road, right?

			Mel and Jodi nodded.

			They started forward but hadn’t gone more than a few steps before something cold flared in Vic’s chest.

			Mel made a pained sound.

			The earth shook as something collided with it. The three of them tumbled to the ground as the landscape bent and warped.

			The town melted, caught in a glassy sphere. It streamed around the buildings and ghosts like murky water, shimmering like an oil stain.

			Squinting, Vic could see the figure at the center. Arms outstretched, he held a familiar blade. Vic’s scythe shone like a sliver of moonlight.

			The man who held it wore a black leather jacket and faded jeans. He was old, white-haired. He lifted the scythe and the ghosts burned away. Their ashes swirled, streaming into him.

			“Damn it,” Vic said, finding his feet, looking back down the road. “Run.”

			“What is it?” Jodi asked.

			“It’s him. Your grandfather.”

			“Great-grandfather,” Jodi corrected.

			“Not really the time for an argument,” Vic said.

			The sphere collapsed, imploding toward John. When the shimmer had cleared the ghosts were gone, consumed. Even the buildings had dissolved. Curved impressions showed where the sphere had ended.

			John still wore the leather belts crossing his chest. His sickle, the blade he’d used to slice Adam open, hung from his waist. He looked like a cross between a biker and a farmer, but he no longer resembled a scarecrow.

			The last time Vic had seen him, John had been gaunt, frail-looking but still dangerous. This wasn’t an old man on the verge of death. Blue fire streaked over John’s skin, bursting from it in cracks.

			He’s figured out what Shepherd did, Vic thought. He’s eating the ghosts.

			John spied Jodi and grinned. He pointed the scythe at her.

			“Granddaughter,” he shouted, sounding gleeful. “Do you still want me to teach you?”

			“Fuck you!” Jodi yelled back.

			Good girl, Vic thought.

			Not that cursing at the monster was going to do any good.

			The Reaper squirmed in Vic’s chest, torn between him and John, a leashed hound desperate to return to its owner.

			Vic tried to tug on it, to bring it to him, but John had the scythe and the Reaper was bound to it. It was stupid, just a piece of metal, but there was something else at work, something Vic couldn’t see, holding the Reaper in John’s grip.

			The druid strode toward them now, taking long, confident steps.

			He stopped at a familiar sound. They all stared, peering into the dark as headlights shone.

			“Is that—” Jodi started to ask.

			Eyes wide, John’s head whipped around in time for the Cutlass to hit him.

			He flew to land with a crunch as the car came to a screeching halt. John wobbled to his feet, looking hurt as Adam leaped from the car, drew a pistol, and clicked the trigger to no effect.

			Adam switched off the safety and put a round into John’s chest. Vic’s heart hammered as the gun boomed.

			The connection between them surged. Vic could feel Adam’s hate for the weapon even as he took aim and fired again. He didn’t waver and fired a third time. Each shot hit home, a seven or better.

			Hatred or not, Adam could shoot.

			John stood, breath heaving, thick blood and blue light pouring from the holes in his chest.

			He ran, moving at a blur. Before Vic could even track his movements, John grabbed Mel and flew into the air, heading north. She kicked and pounded her fists against him. Then Vic lost sight of them.

			Adam took heaving breaths as Dr. Binder climbed out of the car.

			Vic couldn’t say who moved first, but then Adam was in his arms. He kissed Vic hard.

			Adam. Adam had found him.
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			Vic

			Vic broke the kiss.

			“Did you put the safety on?” he asked, taking the pistol from Adam’s hand to check it.

			“Missed you too,” Adam said, though he grinned.

			Vic reached out a finger, lifted Adam’s chin and turned his face side to side.

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			“I should be asking you,” Adam said with a shrug. “You’re the one trapped down here with my cousin.”

			“Jodi’s okay,” Vic said.

			“Now I know something’s wrong.”

			Vic chuckled, because he didn’t know what else to do. John had grabbed Mel. He had Vic’s scythe, had control of the Reaper.

			“Really,” Adam said, voice low. Their arms were still locked tight around each other. “You’re okay?”

			“I am now,” Vic said, meaning it.

			In his chest the line between them sang. This, them, was right.

			“You got my aim, son, that’s for sure,” a voice said from behind them.

			Adam went rigid in Vic’s arms. Adam always clenched his fists when it was fight or flight and everything Vic felt from him said that this time it would be fight.

			“My father,” Adam growled.

			“Robert Binder,” the ghost said. “Senior.”

			Vic blinked at the ghost, but made no move to separate from Adam. Given the choice he might never let Adam go again.

			He had to do a double take.

			Robert looked more like Adam’s brother. Vic did the math. Bobby was around the same age Robert had been when he’d died. Vic guessed that Senior had lived the same hard life as most of the backwoods Binders. Bobby hadn’t, but his recent grief had added a lot of years to his features, lending them a similarity.

			“Well, there’s a story here,” Vic said, looking between the Binder men and settling back on Adam. He looked tired, worn down, but a road trip through hell would do that. Vic took him at his word that he wasn’t hurt.

			“I’ll tell you on the way home,” Adam said.

			Vic squeezed his eyes shut.

			“We can’t get home, at least not the same way we got here,” Vic said. “John took Mel.”

			“Wait, the Mel? You found her?”

			“That’s who John took. But how did you know about her? Sara.”

			Vic growled her name.

			“She’s why we’re here,” Adam said. “One reason.”

			“John’s the other?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You have to end him,” Vic said.

			“Yeah,” Adam said again.

			Vic could feel his misery. Adam wasn’t a killer, but the problem remained. John had to be stopped.

			“We can’t let him keep her,” Vic said. “And he has my scythe. He has the Reaper.”

			Adam bent to press his face against Vic. His breath was warm on Vic’s chest. Vic craned his neck, pressed his face to the top of Adam’s head. He could use a shower. He didn’t smell bad, a little grungy. A bit of shampoo, something with lemon, lingered. Vic breathed him in. Adam. His Adam.

			“Three bullets,” Adam said. “And I hit him with the car. I was hoping it would be enough, that I could kill him that way.”

			“I’m not sure he can die here,” Vic said. “Even if he could, he’s drinking up the ghosts.”

			“Like a demon?”

			“You know about the demons?” Vic tightened his grip.

			“Yeah.” Adam pulled free enough to cock his head to where his brother had tugged his father to the side. “We pulled our dad out of one. It was posing as a hotel, trapping ghosts inside it.”

			“No wonder John didn’t take Jodi,” Vic said. “If he can eat the ghosts, then this place is like a nonstop buffet. Jodi’s just a snack.”

			“Please don’t call my cousin a snack,” Adam said.

			“You know what I mean,” Vic said. “The spirits are like an endless battery.”

			“Then how do I end him?” Adam asked. “The promise is binding, Vic.”

			“I’m not judging you,” he said, looking Adam in the eye. He meant it.

			They’d fought over this before, how Adam and his brother had acted outside the law, but John was exactly that, outside the laws of nature.

			He’d killed a lot of people, and what he was doing now, consuming the ghosts, had to be just as bad if not worse. Vic’s heart hurt. Right and wrong were getting turned upside down, and Adam was in pain.

			“Are we going or what?” Jodi asked.

			“We’re not leaving Mel,” Vic said, shifting out of Adam’s arms, though he left their hands entwined. “Even if we could.”

			“You don’t even know her,” Jodi spat.

			“I know her about as well as I know you,” Vic said. “And I like her a whole lot better.”

			“There’s also Vran,” Adam said.

			“The elf kid?” Vic asked. “The brat?”

			Adam nodded. “He came with us, saved us, but we lost him. He might still be alive, but we can’t leave him either.”

			“We know where Mel is. We should start there,” Vic said.

			Adam let out a long breath and turned to his father.

			“This is as good a stop as any, Dad. John went north. We’re probably not heading any farther west.”

			“I’ll come with you,” the ghost said. “Maybe. Wait, who’s John?”

			“Your grandpa,” Bobby explained. “Our great-grandpa.”

			“What?” the ghost sputtered. “How?”

			“He’s kept himself alive by killing his descendants,” Adam said. “He killed Sue and Noreen. He nearly killed Bobby.”

			“What’s he going to do to me?” Robert asked with a shrug that Vic would never tell Adam he’d clearly inherited. “I’m already dead.”

			“He’s eating ghosts now.” Adam waved at the melted town. “Like the hotel. Like a demon.”

			Robert’s brow furrowed in thought.

			Adam’s hair was blonder, his features softer. This man carried his life in the curve of his spine. He looked beaten down, the same kind of wear stamped on Tilla Mae’s features.

			“Can’t you just drop me off in the real world?” Jodi asked. “There has to be a way back.”

			“It’s not the worst idea,” Adam said. “I’d rather not have you and Bobby with us when we find John, but he has Vic’s scythe. As far as I know that’s our best ticket home.”

			“How did you get down here without it?” Vic asked.

			“We drove,” Adam said. “Sara told us how. She sent us to get Mel. I think she sent you down here so we could bring her back with us. Mel’s important, but I don’t know why.”

			“She’s Sara’s daughter,” Vic said.

			“How is that possible?” Adam asked.

			“Mel said she was a dream, Sara’s dream.”

			“Where is he taking her?” Jodi asked.

			“There’s a city out there,” Vic said. “To the north. They went that way.”

			“Do we know what’s there?” Adam asked.

			“Demons,” Vic said.

			“I don’t like it,” Adam said with a grimace. “He can kill them, and they can’t kill him back.”

			“It also means leaving the road,” Vic said. “That’s dangerous.”

			“We have guns and salt. Water and food too if you guys need it,” Adam said.

			Vic put a hand to his stomach. He missed eating, but didn’t need to.

			“I’m good,” Jodi said.

			“Us too,” Adam said. “We don’t know enough about how this place works.”

			“We know someone who can help with that,” Vic said. “He won’t be happy to see us back so soon, but we can head back west, talk to Shepherd. He’s another demon.”

			“Why would he help us?”

			“He respects Mel. Some of the demons are different, are conscious. He called her ‘Mother.’ ”

			“Creepy,” Adam said. “But okay.”

			Jodi eyed the car and shuffled her feet.

			“You left her once before,” Vic said. “You can do it again.”

			“I know,” Jodi snapped. Her face softened. “It’s just hard, you know?”

			“Yeah,” Vic said. “We can’t leave you here. It’s not safe, but you can stay in the car when we get to Sanctuary, if that’s what you want.”

			Adam watched with a curious expression.

			“I’ll explain on the way,” Vic said. He turned to Robert Senior.

			He didn’t like the man. There was no way Vic could after what he’d done to his family, especially to Adam but he had to say it.

			“They eat ghosts where we’re going,” Vic said. “The ones they call the Lost, who don’t speak anymore. I think you’ll be fine, but you should know. That’s what they do.”

			“Been eaten before and I’m still here,” Robert said.

			“Are you sure?” Bobby asked, taking his dad by the arm.

			Vic took the chance to whisper to Adam, “You sure about this? About him?”

			Adam squirmed, and Vic could feel the mix of feelings through their connection. It was a lot, a buzzing static on the verge of painful.

			“I don’t trust him,” Adam said. “But he wants to help. And it’s good for Bobby maybe, to talk to him, to get to see him.”

			“But not you,” Vic said, feeling the distance Adam had put between him and his feelings.

			He’d changed a bit, healed a bit, and Vic smiled despite where they were and what they had to do because he’d healed a bit too. He’d made some decisions about his future, and it had settled something inside him that had been off for a while, even if he hadn’t really known it.

			“He’s been down here the whole time?” Vic asked.

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “The hotel made them relive the things they regret. I got a look into its head, and his. I think he’s genuinely sorry.”

			“But it’s too late, isn’t it?” Vic asked. “The damage is done and all that. You’re done with him, with it.”

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “I’d like to be. I want to be.”

			He was still sad, still scarred, but he was healing. Vic kissed him, just because he was there, just because he could.

			“I missed you,” Vic said afterward.

			“I missed you too.”

			Adam was better in some regards, but worse in others. He wasn’t trying to hide it.

			“What happened?” Vic asked.

			“I killed the demon,” Adam said. “The hotel. I tried not to. I tried to spare it, but it didn’t leave me a choice, Vic.”

			Vic let out a breath.

			Only Adam could regret killing something that had tortured the dead.

			“When we got here, the demons caught us,” Vic said. “They made me remember things. Awful things. I don’t think they’re evil, not in their natural state. That’s what they’re meant to do, but the ones like Shepherd, they’re alive. They make choices.”

			“It wouldn’t let them go,” Adam said. “Dad and the others. It had them trapped. It wanted to keep them—to keep Bobby—forever so it could feed on his regrets.”

			“Then you did the right thing,” Vic said firmly. “As much as it sucks, as much as it hurts, you did the right thing.”

			“Yeah. That doesn’t make it any easier.”

			“I know,” Vic said.

			He squeezed Adam tight again. Adam had been five or six when his father had died. It had been a long time, but the old hurt remained. Your dad was still your dad, and Adam had missed him and grieved for him, even if he hadn’t known he’d been dead. All that was mixed up with the hurt and the anger. Despite it all, despite everything, Adam had set the man free.

			Vic bent to whisper into his ear, “Think they’d mind if I took you behind that wall and made out with you for a while?”

			“I don’t really care if they do mind,” Adam said, squeezing Vic back. “But we should get this over with. I want to get you home. I want you, us, out of here.”

			“Then what?” Vic asked, putting on a teasing smile.

			“Then . . . everything,” Adam said, squeezing him back.

			It would be okay, Vic decided. They would be okay.
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			Adam

			The warlock wound began to stir, its hunger waking. Soon it would gnaw at him again.

			“Okay,” Adam said. “Let’s go.”

			“Hang on, cowboy.” Vic held up his hands. “We need a plan.”

			Jodi crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the Cutlass. Adam almost complained that she’d scratch the paint but let it go. Jodi was never going to be his favorite person, but he was glad she was safe.

			She looked worse for wear after her ordeal, and even his anger at her for pushing Vic into this place had eased a bit. Adam was far angrier at Sara for manipulating them into the situation. Death would have gotten her way whether or not Jodi had played a part.

			“We have to stop him,” Jodi said. “That’s the plan we need.”

			“Oh, now you want him dead?” Adam mocked.

			“Yes,” she said. “If he can do that here, he can do that to Mom and the hippies.”

			“Noreen’s here?” Adam asked.

			Jodi nibbled her lip and nodded. She listened as Vic filled them in on everything that had happened since he and Jodi had arrived, on Sanctuary, Shepherd, and the awoken ghosts, including Noreen Binder.

			Adam and Bobby returned the favor. Adam’s voice wavered when he told them about the flood in Amarillo, about Vran.

			Vic moved to put an arm around him and it was like the world righted a little.

			“We can’t let him eat her,” Jodi said. “We don’t know what happens to them. He’s already killed her once.”

			Adam could feel the anguish rolling through her.

			“We’ll stop him,” he said. “I promise.”

			After all, what was one more oath? He was already bound to do it.

			“Do you have another gun?” she asked.

			“You’re not getting a gun,” Bobby said.

			“Why not? I’m a good shot.”

			“Does it run in the family or something?” Vic asked.

			“It’s all the forced practice,” Adam said, barely holding back a glare at his father. “We’re not going to leave you here, Jodi, and we’re going to stop John, but no one trusts you enough to hand you a gun.”

			She narrowed her eyes but nodded.

			“Shooting him didn’t seem to do much anyway,” Bobby said.

			“I don’t suppose you brought any grenades? Maybe a rocket launcher?” Vic teased.

			“Why does everyone always want a rocket launcher?” Adam asked, looking between his brother and Vic. “Just guns, food, water, and salt. But magic is hard here. I can barely draw a circle.”

			He didn’t mention the warlock wound because it wasn’t an option. Unlike John, Adam wouldn’t gain power by eating the dead.

			Why did John have to suck so hard?

			Adam stole a glance at his father.

			Maybe that ran in the family too. He would be better. He would do better.

			“All right,” Adam said. “First problem, find and rescue Mel. Second problem, get Boney the Reaper back from John.”

			“Boney?” Vic asked.

			Adam shrugged. He was nervous, possibly terrified, and worried sick. Half the people he cared about were here. Vran was missing. Gallows humor was about all he had left.

			“Third problem,” he continued. “We don’t know how to kill John.”

			“The bullets did hurt him,” Vic said. “I saw that. We might be able to wound him or distract him enough to get Mel and the baton back. Then we can drag him home and take care of him there.”

			“It’s really him?” Robert asked. “It’s really Grandpa John?”

			Deflated, he lowered himself onto the Cutlass’s bumper. It didn’t sink beneath his weight.

			“It is,” Adam said. “We don’t know when exactly, but he started killing his descendants, using their life to extend his own. He was after Jodi or Bobby when he landed down here.”

			“But not you,” Robert said.

			“No,” Adam said. “He set a trap for me, used Sue to get me back home, but I was no good to him by then.”

			Robert eyed Adam. He had Bobby’s brown eyes.

			“That’s how you stopped the demon,” Robert said. “How you killed it.”

			“Yes,” Adam said.

			“I always thought you’d turn out like Sue. Seeing and hearing stuff.” Robert said. “I tried to stop it, to beat it out of you.”

			“It doesn’t work like that,” Adam said.

			Robert gave a sad little nod and sank further against the Cutlass.

			He’d always imagined finding his father, talking to him, but he’d never been prepared for him to be like this, so sapped of all that fire and rage, all the things Adam had associated with him. Even the laughter, the jokes, were gone.

			Part of Adam wanted to prod the man, try to find that version of him again, but a larger part of him felt oddly numb about it all, like he’d been the one a demon had fed off.

			“I get it from him,” Adam explained. “From your side of the family.”

			“I—Grandpa John. He wasn’t like that, you know?”

			“Yes, he was,” Adam said firmly. “He killed your cousin Jimmy, probably because he was gay. He wouldn’t have kids to make more Binders for John to eat.”

			Robert shook his head.

			“That’s not how I remember him. He’d never hurt his kids. He’d never hurt Jimmy.”

			“Unlike you, huh?” Adam asked.

			Maybe he wasn’t as over it as he’d thought. He wanted to be over it, done with it, but wasn’t.

			Robert opened his mouth but closed it.

			Adam looked to the horizon, followed his father’s gaze to the west. The ball of red and black he’d swallowed down, held in his guts so long, rose into his throat.

			“You know what I remember, Dad?” Adam asked. “Singing. Some little song we learned in Sunday school. I am happy. I am loved. Something like that. I remember you slapping me because you said it was sissy. Is that how you remember it?”

			“I am sorry, Adam,” Robert said.

			“For what? Slapping me? For breaking me so badly I’m not sure I can ever be happy, really happy?”

			Robert looked away.

			“I’m sorry,” he said again.

			“I know you are,” Adam said.

			He wasn’t certain what he’d wanted. Tears maybe, something more than a muttered apology. Bobby would have said Adam was pushing for something Robert was never going to be able to give, that a man from his time and place wasn’t capable of it. Or maybe not. Bobby stood to the side, watching, not being the peacemaker for once.

			Now Adam wanted to apologize, for trying to force something from Robert he couldn’t give, force him to be someone, the man and father he never could.

			Adam hated this, hated that Sara had made this happen.

			Hours ago, he’d thought he had closure, was done with it all, but the pain and the sad and the whole ball of tangled up feelings around his family was a well Adam couldn’t see a bottom to.

			Adam opened the Cutlass’s door.

			“Get in,” he said. “All of you.”

			“We’re going to this Sanctuary place?” Robert asked.

			“Yeah, but you don’t have to stay there,” Adam said, voice softening. “There’s still the sea, the road west, if that’s what you want.”

			“Okay,” Robert said. He climbed into the back seat.

			Jodi held back. Her lip quivered when Adam looked to her.

			“I only just said goodbye,” she said. “I don’t want to go back. What if I can’t leave her again?”

			Adam didn’t know what to say.

			“Give us a minute, okay?” Vic asked.

			“Sure,” Adam said.

			Adam climbed into the driver’s seat. He worried Bobby would say something, force a conversation, but he took up his place behind Adam without an argument or recrimination.

			Adam could feel Vic’s concern for Jodi as they spoke. It echoed Adam’s worry for Vran.

			Please be okay, Adam thought again. Be safe.

			Bobby’s hand rested on his shoulder for an instant.

			Adam forced a smile in the mirror and watched Vic talk Jodi off whatever ledge she’d stepped out onto today.

			He could relate to what she was going through. He hadn’t expected a reunion with Robert Senior. Seeing Noreen must have been much the same for her.

			Adam had always thought of them as a unit, one sort of person, but that hadn’t been fair. He didn’t want to be judged by his dad or mom. Hell, Adam didn’t even want to be judged by Bobby and lately he was dangerously close to actually liking his brother.

			Vic was always telling Adam that he was a good man, a good guy. Adam wondered if Vic knew how much that applied to him too. He had sympathy for Jodi, and yet hell was pretty balmy, not frozen over at all.

			Jodi didn’t say anything as she climbed into the back seat.

			Adam drove. West, not east. Everything said to turn around, to try and get them back to Liberty House, to try and get home. He had Vic, and okay, Jodi too. To keep going meant risking all their lives.

			Vic put a hand on his knee and the worry dissolved.

			We can do this, Vic said, silently, but Adam heard him. You can do this.

			I can now, Adam said back through their connection.

			“How does Grandpa know who Mel is?” Jodi asked. “I mean that’s why he took her, right?”

			“He worked for Sara for a while,” Adam said. “Who knows what he picked up. That’s probably how he could steal Boney from Vic.”

			“Can we call it literally anything else?” Vic asked.

			Adam considered it for a moment, then drawled, “Nah.”

			“Brat.”

			“You missed me,” Adam teased.

			“If you two are going to make out again, let me drive,” Jodi said. “You don’t want to go off the road here.”

			“She’s right,” Vic said with a flinch.

			“More demons?” Bobby asked, looking at the rows of bone trees. “We saw something like that on the way, snakes. They were eating the ghosts and spitting them back out.”

			“Getting them ready for the sea,” Adam said, understanding it better now. “Everything here is about prepping the dead to let go, or at least it was.”

			“Is that what they’re supposed to do?” Robert mused.

			“Yeah,” Vic said. “Until Mel came. Shepherd said she woke them up. Chewing on a living person gave them consciousness.”

			“The living cannot be allowed to infect the dead,” Adam said. “It’s the last thing Sara said before we came here.”

			“Life is an invasive species here,” Bobby mused. “Going somewhere we don’t belong, wrecking the ecosystem. It’s all gone off track.”

			“Something’s broken in the pipeline,” Adam said. He turned off the headlights. “We saw a lot of ghosts when we started out, but there aren’t any now.”

			“The demons and the woke ghosts are eating them,” Vic said. “They can’t reach the sea.”

			“But there was a train, remember?” Jodi asked. “It was full of ghosts.”

			“The cowboys,” Adam said. “We saw cowboys. Other ghosts, herding the dead to Amarillo, to the trains there.”

			“They must be trying to keep things working,” Vic said.

			“But there aren’t enough of them,” Adam said. “There can’t be.”

			“Why can’t Death just fix it herself?” Jodi asked. “Why put you through all this?”

			“She’s powerful,” Adam said. “The most powerful thing I’ve met, but she’s bound by rules. One of them says that she can’t cross into herself.”

			“Mel said we’re in her dreams,” Vic said.

			“She’s a literal force of nature,” Adam said. “I think this whole place is her, like a dimension inside of her.”

			“It makes sense,” Bobby said. “How many of you know what’s going on in your lower intestine right now?”

			“Didn’t need that image,” Vic said.

			“Oh, he’s fun at dinner,” Adam said. “Remember the time Mom brought home Chinese food and you were explaining how a bit of beef looked like part of the eye?”

			“It’s a doctor thing,” Bobby grumbled. “We forget other people aren’t as desensitized to it all.”

			“Mel came here because someone she loved died,” Vic said. “She wanted to say goodbye.”

			“What happens to us?” Robert asked. “You said we go into the sea?”

			“Yeah,” Vic said. “The ghosts let go of, well . . . everything. I don’t think it hurts. The one I watched looked happy.”

			Robert looked worried in the mirror.

			Adam tried to hold his tongue but couldn’t. “If this Sanctuary place is what they say, Dad, then you could stay there, like Noreen, if that’s what you want.”

			“We’ll see,” Robert said.

			“Whoa,” Adam said, spying streaks of blue in the sky.

			Something, not magic or life like he knew it, broke through the gloom. The oasis wasn’t the spirit world, teeming with magic, but a little of the weight in his chest lifted. He could breathe here.

			This place felt closer to home, and John would destroy it and the ghosts who crowded together to watch their arrival. Some wore elaborate headdresses of copper wires and old radio tubes woven into their hair. Some had made skirts of trash bags.

			Their bizarre, colorful outfits were at odds with their worried expressions.

			A man came forward, parting them. The demon stood tall. His patchwork face bent with anger.

			The suit gave him a shady look, like the salesmen who’d come around the trailer, trying to press Sue into buying life insurance. It never went well. If they wouldn’t leave she’d tell them about their affairs or remind them of something they’d done. If that didn’t work, she’d tell them how they were going to die.

			“Shepherd?” Adam asked Vic.

			“Yeah.”

			Adam stopped the car.

			“What are you doing here?” Shepherd demanded as soon as he and Vic climbed out.

			“We’re not here for a fight,” Adam said, raising his hands in a “we come in peace” gesture.

			“You don’t belong here,” Shepherd said.

			“Neither do you,” Adam countered.

			He found Noreen in the crowd of ghosts. Jodi stayed in the car, like Vic had suggested. Bobby and Robert climbed out as gracefully as the Cutlass’s narrow back seat allowed.

			“We need information,” Vic said.

			“And you bring a killer to ask for it?” Shepherd gestured at Adam.

			He was pissed. Adam could feel it. This wasn’t like the skeleton snakes or the bone trees. Shepherd was alive.

			It might be stolen life, assembled from the fragments of the dead he’d eaten, but he was alive, at least enough for Adam to sense his emotions.

			“I felt it when you killed him,” Shepherd spat. “You are a murderer.”

			Adam could feel the fear, toxic and green, bubbling under the surface. He could see the threads, the feelings Shepherd consumed to keep himself together, and he was right to be afraid. It would be so easy to let the wound feed again, to dull the rising ache as it chewed at his heart.

			“It was eating them,” Adam said, glancing at the ghost of his father. “Digesting them.”

			“That is how we survive,” Shepherd said. “What we were made to do.”

			“In the beginning maybe,” Adam said, straightening. “But that changed with Mel. I’m not here to stop you, Shepherd, though we both know I could.”

			Vic tensed.

			He had to feel what thrummed in Adam’s chest. This wasn’t unlike the feeling of the gun in his pocket. All Adam had to do was aim and fire.

			Someone like John would love this power, the thrill of it, but Adam tightened his grip on the wound, clamped a fist around it. Though it gnawed at him in protest, he would not be like John, harming others for his own gain. That had been the promise he’d made himself when he’d turned warlock.

			Adam looked at Shepherd and cocked his head toward Vic.

			“Like he said, we only want some information. I didn’t want to kill the other demon, but it left me no choice. And I’m not the only warlock here now. The other won’t hold back.”

			“He’s consuming the ghosts,” Vic said, scanning the crowd, making sure they heard him. “If we don’t stop him he’ll come here, come after all of you.”

			“We need your help,” Adam said.

			Shepherd squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t breathe, but the green lights in his skin blinked through the cracks as he considered their words.

			“I’ve no reason to trust you,” Shepherd said.

			“He got me out of there,” Robert said, stepping forward. “He could have left me and the others behind. God knows I gave him plenty of reasons to.”

			“If he says he means to stop John, he means to stop him. I saw what Adam did to get me out, felt what it did to him. I felt the whole thing.”

			“Prove it,” Shepherd said. He licked his lips with a smoky tongue.

			“Let me taste it.”

			Robert stepped forward. He unbuttoned the cuff of his sleeve and rolled up the flannel.

			Adam started to interrupt, but his dad looked back and shook his head.

			Shepherd bit into Robert’s offered wrist.

			It wasn’t graceful or sexy, like the movies showed a vampire bite. There wasn’t any blood, but it was messy. Shepherd chewed, his throat working.

			Adam’s Sight showed a line of blue flowing out of Robert’s heart and into the demon.

			Eyes closed again, Shepherd stepped back.

			Robert staggered. Bobby rushed to catch him, but his hand passed through their father’s arm.

			“You cannot eat the dead without becoming them,” Shepherd said, opening his eyes to stare at the humans. “Without understanding them.”

			He looked at Adam. “I can see why my kin kept him.”

			“Will you tell us about the city?” Vic asked, probably because Adam couldn’t.

			Robert was more translucent now. He’d given up what had remained of the life in him to help them, and he’d done it without hesitation.

			Damn it, Adam thought. Why couldn’t anything be simple? Why couldn’t anyone just be an asshole or a saint?

			He’d never forgive Sara for making him face this, making him see that the monster was just an angry, ignorant man.

			Adam couldn’t forgive Robert. He couldn’t forget, but given time, he could let go.

			“The city,” Vic said.

			“We have tastes. I like everything.” Shepherd cast an eye across the woke. Noreen had shrunk to the back of the crowd. “Others, like the one you killed, are pickier. It fed on regret. Those in the city prefer the darkest things, the reddest things—anger and rage. The worst of us crave the worst of you.”

			“John has taken Mel there,” Adam said.

			“That is terrible news,” Shepherd said.

			“She’s a hostage,” Vic said.

			“Do you think he’ll try to kill her?” Bobby asked.

			Adam and Vic exchanged a look.

			“He may not be able to down here, but we don’t know that for sure, and he’s never hesitated before,” Adam said. “He’s smart, played a long game.”

			“The demons there, they’re like the hotel?” Bobby asked.

			“Yes,” Shepherd said. “They trap the dead.”

			“That’s why there aren’t any ghosts on the road,” Vic said. “They’re all going to the city.”

			“Just so,” Shepherd said.

			“You said you felt it when the demon in Albuquerque died,” Adam asked him. “Have you felt anything else, any other deaths?”

			“No,” Shepherd said.

			“So he hasn’t started yet,” Adam said. “What is he waiting for?”

			“Us,” Vic said. “He has to know we’ll come for him.”

			He turned to Shepherd.

			“How do we get there?” he asked. “You said not to go off the road.”

			“My kind will run from a warlock,” Shepherd said. “But they cannot all be reasoned with. Do not stop. Find your quarry, rescue Mother, and leave as quickly as you can.”

			“That was always the plan,” Adam said. He turned to his father.

			“I guess this is your stop, Dad.”

			“You can stay here if you wish,” Shepherd said.

			“I want to go west,” Robert said. His voice had dimmed along with the rest of him. “I want to see. It’s time.”

			“Goodbye, Dad,” Adam said. It came out kinder than he had expected.

			Robert started to walk, drifting west.

			Bobby chased after him and tugged at his sleeve.

			“If you go after him, if you try to eat him like you do the others, I will end you. Do you understand?” Adam asked Shepherd.

			“I do,” Shepherd said.

			He turned back to the ghosts and started herding them away from the scene.

			Adam sat on the Cutlass’s bumper and watched his brother and father embrace. He knew the sight should have put something in his chest, made him feel like chasing after them and joining in, but he didn’t.

			Robert looked back once, then began to walk. Bobby stood watching him, and Adam remembered chasing after his brother, who’d outgrown playing with him, who seemed so sad all the time, and sometimes angry like their dad had been. Bobby, who only wanted to be a dad, who wanted it more than anything.

			The car dipped with Vic’s weight as he sat beside Adam.

			“Your family isn’t my family,” Vic said. “Your dad isn’t my dad.”

			He leaned over, kissed Adam on the cheek. Adam leaned into it, pressed his head to Vic’s shoulder.

			“You came for me,” Vic said. He reached up, put a hand to Adam’s chest, and ran it over the new, tight scar John had given him. “Even hurt, you came and found me.”

			“You had to know I would,” Adam said. “I will always find you, Vicente Martinez.”

			Bobby began a slow shuffle back to the car. They needed to hurry, get to Mel, but selfish as he knew it was, Adam didn’t mind that his brother took his time.

			“You came to hell for me, baby,” Vic said.

			“It’s really corny when you call me that.”

			“You love it,” Vic said. “Don’t even try to lie to me.”

			“Like I could.”

			Adam didn’t say what else he was thinking—that he’d go anywhere, and do far worse than he’d already done, for Vic.

			“Did you mean it?” Vic asked.

			“Mean what?” Adam asked, though he already knew.

			“What you said to your dad, that you weren’t sure you could ever be happy?”

			“I don’t know, Vic. I hope not. I hope I can. I want to be.”

			Vic swallowed, telling Adam he was working around to saying something hard.

			“Would you talk to someone?” Vic asked.

			“Like a therapist?” Adam asked.

			“Exactly like a therapist.”

			Adam straightened, but Vic held up a hand, asking for patience.

			“I know what you went through at Liberty House,” Vic said. “But those weren’t real therapists. A good one could help you.”

			“I know,” Adam conceded. He rested his head back on Vic’s shoulder. “And you’re right. I think it’s time to let some things go, maybe a lot of things.”

			It sounded so nice, the idea that he might be able to set his anger and pain aside. They were so heavy, and he didn’t want to carry them anymore.

			“So you’ll try?” Vic asked. “For me?”

			Adam pressed his head harder against Vic’s shoulder. How could he ever say no to this man?

			Just sitting beside him, all the blue and black drained away. For a moment, a heartbeat or two, everything was warm and safe, even here, in the underworld, beneath a black-red sky cracked with blue.

			“If you’ll go with me, at least the first time,” Adam said quietly.

			“I can do that,” Vic said. He put an arm around Adam, squeezed him close.

			“Then yeah,” Adam said. “I’ll go to therapy. Just for you.”

			“No, baby,” Vic said, twisting to lay a kiss atop Adam’s head. “You’ll go for you.”
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			Adam

			“Trippy,” Jodi said as they drove into the city.

			It tilted like a top, the buildings rising and falling out of sync with the road.

			“At least the gravity is working,” Adam said, watching the edges of the city rise and fall. He did not like to imagine the Cutlass floating off into the sky.

			The towers flashed with lights of every color, a neon bonfire coming at them from all directions. The buildings stood huddled so close that there weren’t always alleys. It resembled a forest. The dead drifted through it like falling leaves. They splashed against the streets like the first drops of rain on hot asphalt, leaving a steam like heat haze in the air.

			These were the thin kind, the consumed.

			Sanctuary had been a bruise, the hotel a bleeding scratch, but this city was the true rot, the damage done by the awoken demons.

			“Every building,” Adam said. “Like the hotel in Albuquerque, every building is a demon.”

			“Every one?” Bobby asked.

			He’d folded in on himself, as if to hide from the place.

			Adam didn’t blame him. He could feel the city watching them, sizing them up, waiting to see if they were predator or prey.

			Other ghosts, more solid, were trapped within the buildings. Some were partially dissolved, their fists or faces pushed through the glass and steel as they tried to escape their fate. The reminded Adam of flies stuck to the long yellow strips his mother would hang in the trailer during the summer.

			“This place,” Bobby said. “I mean we’ve seen awful stuff, but this . . .”

			“Is hell,” Adam agreed. “These demons are feeding on the worst parts of the ghosts, their greed and desperation.”

			“They’re evil,” Jodi said.

			“I don’t know about that,” Adam argued. “You are what you eat. We all are. Maybe they are too.”

			“We’re close,” Vic said. “I can feel the scythe. Stop the car.”

			“I’d still like a gun,” Jodi said.

			“And you’re still not getting one,” Bobby said.

			“You’re both staying here,” Adam said, unbuckling his seat belt. “Vic and I will grab Mel and the baton.”

			“Adam—”

			“I need you to drive, Bobby,” Adam said. “Jodi, you help us get Mel inside. As soon as the doors close, drive.”

			Adam gave his brother a nervous smile and climbed out. He popped the trunk.

			The air tasted burnt, like char and something that may have been sweet once, like cake crumbs left in the oven. The water was only an inch deep. It flowed toward them, away from what had to be the city’s center.

			“Keep the engine running,” he said, passing Bobby the keys as he climbed out to take the driver’s seat.

			Vic took one of the pistols and checked its chamber.

			“Remember, we only need to distract him,” he said.

			Adam nodded and reloaded. His dad had been proud of his aim. That thought tasted like ashes in his mouth.

			“You’re just going to walk in there?” Bobby asked, eyes darting between them. “You don’t know what you’ll find.”

			“We’re going to flank him,” Vic said, nodding to the sides of the street. “I go right. Adam goes left.”

			“Why does he go left?” Jodi asked.

			“Because he’s left-handed,” Vic said.

			“You two are codependent,” Jodi groused.

			“If things go south, get back to Sanctuary,” Vic told Bobby.

			“Floor it and stay on the road,” Adam said.

			“This has to be a trap, Adam,” Bobby said.

			“I know,” he agreed. “But we don’t know how long Mel has. We’ll be all right.”

			Adam started walking, partly to keep from shaking, but mostly because he’d stop if any more doubt leaked in.

			The watching demons kept their distance.

			Maybe they were going about this all wrong, maybe talking to the demons would have helped. Whatever Shepherd might do to survive, he didn’t seem evil.

			He outsourced it to Noreen and the others.

			These demons though. They weren’t like Shepherd. They were like the hotel, maybe worse.

			One glance at the buildings and the lost souls fused to them told Adam he wouldn’t find any reason here. Mostly he felt madness, the layers of the ghosts’ memories, the worst sort of memories, painted atop the demons’ spirits. They consumed the worst of life, so the worst of life filled them.

			The neon lights and the haze mixed with the slow wobble of the turning, spinning street. Adam didn’t appreciate the distraction.

			 The Cutlass crept along behind them. Adam hoped Bobby would listen if things went wrong, that he’d get himself and Jodi away from here.

			That tree, Vic thought. Does it look familiar to you?

			Yeah.

			The line between them was tight enough to hear each other’s thoughts.

			It steadied Adam even as the sight of the Hanging Tree did not.

			No wonder Vic could sense the Reaper.

			The tree stood near Death’s trailer, always filled with crows and corpses, but here the bodies were ghosts. They wriggled in their nooses, the demon’s fingers that slowly strangled them, sucking out their lives.

			Adam could sense the type of demon too, could practically taste it, the metallic tang of freshly spilled blood mixed with something acrid, like plastic tossed into a campfire. These ghosts were murderers, the worst of the worst, those who’d killed for fun, without remorse.

			Mel lay slumped among the tree’s knotted, creeping roots. She wasn’t moving, but she didn’t look dead.

			“Easy,” Vic said. He held his gun leveled, ready to fire when John made his move.

			The link between them hummed. The eyes of the dead tracked their approach. The ghosts wriggled on their nooses, silently pleading to be set free.

			The warlock wound pulsed as if to growl when John stepped out from behind the tree.

			The bullet holes still bled, looking a lot like the hole in the back of Robert Senior’s head. John still wore the ragged jacket with the hood, the leather belts that crossed his chest, and the dirty jeans and combat boots. He’d lost the skull and sickle he’d used as tools in Guthrie. Now he carried only the scythe.

			Adam could feel the magic, the stolen life that kept John alive. It hummed, close to the tune of his own power.

			“Grandson,” John said with a pleasant smile, like Adam had come for a visit, like he hadn’t put three bullets in him or hit him with a car at their last meeting.

			Adam put aside the roil in his gut and raised the gun, but he didn’t have the shot. John stood too close to Mel for Adam to safely fire.

			The ghosts split their focus between Adam and John. The demon held still, despite its appetites. Fear wafted from it like smoke from a pile of burning tires.

			“Just give her to us,” Vic said, gun trained on John, “And we’ll leave you be.”

			“You don’t even know what she is, do you?” John asked with a sneer.

			“I know she’s with us,” Vic said, shifting his feet to adjust for the city’s wobble.

			“You two,” John said, waving the scythe back and forth between them. “You’re her latest attempt to get it right.”

			“Get what right?” Adam asked.

			“You’re ignorant, Grandson. Of your own history, of your nature, of her nature.” John nodded to Mel. “I’ll cure you of it before I kill you. A Reaper and a warlock, in two different people this time. She must think that will make you easier to control after she couldn’t control me.”

			“You were a Reaper,” Adam said. Another important fact that Seamus or Sara should have imparted. That was how John knew how to control Boney, to keep it from returning to Vic. “You broke the seal to release Mercy.”

			“Yes.” John’s grin was rictus. The magic he’d stolen hadn’t reversed the aging process. He might be strong, even vital looking, but the years remained obvious, like old piano keys or a smoker’s teeth.

			“You weren’t so chatty last time,” Vic said.

			“I didn’t hold all the cards then.”

			John moved like he had when he’d taken Mel, impossibly fast. He dropped the blade of the scythe to her throat. A drop of fresh red gleamed on the blade.

			“She fired you when she realized what you were after,” Adam said, trying to stay calm.

			Vic had gone as still as stone. There was no chance to shoot now, not with a pistol, not at this distance, not with John’s speed.

			The fire in his eyes said John knew it too.

			They were blue, like Adam’s own. He’d always thought it his best feature, and now he wondered if he’d ever find that color pretty again.

			“And what was it I was after, Grandson?” John asked.

			 “You want to live forever,” Adam said.

			“We’re not here for you,” Vic said, trying to cut through the family drama. “We just want her.”

			“Oh, there’s no way that’s true.” John laughed. “You think I don’t know how she works? She doesn’t do anything on her own. She can’t, you see. It’s against her precious rules. She uses fools and tools, like you and me. But I learned from her, and I’d be as dumb as you if I let this kind of leverage go.”

			If he needs her, he won’t kill her, Vic said through their connection. Get ready.

			“You should never have sent me here,” John said, holding the scythe beneath Mel’s head like a hook. John followed Adam’s gaze to the blade. “You need this to get home, don’t you? How about I give it to you, let you go?”

			“You wanted me dead before,” Adam said.

			“It doesn’t matter anymore,” John said. “Here I’m a god. Even bullets can’t stop me.”

			“And what happens to Mel, to the demons and the dead?” Adam asked.

			He had to keep John talking, give Vic an opening.

			“They stay with me, as subjects and leverage.” John looked to Mel. “She wants this one back, doesn’t she? That’s the reason for all of this.”

			“She does,” Adam said. “Let us take her, and we’ll leave.”

			“But you’ll come back. With nothing to hold over her, she’ll send an army after me. You aren’t her only fools.”

			We’re not going to get the shot, Adam thought to Vic.

			Don’t you dare, damn it, Vic thought back, sensing Adam’s intentions. That’s not an option.

			Adam lowered his gun.

			“Not if she can’t open the way,” Adam said. “Keep me instead. She needs both of us to open the door, right?”

			“Two of you,” John said thoughtfully. “I see it now, how it works. There’s a weakness in that.”

			He dropped Mel, raced forward in a blur, but not aiming for either of them.

			Adam saw the flash of the scythe. He spun, aimed, and fired. Vic raced for Mel. Bobby gunned the engine, taking the opening as a chance to race for them.

			John had ended his dash a little ways off.

			Bobby was there. He and Jodi had Mel.

			Then Adam felt it, the unseen cut.

			To his right, Vic fell.

			Adam had always been afraid to ask what would happen if the line between them snapped. He’d put it there to save Vic’s life, and John had sliced it in two.

			The pain snapped into him, like the time he’d broken his wrist but hadn’t felt it until the bones separated.

			Adam gasped. It hurt like nothing he’d felt before, not even the warlock wound had gone this deep.

			Bobby shouted his name.

			Get Vic! Adam thought it as loud as he could and hoped the little bit of telepathy his brother had shown when he’d killed their father was working now. Get everyone clear.

			Adam coughed hard, and would not have been surprised to see blood in it. Sympathetic magic worked both ways. He’d saved Vic by linking them, now the cost had landed, the pain of the gunshot wound, suspended for so long, rebounded into Adam like he’d been the one to take the bullet.

			John stalked toward him.

			“There’s no way out now,” he said, smiling, pleased with what he’d done. He gestured to where Bobby and Jodi scrambled.

			“But there is,” Adam said, forcing the words out as John advanced. “You missed one, Grandpa, one way out.”

			Adam backed against the tree, felt the bark press into him, felt the demon’s sick hunger.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, tears welling.

			“For what?” John asked. He raised the scythe again. “For failing? You’re going to die here, Grandson, and even if you don’t, I don’t think you’ll do much harm in pieces.”

			“I wasn’t talking to you.”

			Adam let the wound off its leash. It bit the heart out of the tree.

			The demon and all it had consumed rushed into Adam.

			John slashed out with the scythe, but Adam used the demon’s strength to catch him by the arm. He spun them around, bashed John against the tree with everything he had.

			John dropped the scythe as Adam broke his arm with a stomp. A baton again, the scythe rolled away.

			Kill. Kill him.

			The voices screamed. So many voices.

			Kill him. It’ll be fun.

			The chorus filled him, drowning Adam in a tide of rage and hate.

			Kill. Him. Fun. It will stop the pain.

			“Sure,” Adam said, grinning.

			“No,” John said.

			“Do you hear them, Grandpa?” Adam asked. “Do you hear the dead?”

			Eyes wide, John pushed himself back against the melting tree.

			“They know you should be with them,” Adam gloated. “They want you with them.”

			The wound drank Adam’s fear. It drank the pain and the confusion, leaving only madness and a dark glee. Adam laughed. Or maybe it was the voices, the dead. He laughed with them, and he understood the boy in Liberty House, the joy of bright blood and pain, even if it was his own.

			“No,” John repeated. “No!”

			“It’s all right, Grandpa.” Tossing the salt from his pocket, Adam whispered, “We’ll go together.”

			The salt fell in a ring. Adam sealed the circle as the demon imploded and the world melted into nothing.
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			Vic

			Everything hurt. Everything. The emptiness in his chest was new and horrible. It was almost worse than being shot again.

			“Vic. You have to wake up,” someone was saying. “We can’t carry you.”

			Coughing, Vic opened his eyes. Dr. Binder—Bobby—leaned over him, looking terrified.

			The sky had darkened, blocked by a forest of steel and glass. The buildings had come closer. They blotted out the sky.

			“You’re all right,” Bobby said. “Just shocked I think.”

			“Mel?” Vic asked, taking the hand Bobby offered him.

			“She’s holding them off.”

			Mel stood on the Cutlass’s hood, feet apart, head turned skyward to face down a city made of demons. Dried blood stained her shirt, but she had bandages on her neck.

			Vic could feel something, a push and pull of wills. It was like what he felt when the elves contended, when Silver had killed his father. He could feel Mel’s strain as the buildings curved, closing like so many fingers.

			Death’s daughter had remembered who she was, but even she couldn’t hold them back forever.

			Jodi stood next to the car, eyes darting from side to side, seeking escape like a frightened rabbit.

			Vic didn’t have to ask about Adam. He’d seen it as he’d passed out.

			The demon, the Hanging Tree, was gone. A ring of burnt salt marked its location. Inside, there was nothing.

			Damn it, Adam, Vic thought, squeezing back tears.

			Adam had killed the demon and saved them. He’d saved all of them, again.

			“We have to get out of here,” Vic said, staggering toward the car.

			“It’s too late,” Mel said. “The road is gone.”

			The demons had left only the slimmest of alleys, and Vic did not want to imagine what would happen if they ran that way.

			The hollow dead still fell like rain, breaking around them, soaking the ground in water that belonged to the Ebon Sea.

			“Why did he do that?” Jodi demanded, eyes shining as she turned back and forth as the cage closed. “He blew himself up. He tossed out that circle and they . . . Like those buildings and the Nazis. Just . . . gone. Why did he do that?”

			“Because he’s Adam,” Vic said.

			It was who Adam was, and why Vic loved him.

			There should have been more pain, and there probably would be, but Vic’s heart had shut down, overloaded by the loss.

			If Adam was still out there, Vic could not feel him. He’d always been able to feel him, always, even if it was just a little—always, no matter how far away they’d gone and no matter how angry or upset one of them had been with the other.

			Adam.

			Gone.

			Vic was in shock. He’d had the training to know the signs. He’d break down soon, but not now.

			This wasn’t the time.

			Spying the baton, Vic bent to lift it.

			He could feel the Reaper swirling around him like a happy puppy, glad to be home. Even if he could free it, he could not take on a city.

			Mel’s focus began to slip. She could not hold the demons back much longer.

			Vic gripped the baton. Bobby and Jodi looked at him expectantly.

			“I don’t know if I can do anything with it—get us home I mean, not without him.”

			John had been right about that. He’d closed the way when he’d cut the link between them.

			“We’re not going home,” Jodi said. “We need a new plan. We need to get him back.”

			“You can’t,” a voice said. “He’s gone beyond. Even Death could not find him there.”

			The dead stopped falling. The buildings stopped advancing. Everything around them stopped, frozen in place.

			“Vran?” Bobby asked, sounding uncertain.

			Vic understood Bobby’s hesitation. The elf wasn’t as Adam had described him, a mischievous and brooding boy. He was still dark, with blue-black hair cut short and styled in spikes. He looked at least twenty, maybe older. His ripped shirt and jeans exposed patches of pale skin.

			Black veins ran like tree roots or forked lightning across his body and face. His eyes gleamed, large, with a similar darkness.

			“You’ve changed,” Bobby said.

			Vran looked at his hands.

			“He’s gone beyond,” the elf repeated, sounding broken-hearted. “But I can take you home.”

			Vran gestured to the narrow door behind him. It showed a night sky, a normal night sky. A breeze, a regular breeze, blew through it. Vic almost wept at the feel of it on his face.

			“You’ll have to leave the car,” Vran said. “I can’t carry that much.”

			“How?” Bobby asked. “You couldn’t get us home before.”

			“I’m not what I was,” Vran said.

			“Are you doing that?” Mel asked, staring at the frozen sky. “What are you?”

			“I am what I will be when the undertakers are done with me,” Vran said. “But I am not good at it yet. I cannot hold the door much longer.”

			“We can’t just leave him!” Jodi said.

			Vic’s heart ached. He nearly laughed. He’d felt this before, when Eduardo passed.

			He’d been so worried when the demons had eaten his pain. He would let them have it now, let them have it all. It would make quite a meal.

			Mel laid a hand to his shoulder. Vic faced her and knew she understood. He gave a little nod.

			“He’s not here,” Vic said. “We can’t reach him. Our only chance to find him is to get to someone who can.”

			Bobby looked back at the Cutlass. Vic didn’t have to ask what he was thinking.

			Adam loved his car.

			Come back to me, Vic thought, knowing it went nowhere, that Adam would not hear him. I’ll buy you any damn car you want. Just come back to me.

			“Go,” Vic said, nodding to the door. “Before it closes.”

			He went last.

			Vic caught sight of eyes, green and shining, like the coyote he’d once spotted on 285, driving to the mountains to blow off steam.

			These weren’t coyotes.

			Vic shuddered as the door closed, leaving them in an autumn night that smelled of dead leaves and recent rain.

			“How did you find us?” Bobby asked Vran.

			“I had help,” he said, pointing as something curled around Vic’s ankles.

			Spider.

			The black cat purred, stretching up on all fours, asking Vic to pick him up. Vic obliged.

			“Thank you,” Vic said.

			The lost connection ached, like Vic was missing a limb. Being whole only made it worse in some ways.

			“Where are we?” Jodi asked. “Is this Oklahoma?”

			Vic bit down on the need to say it did not matter. They were out. They’d come back, but they’d left Adam behind.

			“It’s a drive-in,” Bobby said. “But not the Beacon, the one in Guthrie.”

			This place was long abandoned. Weeds were everywhere. Trees encroached, trying to reclaim the space. The projector booth and concession stand were a ruin of broken glass and vandalism.

			“Is everyone all right?” Bobby asked.

			Spider stopped purring in Vic’s arms and glared at him.

			Vic set him down.

			“Thank you.”

			The cat shook like he hadn’t enjoyed the affection and darted off into the bushes.

			Vic reached for Adam, but nothing came, no pulse of emotion, no stray thought. The link was broken.

			Jodi had her phone out.

			“No power,” she said. “What do we do?”

			Vic gripped the baton.

			“Sara? Are you there, damn it?” he asked, looking from the low oak trees that surrounded the place to the torn screen. “We need to talk.”

			She did not appear. She did not answer.

			“She brought us here,” Vran said. “And now we’re here again. I thought if she was watching, if she could help, that she’d meet us here.”

			“We brought Mel!” Vic called. He turned to her. “Can you take me to the Hanging Tree? To her trailer?”

			“No,” she said, looking at Vran with a bit of awe. “I am no world walker.”

			Vic let out a breath.

			“I can’t,” Vran said. He swayed on his feet. “I’m not him anymore, not what I’ll be.”

			“It’s okay,” Vic said, putting his hands to Vran’s shoulders to steady him. “You got us out. You did good, Vran.”

			The black in his eyes had dimmed to ocean blue.

			“I wanted to help,” he said.

			“You have. You did. You saved him. You saved us.”

			Vic did what Adam would do and wrapped Vran in his arms.

			The elf sagged into Vic’s hug. He felt weak and cold. Vic could not measure the price Vran had paid, but he knew it had cost the elf dearly to rescue them.

			“What are we supposed to do?” Jodi demanded.

			Vic looked up, over the top of Vran’s head, ready to snap back at her, but she was crying again. Whatever version of herself she’d constructed to make it through her shitty life had come undone.

			Vic knew how she felt. He wasn’t who he’d been when this had started.

			“How do we help him?” she asked. “He can’t be. He—goddamn it, Adam Lee.”

			Vic reached out with an arm and pulled her in too.

			“You know, he’s supposed to be the huggy one,” Vic said.

			“Guys,” Bobby said. “Someone’s coming.”

			Vic looked up to see headlights approaching. They were the big round kind, at least a dozen cars heading toward the drive-in.

			“The demons?” Bobby asked. “Did they follow us back?”

			“Do you still have your gun?” Vic asked Bobby, moving to stand beside him.

			“No, I dropped it,” Bobby said.

			“We should run,” Jodi said.

			The cars roared to a stop, making a half circle, their headlights nearly blinding. Vic stood in front of the others, baton in hand, ready to fight. He hadn’t stood a chance against the city, but he might make a difference here.

			A single figure walked into the headlight beams. They lit her like a spotlight, which fit the old movie elegance she wore so casually.

			“I can’t leave you boys alone for a minute,” Argent said.

			Then Vic was the one crying.

			He pocketed his baton and raced to catch the elf in an embrace.

			“Easy, Baby Reaper,” she said, squeezing him once before putting him at arm’s length, her hands on his shoulders so she could take him in.

			Argent frowned, and Vic had no doubt she knew.

			“We have to find him,” Vic said.

			“We will, but there are things we must attend to first.”

			Vic opened his mouth to argue, but she cut him off, “Fond as I am of Adam, the whole of reality is a tad more important.”

			“What are you talking about?” Vic asked.

			“Death, Vicente. We think she’s dying.”

			Vic gaped, uncertain how to respond.

			He took in Argent’s appearance. She wore a generous coat of black cashmere or some other fine wool over an emerald dress with a long slit that told him she could move in it. Her long boots completed the picture: stylish, but practical. The Queen of Swords was prepared for a fight.

			The other elves had left their cars to fan out around the drive-in.

			Vic knew the formation. He’d been in it when they’d needed to question a suspected drug dealer and surrounded his house at four in the morning, only to learn he’d given a fake address. They’d left the scene after an apology to the startled, frightened homeowners.

			The elves were dressed like gangsters from the forties. Mel would fit right in with them. They didn’t carry guns, but they didn’t need them either. Vic had seen what Argent and her brother could do. Even an elf with half their power could take Vic down without breaking a sweat.

			Adam would have made a crack, but Vic remembered that family’s worry, the fear the uniforms brought. He tensed for a fight.

			“What’s this about?” he asked Argent. “What’s with the troops?”

			“We’re here for Vran,” she said.

			“No,” Vic said. “He hasn’t hurt anyone, he saved us, saved Adam. More than once.”

			“This is the law, Vicente,” Argent said. “You of all people should understand that.”

			Vic opened his mouth to speak but felt a hand on his shoulder.

			“She’s right,” Vran said. “My court did what they did. It was super dumb, and I told them not to, but they still did it.”

			“What will you do to him?” Vic asked the queen.

			“Vicente,” Argent said, sounding a little hurt. “When have you ever known me to hurt someone?”

			Vic considered it.

			It was true. Argent was powerful and quick to draw her sword, but he’d never seen her attack or kill except in defense.

			“It’s not you I’m worried about,” he said.

			“Noted,” Argent agreed.

			They both had been there when Silver had executed his father without hesitation.

			Argent turned to the circling elves.

			“Vran, Page of Cups, of the Sea Upon the Land, youngest scion of the Sunken Garden, I am taking you into custody. You will not be harmed until a sentence is reached. So I swear, and so I command.”

			“He’s hurt,” Vic said quietly. “I don’t know how exactly, but something is wrong with him.”

			Argent didn’t say anything, but she gave the tiniest bob of her head.

			Vic wondered how much power the Queen of Swords had in the new king’s court. As he understood it, her father had been hands off, but Silver was king now. Before, he’d been happy to let Argent take as much power as she wanted. Vic did not know how things stood now.

			“You’re coming with us. All of you,” Argent said, waving to the cars.

			They were cop cars, ancient, but they were police vehicles like the kind in black-and-white movies.

			What was it with immortals and cosplay?

			The elves circled, and Vic scowled. He’d never seen Argent bring any kind of backup, and to bring so many seemed like an unnecessary show of force.

			Vic wondered how many of the elves were there to watch Argent on her brother’s behalf. After all, if he was king, didn’t that put her next in line? Vic didn’t know how it all worked. Argent had always been queen. It had something to do with the tarot suite—another thing Adam had promised to explain to Vic.

			Vran went peacefully, but seeing this show of force for an injured boy solidified some of the things Vic had been feeling about authority, about what came with his badge and what came with his scythe. He was likely to be done with both jobs when all this was through.

			Vran got his own car with an escort of three, two in the back seat and one in the passenger.

			“What about the rest of us?” Vic asked.

			The Binders looked lost. Jodi wore an expression of terror and wonder. Dr. Binder looked frozen, probably the face he wore when he had to tell patients bad news, only in this case he was the one bracing for impact.

			“Adam is not here to stand for Vran,” Argent said.

			“I’ll stand for him,” Bobby said. “He saved me too.”

			“Me too,” Jodi said. “I mean, he got us out of there.”

			“Understood,” Argent said. “It is noble of you.”

			“Will it help?” Vic asked.

			“Humans trying to protect an elf?” Argent mused. “To many, yes. To the old guard, no. We will have to see.”

			Vic wasn’t up for smiling, but maybe there was some hope for Jodi yet.

			“This is Mel,” Vic said, stepping aside and gesturing to her. “Sara sent Adam to bring her back.”

			Argent cocked her head in one of her avian gestures as she sized Mel up.

			“Then she’s important. We’ll deliver her immediately.” Argent began walking toward her own car, a longboat of a convertible. “You and her, come with me.”

			Vic was pretty certain it was the same make as the car JFK had died in, which did not bode well.

			“What about us?” Bobby asked.

			“Go with the others,” Argent said. “They’ll take you to the watchtower.”

			“Bullshit,” Jodi said. “What about Adam?”

			“All will be tended to, Miss Binder,” Argent said in a tone that reminded Vic of how scary she could be. Jodi shrank.

			“Your Majesty,” one of the elves said. “Should we not all return to your brother?”

			Argent smiled, and even Vic felt the ground shudder, a hint of her power leaking through.

			“Do as I say, Dautre. If my brother takes issue with my decisions he can discuss it with me.”

			Vic almost felt sorry for the pretty, golden-haired elf as he paled to the color of ice.

			“Yes, Lady,” he said.

			Argent raised her voice again. “If any of them, Vran or the mortals in your care are harmed, we will have further words and, perhaps, a duel.”

			The temperature dropped by several degrees.

			As one, the elves bowed.

			Usually Vic loved seeing Argent pull a bad ass move, but he did not like that there might be tension with her own people. It made him worry they wouldn’t have the support they needed.

			“Shall we?” Argent asked.

			Mel looked to Vic.

			“It’s okay,” he said. “It will be all right.”

			“You can’t promise that,” Mel said.

			“No,” he admitted with a quick flick of his eyes at the elven queen. “But I hope it’s true.”
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			Vic

			The world changed when they left the parking lot. The sky flashed to a bright green, lit by the ever-present crescent moon.

			“Why is it always night here?” Vic mused.

			“It’s not,” Mel said from the back seat. “It’s twilight, and twilight is between.”

			“Aren’t you well informed,” Argent said in a clipped tone.

			Vic had never seen her this serious, never seen her lips pressed into a too-tight line.

			He did not know if he should tell Argent who Mel was. Knowledge was power among the immortals and there had to be any number of them who would take an interest in Death’s daughter. Vic winced that he could not trust Argent. He wanted to. He considered her a friend, but things among the elves were dicey now.

			Vic wanted to ask Mel what she knew, especially if Sara was dying, but she crossed her arms and dipped her head to hide her face with her hat, making it clear she wouldn’t say anything in front of Argent.

			The road ahead was lined in purple feathers. They fluttered and peeled away as the tires touched them.

			Vic swallowed hard and asked what he’d been dreading since Argent had appeared.

			“What did you mean when you said Death might be dying?”

			“The Reapers have stopped reaping,” she said.

			“So nothing’s dying?” Vic asked.

			“Oh, they’re dying,” Argent said. “But their souls, their energy, isn’t going anywhere.”

			“Is that bad?”

			“The energy isn’t going anywhere,” Argent repeated. “Negative, positive. It’s lingering, building up. Think of it like a pressure cooker. Your world isn’t meant to hold so much magic. Even in Alfheimr there is death.” Argent did not frown, but Vic thought he read a little sadness in her ivory expression, a bit of a crinkle around her perfect gunmetal eyes.

			“So someone needs to take the garbage out,” Vic mused.

			Adam had saved Vic from a Reaper posing as a janitor. He saw now that the cover was more appropriate than he’d realized.

			“What do you mean?” Argent asked.

			“The underworld breaks down the spirits into energy. It, uh, launders them. Good or bad it strips them down to energy and lets them dissolve.”

			It was funny how the immortals, who knew so much and lived so long, had such a blind spot when it came to Death and how she worked. Then again, Death had probably made certain of it, keeping them in the dark to protect the very processes that were now breaking down.

			Outside the car the usual wonders of the spirit realm, giant birds and dinosaurs, things long extinct or mythological in Vic’s world, flew by, but for once he wasn’t fascinated by them.

			All of reality might be at stake, and none of it mattered to him in that moment.

			Adam was missing. Adam might be dead.

			Argent came to a stop at an amusement park. It was Western themed, with wooden palisades and cowboy versus Indian statues that probably wouldn’t be around today.

			But this was the Other Side, where history tended to linger. There was something to that, Vic knew, to knowing how things had once been so you could avoid making the same mistakes. He hadn’t grown up the son of Maria Martinez and not learned a thing or two about America’s past.

			Vic agreed. Don’t venerate it, but don’t bury it. Fix it, but don’t hide it. Hiding it would let it happen again.

			“Everybody out,” Argent said, braking hard and throwing the car into park.

			There was no arguing with that tone even if Vic had been interested.

			The ticket booth was manned by a yellowed skeleton strung up like a puppet. Vic could not tell if it was real or plastic, and decided he did not want to know. Several rats scurried around the top of the booth, working the strings.

			“Three, please,” Argent said.

			The skeleton uncurled an open hand.

			Argent opened her purse and produced six coins. They were a mix of gold and silver, with the silver being the rough-edged uneven pieces, common in pirate wrecks. The gold coins looked ancient, Roman, he’d have guessed.

			“You just carry those around?” Vic asked, wondering if he could score one for his mother.

			The queen shrugged.

			The roller coaster whipped by. Its passengers emitted screams of happy fright and Vic winced, remembering the carnival by the sea.

			“Enter,” the rats said in a squeaky chorus, working the skeleton’s jaw as the arm withdrew.

			They were terrible ventriloquists, but they were talking rats, which was pretty fantastic in and of itself.

			Vic decided he was still in shock and followed Argent as she led them toward an artificial mountain, a kid’s ride with mine cars set on a narrow track.

			Another skeleton puppet manned by rats operated the ride. There was no line.

			Vic wondered how Argent would have handled being told to wait.

			Neither Vic nor Mel commented as they climbed into the car. Vic lowered the safety bar, uncertain how the rats would have managed it.

			Argent rode alone in the back seat.

			The little car grumbled along through a papier-mâché mine with glow-in-the-dark bats and skulls painted here or there.

			Vic had no idea if the place still existed or if it were a piece of the past only the spirit realm remembered. Between, Mel had called it. Adam had told him that the Other Side was a lot like dreams, that bits of reality got stuck here, including things the world partially remembered or had long forgotten. Maybe it was like the underworld, but instead of spirits, it broke down dreams or history.

			A massive glow-in-the-dark bat dove for the car. It was too cartoonish to be scary, but they ducked to avoid it. They were somewhere else when they rose again.

			The car had stopped. It stood off its tracks. The Hanging Tree loomed behind them, dark and blasted. The same dark steam as the demon tree’s wafted from it.

			Dozens of crows lined the branches. Their black eyes reminded Vic of Vran as they stared the trio down. The birds didn’t caw, but the breeze carried whispers, distressed and worried voices.

			Adam had brought Vic here once, and they’d found the Reapers working their field of sunflowers, bending and scything, harvesting souls.

			Now there were fewer of them, and those who remained no longer worked. Some had fallen to their knees. Some lay sprawled on the ground. All were frozen, unmoving.

			“You came to check on her?” Vic asked Argent.

			“We did, but the Reapers barred our way. We might have fought through but did not want to worsen the situation,” Argent said. She frowned at the idle fields. “It’s gotten worse.”

			Mel stepped forward before Vic could react.

			She crouched over the nearest Reaper, an old woman who lay slumped on the ground.

			Mel touched her, but the woman did not respond.

			“This is my fault,” Mel said. “All my fault.”

			Vic moved to her side.

			“Let’s go see her,” he said.

			Mel’s eyes followed his to the beaten Airstream trailer.

			Argent took a step toward them and the crows cawed a warning.

			“Fine,” she said to the birds. “I’ll wait here.”

			“What are they?” Vic asked Mel.

			“Other Reapers,” she said. “The untethered ones.”

			“There weren’t any last time I was here,” Vic said.

			“There’s usually only one or two, and only for a little while,” Mel said. “They don’t wait long.”

			“I thought Reapers were chosen special, under unique circumstances,” Vic said.

			“A lot of people die every day,” Mel said. “There’s nothing special about that.”

			She sounded bitter, and he wondered if she were remembering, thinking of the man she’d chased into hell.

			The last time Vic had come here he’d felt the pull of the work, the souls that needed harvesting, the need to help. Now he felt nothing. That call had gone silent.

			“It’s broken,” he said. The system, the universe. It shouldn’t be so easy to bring it down.

			“Life should not be allowed to infect Death,” Mel said. “My presence was bad enough, but the rest of you tipped the scales.”

			Sara had done it for Mel. She’d risked the balance of the universe to get her daughter back.

			Mel led him down the dirt path between the sunflowers, heading for the trailer. The crows kept silent watch. Argent stood still, as fixed as a marble statue in her elegant dress and coat.

			The remaining Reapers didn’t stir.

			Vic might be one of them, but he was just a visitor here. He could feel Argent’s eyes boring into him, but didn’t look back. Wasn’t that what the myths all said, to never look back?

			He had to wonder why he wasn’t on the ground with the others.

			His connection to Adam was gone. That had been the only thing that set him apart. Well, that and Death had told him who she was, revealed herself to him. She’d protected him in Alfheimr, when she’d reaped the King of the Elves. Maybe a little of that lingered or maybe it was because he’d been in the underworld when things had ground to a halt. Vic liked to think it was some bit of Adam’s magic, some trace of their connection, but Vic couldn’t feel it.

			I’m coming, he thought. I promise. Wherever you are, hold on.

			Mel paused at the trailer door, waiting for him. She tossed him a nervous smile, her pretty face crinkled with worry.

			Mel knocked.

			A voice croaked for them to enter.

			The last time Vic had been here the trailer door had opened to somewhere else, another place. Today it was just a trailer.

			A plastic pitcher of tea stood on the counter. The ice had long melted. The slices of lemon floated at the top like dead fish in a dirty aquarium.

			“Sara?” Vic asked, using her human name.

			She lay on the trailer’s narrow bed, looking weak, kind of gray.

			“Took you long enough,” she said, sounding hoarse, staring past Vic to where Mel had entered.

			“Momma,” Mel said.

			Despite the sorrow in her voice, she held back, standing straight, her hat nearly brushing the trailer’s roof.

			“I told you not to go, not to chase him,” Sara said.

			“You left me down there a hundred years,” Mel said.

			“It took that long to find a Reaper and a warlock, a bonded pair who could open the way and get you back.”

			“I’m sorry,” Mel said. “I had to try.”

			“I know,” Sara answered. “But you’re not the only one paying the price, Melody.”

			“What do we do?” Vic asked. “How do we fix it?”

			“Always so practical, Vicente,” Sara said.

			She squeezed her eyes shut, pressed herself back against the pillow.

			“Oh no,” he said. “You don’t get to pull a Yoda and up and die on me instead of answering my questions.”

			Mel blinked at him.

			“It’s from a movie,” he said. “You guys had movies in the thirties, right?”

			Mel nodded.

			“It’s already better,” Sara croaked. “You removed the infection.”

			“So that’s it?” Vic asked. “We’re done here?”

			Sara shook her head.

			“The demons have to return to their purpose.”

			“Does that mean killing them?” Vic asked. “I mean they’re thinking now, feeling things. They’re alive, boss.”

			“Which is why you shouldn’t have gone,” Sara said to Mel.

			“I had to try,” Mel repeated. “I had to see Levi one last time.”

			“And did you?” Sara asked.

			Mel’s eyes fell to the trailer floor.

			“No. He’d already gone into the sea when I reached it. And then I couldn’t get back. I’m not even sure I wanted to, not without him.”

			Sara fixed her eyes on Vic.

			“See? All of this mess is because she didn’t follow the rules, and in the end it came to nothing.

			“Was it worth it, girl?”

			Mel did not answer.

			“Tell me, Melody. Was it worth it?”

			“I don’t know,” Mel said.

			She’d gone to the Ebon Sea for her love. Six months ago Vic would have called that crazy. Then Adam had gone to hell for him.

			Vic balled his fists. If Sara told him to forget about Adam, to leave him wherever he’d fallen, then Vic would see about breaking some rules himself.

			“As much as I want to watch you two live out an argument you clearly had a hundred years ago, we have a world to fix.”

			“It can’t be made right until the living demons are removed,” Sara said.

			“Well, Adam killed two of them,” Vic said. “And John. And himself. So now what, we kill the rest? That will put things back like they were?”

			The idea of playing executioner made Vic’s stomach roil.

			“No,” Sara said. “You couldn’t anyway. It takes a warlock. We need to find Adam Lee.”

			Vic stopped breathing. He was pretty certain his heart stopped, just for a beat. That or maybe it really hadn’t been beating since Adam had vanished. Because now it thundered in his chest.

			“He’s not dead?” Vic asked.

			“He has not passed through me,” Sara said. “So no, he’s not dead.”

			“Do you know where he is? How we get him back?”

			“I cannot see everywhere,” Sara said.

			“Yeah, Vran said that,” Vic said. “He also said that Adam is in the beyond.”

			“Yes. That would do it,” Sara croaked. “He’s in the Nothing, the place outside.”

			“Where do I start?” Vic asked.

			“With the elves,” Sara said. “With their king. But hurry, Vicente. I don’t know what waits for him there.”

			“I’ll stay with her,” Mel said.

			“Quick as I can,” Vic promised.

			Outside, some of the Reapers had stirred. Some were even scything.

			Argent remained at the tree.

			“You heard all that?” he asked.

			She brushed her long hair back from the point of her ear.

			“Universe saved but a bit more to do,” she said. “We’ll return to the watchtower and try to find Adam. Are you all right?”

			“No,” Vic said. “But thank you for asking.”

			Adam was alive. That meant everything, but Vic had heard that laugh, the madness when he’d killed the demon. If Vic got him back would he still be Adam? And what would it do to him if he had to kill the rest of the demons to set things right?
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			Vic

			The watchtower, a metal cylinder capped by a dome that made it look like an observatory, rose ahead of them. The green sky gleamed off its corrugated metal surface.

			“It’s a grain elevator,” Vic said, stating the obvious to shift his thoughts away from the consequences of failure.

			“Just so,” Argent said. “It is Oklahoma, after all.”

			Tractors driven by what looked like goblins, green-skinned with spiny teeth in overalls and trucker hats circled the tower, chewed at the alfalfa that grew back as quickly as they mowed it down. The scent filled the air, like summer and harvest. It was all very wonderous and yet rural. It reminded Vic of Adam.

			“You asked me if I was all right,” Vic said as Argent drove the Lincoln. “How about you?”

			“What do you mean?” She raised an eyebrow.

			“You showed up with an awful lot of force for Vran and the others.”

			“Vran’s court is in hiding, in exile. They could choose any moment to attack. You saw how rash they can be.”

			“But some of them were there to watch you, weren’t they?” he asked. “Are things all right between you and your brother?”

			“Things are as they are, Vicente,” Argent said her tone icy.

			He dropped the subject, knowing she wouldn’t tell him anyway. He couldn’t risk offending her. They had to work together to have any chance of saving Adam.

			Argent brought the Lincoln to a stop outside the tower.

			Any car, he promised again, hoping it was one he could keep. Anything, any ring.

			Because that was the future he wanted with Adam. He wanted rings and a cake, and a first dance in matching tuxedos. The desert hadn’t stolen all his dreams, and even if it had, he’d make new ones.

			The Watchtower of the North was more guarded than any military facility Vic had seen. Elves were everywhere. Dressed in their suits and fedoras, they carried swords and tommy guns. The former were traditional. The latter new, and disturbing.

			“You guys ever going to let the gangster theme go?” Vic asked Argent as they walked toward the steel doors at the tower’s base.

			“We are slow to change,” she said. “Be glad it’s no longer Victorian dress. Though you would look fetching in a top hat and a cravat, the bustles and collars were a pain for swordplay.”

			“Not the corsets?” Vic asked.

			“People so often get that wrong. Most years, stays and corsets were more comfortable than bras. I often miss them.”

			Vic felt his own clothing ripple and shift, responding to Argent’s magic.

			“There it is,” he said, looking down at the black pinstripe suit and the shiny patent leather shoes. He felt clean, like he’d showered, shaved, and styled his hair. Vic especially liked the tie, black silk with little embroidered skulls and matching cuff links. “I was wondering if you’d be able to resist dressing me.”

			“You cannot go to court as you were,” she said. “And the smell was getting to me.”

			Vic took it as a good sign that she was feeling enough like herself to tease him.

			He felt better too. They had a chance, a direction, something they could do to solve the problem.

			Nothing hurt more than sitting on the fence.

			“Do I need the glasses?” he asked, gesturing to his eyes to remind her of the protection she’d provided him before.

			“No. Glamours are mandatory in my brother’s court.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes,” she said.

			Silver and Argent’s father had not cared about mortals enough to protect them from his true form. Vic imagined plenty of elves felt the same.

			“That must have ruffled some feathers,” he said.

			“Quite,” she said.

			They reached a set of double doors.

			“I am glad he’s alive, Vicente,” Argent said. “I will try to help you bring him home.”

			She pushed open the doors.

			The way magic bent time and space it could have been piles of grain, a medieval court, or something fantastic, with marble columns floating in space.

			Vic had been prepared for almost anything, but walking into a classroom surprised him.

			It was the theater kind, with rows of seats looking down toward the podium.

			Silver stood at the lectern, his classic suit a combination of platinum and grays. On anyone else it would have been flashy and maybe a bit tacky, but the elven king pulled it off.

			Vic was not insecure about his looks. He knew he made Argent’s makeover look good, but Silver was beautiful, graceful, in a way that bordered on painful to watch.

			Vic hadn’t seen the young king since he’d shot his father. He’d always looked around twenty-three, lean and what Vic’s grandmother would have called dapper. Now he wore a few more years and a lot more muscle, with a defined chest and squared shoulders that were noticeable even with his suit.

			There were elves everywhere, most of them standing in the eaves, clearly on guard. They were every gender, including some Vic knew weren’t labeled, and they were every color, not only shades you’d find among humans, but blues and greens too. This was also new, and Vic wondered if Silver was diversifying his court.

			Silver’s fedora matched his suit, with a sword pattern woven into the ribbon around the band. Vic wondered if he’d had to fight to forgo an actual crown. Elves liked their traditions, and Vic wondered how much of the tension in the room was from their new ruler shaking things up.

			Vic didn’t see Vran, but Bobby and Jodi sat together at a desk, silently watching the room. Jodi spotted Vic and tugged Bobby’s sleeve. The Binders looked relieved to see him.

			“He’s alive,” Vic said, stepping toward them.

			Jodi wiped at her eyes as Bobby squeezed his shut and exhaled.

			“Where’s Mel?” he asked.

			“She’s fine. She’s with her mom. Vran?”

			“They took him away, said they were going to examine him,” Bobby said.

			“He should be okay,” Vic assured them. “Argent said so.”

			“You trust her?” Bobby asked.

			“She swore it, so yeah,” Vic said. “I do.”

			“Sister,” Silver greeted, loud enough to bring things to order.

			“Brother,” Argent answered, sweeping low in a bow.

			Vic did not like seeing Argent defer to anyone.

			“What news then of Death?” Silver asked.

			“She lives, but falters,” Argent said. “Removing the mortals from the underworld has stabilized things, but it is not enough.”

			“What does she require?” Silver asked.

			“Adam,” Vic said, cutting in. “We need to find him.”

			Most of the assembly glared at Vic.

			Too bad. If they wanted him to keep quiet they should have said so beforehand. They didn’t have time for lengthy word games.

			“She needs a warlock,” Argent stressed. “They’re rare enough that Adam is our best option, but he’s lost outside reality. We must retrieve him and use him to restore the underworld to balance.”

			“How?” It was Bobby’s turn to interrupt. “How is Adam supposed to fix it?”

			“He has to kill the demons that have gained sentience,” Vic said. “Put them back on track.”

			“You’re going to ask him to commit genocide?” Bobby asked.

			The elves around the chamber remained tense, but Silver showed no emotion, no hint of what he was feeling.

			“You said that he’s already killed two of them,” Argent said.

			“And it was hell on him,” Vic said, staring Silver down. “He might not come back from it. Can you really ask him to kill them all?”

			“We have to find him first,” Argent said. “Let’s rescue him then we can ask him how he feels about the demons.”

			“Agreed,” Silver said.

			“What about Vran?” Vic asked.

			“He’s safe,” Silver said, his voice gentle. “He’s hurt, changed. We don’t know how much or the long-term effects, but he showed a remarkable gift, to reach as low into the planes as he did. He may yet have a part to play in finding Adam.”

			Vic met the king’s eyes. He stood straight, looking authoritative, but not cruel, not like his father. Vic could read the concern in his eyes and hoped Silver meant it for Vran as much as for Adam.

			“You didn’t help Adam before,” Vic said.

			“No, I did not,” Silver said. “It was too risky, and he’s proven me right. I’m sorry to say it, but while your life matters, Vicente, Adam’s means quite a bit more to me.”

			“Fair enough,” Vic conceded. “And back at you.”

			“They’re no longer bound,” an elf said. It was Dautre, the guard that Argent had put the fear of well, her, into at the drive-in. “How will we find the warlock in the Nothing?”

			“He’s got a point,” Vic said. “We’re not connected anymore.”

			“It may not work,” Silver said. “But I am going to try.”

			“What do you need?” Vic asked.

			“A lot of magic, and blood. Adam’s blood.”

			Silver leveled his gaze at Jodi and Bobby.

			“We don’t . . . Oh, you mean our family,” Bobby said. “Of course I’ll do it.”

			“I’m in,” Jodi said, eyes fixed on the floor.

			“Do you mean it?” Vic asked. “You stabbed him in the back before.”

			“Of course I mean it,” Jodi snapped. “I saw what he did for us. He saved us. He saved me.”

			“Even so,” Silver said, “spells like this require three. We’ll need another Binder.”

			“You don’t mean my mother do you?” Bobby asked with a grimace.

			“She is closest,” Silver said.

			“And she knows of our existence,” Argent added.

			Vic didn’t like dragging Tilla Mae into it. He didn’t like the idea of her knowing her son was lost and that they might not find him. The woman was hard, but also brittle. Vic suspected that she might break more easily than anyone thought.

			“Do we have to?” Bobby asked. “She hates this stuff.”

			“The connection between Adam and Vicente is gone,” Silver said. “Even with it, we would need as many links to Adam as possible to forge a connection.”

			“She’ll do it,” Bobby said. “She won’t like it, but she’ll do it for Adam.”

			“Then let’s go talk to Tilla Mae,” Vic said.
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			The Nothing

			The voices hammered at him, maddening in their constancy, in their chorus. They rained their words like hot fists on naked skin.

			He’d done it to himself, let them in, and now he drowned as they snaked through him, piercing and cutting like barbed worms.

			An instinct, like breathing—not that he was breathing—told him to focus.

			He pulled himself into the smallest, tightest ball, like a roly-poly. Someone had taught him how to make them race over cardboard, but he couldn’t remember who. The tiniest spark, the littlest flame, lay at his center. He cradled it in his hands. Quivering, careful, so careful not to blow it out, he whispered to it.

			Who are you?

			Adam.

			He was Adam Lee.

			Binder.

			Just knowing that much stoked the flame.

			It all rushed back. He rushed back. The voices remained, gathered like a storm outside the ward he’d drawn over the core, the tiny spark of his consciousness.

			Thank you, he thought to his teachers, to Sue and Silver. Instinct born of practice had saved him.

			He’d drunk the demon’s power and with it, all the things it had consumed. Were he in the world, he’d be possessed by a legion of murderers, but here, in the Nothing, he had no one to hurt.

			Still, the thing he most feared, that he’d tried to prevent,  had come true.

			His entire stay at Liberty House had been an exhausting exercise in pushing away the voices, in trying to keep the other patients’ thoughts from becoming his own.

			They hadn’t won then, and he wasn’t a frightened teen anymore.

			Slowly, carefully, Adam began to untangle the strands.

			He had no idea how long it went on, sorting what was his from what was not.

			This memory of burning trash with his mother? His. The trip to the zoo with his class, where he’d pushed another boy into the moat around Monkey Island, seeing him crack his skull and the slick, dark stream of his blood? Not.

			The cooling anger at his father, blue and black? His. The impulse to put his hands around his little sister’s throat and squeeze? Not.

			So it went. On and on.

			Adam snipped the threads. He pulled out the barbs, the hooked thorns.

			There were things of his that he could remove, memories and feelings that had hurt him. Each one was a choice. He kept them all. He wouldn’t be less. He’d stay himself.

			Finally, eventually, he was alone, drifting silently in the nowhere.

			There was a pressure, not water, not air. He could see, but found no light, no darkness.

			The pounding in his ears had quieted. He didn’t try to speak or scream. It was almost restful, this near oblivion, but Adam did not dream. He couldn’t turn off his mind.

			He couldn’t feel Vic anymore, about the only thing he could feel was the hole in his chest, the warlock wound.

			It swirled and pulsed, a black sun in the greater darkness. It didn’t hurt anymore. It was cooling. He was cooling, losing sensation at the edges of his awareness.

			I’m sorry, he thought, apologizing to the things he’d killed.

			The cold crept closer. The spark grew dimmer, and Adam shrank. He could not survive here. Nothing could.

			At least I saved them. He hoped they found a way home.

			The Nothing receded without warning.

			Adam lay on a familiar roof. He stood, testing his muscles, and they ached from disuse. This was Sue’s trailer, from before John had destroyed it, before Adam had painted the roof white in an attempt to help keep it cool in the summer so they could save on the electric bill.

			Dark water flooded the trailer park, making an island of each mobile home.

			No lights were on, not even the streetlights that marked the alleys between the lots. He saw no movement, heard none of the noises, the buzz of televisions, the crying babies, or the domestic disputes that always sounded from the place, even in the latest hours.

			He sensed no people, no life.

			There was no wind, but the leaves of the cottonwoods rustled endlessly.

			This didn’t feel like the spirit world. There was no green moon, no watchtowers. But there were stars, too many, an impossible number. No light pollution of any kind, not from Guthrie or the broad arc of Oklahoma City on the southern horizon.

			Still, it was familiar.

			Except for the tree.

			It sprouted from the trailer’s roof, reaching for the sky as it scattered a circle of tiny yellow leaves on the tar paper roof. They fell slowly, like golden snow.

			A single naked body was pinned to the thorns clustered on its bark. Bound in its branches, John hung on its thorns, eyes and mouth open in silent agony.

			The tree burst into flame, though it didn’t ignite the trailer’s roof. John opened his mouth. Pain wracked him as he burned, but still he made no sound. Water crawled up the bark, oozing from the roof. It doused the tree, and John, but filled his open mouth until he sputtered and choked, drowning on what had spared him. When that ended the tree turned green. Its thorns sprouted, piercing Adam’s great-grandfather. The leaves began to yellow and sparks lit at their edges.

			“That’s a mess, ain’t it?” a voice asked.

			Adam turned and found the blond cowboy from the underworld standing behind him.

			“You,” Adam said, recognizing him now. “Jimmy.”

			“Hello, coz,” Jimmy said with a smile and a tip of his hat.

			“You threw me off with the whole roper thing,” Adam said, nodding to the boots and chaps.

			“Hey, ropers are posers. I ride.”

			“I didn’t know that about you,” Adam said. The tree ignited again. John screamed. Adam wanted to look away, to close his eyes, but he couldn’t. Even as he focused on Jimmy, John drowned over his shoulder.

			“It’s kind of new,” Jimmy said. “Since, well, you know.”

			He made a slicing gesture across his throat.

			“What’s happening to him?” Adam asked, looking back to the water, to the flames, to the long, piercing thorns. John met Adam’s eyes and begged, sobbing. The cycle started again.

			“That’s the threefold death,” Jimmy said. “It’s the fate of any druid who betrays their nature, who betrays nature itself. Those are the rules.”

			The rules, Adam thought. Death’s rules. And life’s.

			So these were the consequences of breaking them, at least for John.

			“How is he a druid?” Adam asked. “He’s always been called that. Seamus explained a little of it to me, but what does it mean?”

			“I guess it’s time for a little family history,” Jimmy said. His drawl was stronger than Adam’s, maybe that too was a cowboy thing.

			Dust clogged Adam’s throat as the scene changed.

			“What is this?” Adam asked. “Why are we here?”

			“It’s last call, Adam Lee. You’re backstage. Might as well take the full tour.”

			John and the tree came along for the show, but it was dust that doused the flames and choked his throat.

			They stood outside a small house. The wind had scoured any paint from its boards.

			Adam recognized the flat, rolling landscape, the endless sea of switchgrass, and the beaten windmill pumping up water.

			This was the old family homestead, well before Adam or Jimmy’s time. John’s tree sprouted seed pods. They rattled as they fell to the ground and sprang to life as rattlesnakes. Slithering, they crawled across him, covering him, strangling him before the cycle of burn and drown and strangle started again.

			A little boy, cotton-topped, ran across the ground, laughing. He didn’t notice his visitors.

			“That’s him, isn’t it?” Adam asked, looking between the child and the tree.

			“These are his memories,” Jimmy said.

			“Why are you showing me this?” Adam asked. “How are you showing me this?”

			“Murder is a very intimate thing. He tied us together when he killed me, especially how he killed me, drinking my life to make it his own. As for why, there are things you should know, things you should see.”

			“But why?”

			“Because you have a choice to make.”

			Baby John aged.

			He worked the farm with his parents.

			Adam studied these ancestors, but didn’t see himself in their rough clothes and dust-streaked faces.

			Except for John. Adam had John’s eyes, his sandy blond hair, and his lean frame.

			When Johnny started talking to the trees, his parents shared a knowing look. They smiled when he told jokes to the frogs he caught in the pond and the frogs laughed for only him to hear.

			One night, after dinner in the little house, John’s mother brought a small bundle out of her hope chest. Adam knew that soft leather wrapping. The tarot cards, the ones Sue had given him, the ones Jodi coveted.

			Adam’s great-great-grandmother taught her son to use his Sight. She walked him through the cards and their meanings, much like Sue had taught Adam a century later.

			At midsummer she took him into the fields, had him strip naked and lie upon the earth. She called the corners. She asked him three times, and three times he swore. John dedicated himself to Life, to the land, to nature itself. She gave him blackberry canes, and he gripped them, spilling his blood on the earth as a promise.

			He grew up.

			The house got new paint. They added a barn.

			Adam held his breath when the rain stopped. He knew what was coming next. Every Oklahoman knew what had happened next.

			John stared at the horizon, silently willing the clouds to gather, pressing his magic to bring relief, but it was not enough.

			The ground cracked. The grass died. The pond dried up. John’s frogs died.

			The trees, and even the blackberry brambles he’d fed with his blood, spit, and seed when he’d been sworn to the old ways, died.

			A horde of starving rabbits swept over the farm, and the rattlesnakes ate well.

			Others passed on the road west, wagons full of people heading somewhere else. John said goodbye to the girl he liked as she climbed atop a wagon, California bound.

			The Binders stayed. This was their plot, their lot, their land.

			They hung sheets soaked in well water on the windows, over the door. They wore bandannas and rags about their mouths and noses as the dust coated everything. They choked. They coughed almost constantly.

			When John’s mother was caught outside in a storm she was slow to die. For weeks she hacked up brown dust and phlegm. John tried to save her, but once again his magic was not enough.

			Old John, hanging on his tree of torment, groaned with deeper agony, the pain of reliving this, his beginning, his turn toward Death. He wasn’t spared the sights of his past any more than Adam was spared the sight of his torture.

			They buried her in the shadow of one dead oak. Adam thought he’d seen its stump, time hardened, his great-great-grandmother’s only tombstone.

			Adam could feel John’s pain, past and present. Beneath it was his terror, the looming constant knowledge that he might be the next to die.

			The government sent men, offered them a little money to plant trees, and they did. But still it didn’t rain. The trees helped a little, made a fence to fight back the dust, but most of them died too.

			A few more dollars, a few more trees.

			John’s dad was nearly done planting his row when he fell over, his eyes wide, his face slack.

			John helped him into the house, into bed, but he couldn’t move. For days he lingered, alive but stricken, paralyzed. He muttered, a sound like Johnny, but it came out wrong.

			There was no doctor left in town. He’d taken his family west.

			John fed his father, cleaned his piss and shit and changed his clothes.

			He ransacked his mother’s hope chest, and there he found the book, buried at the bottom, underneath some boards. It was in German, covered in chicken-scratched writing and drawings.

			John could read German. His grandmother had taught him and his mother had kept it up. So he read by the flame of an oil lamp, turning the rough pages this way and that. Adam had never seen anything like it. Someone had written a full page, then turned it and written over it diagonally, then done it again in the other direction. Each page was three in one.

			Adam’s palms itched to hold that book.

			A family grimoire, full of spells, history, and secret knowledge passed from Binder to Binder over hundreds of years.

			Johnny found what he was looking for. Not a cure, but a solution to his fear.

			He read it again and again.

			In the other room his father lingered, edging toward death.

			Adam watched the terror take hold of his great-great-grandfather when he saw what Johnny had decided.

			Johnny eyed his father as he went through the motions of care. He built up all the reasons he had to do it, hardening his heart, remembering every blow when he’d made a mistake, inflating every cruelty, concocting a death sentence.

			Then he took his father’s life. John carved out his father’s heart, replaced it with mud and sticks, with bog iron, obsidian, and blackberry canes, things from the land, things from his mother’s hope chest. There was so much blood.

			Then Adam looked away, back to the tree and the terrified old man bound upon it. Tears streaked his face.

			“He couldn’t bear it,” Adam said. “He couldn’t bear the fear of death.”

			He hated that he felt John’s pain, that he could feel sorry for him. The boy who’d laughed with frogs and talked to trees, who in another time would have been a true druid, whose gift was a way with nature lost to the centuries, turned murderer and warlock out of a terrible, relentless fear.

			“It’s sad really,” Adam said.

			“Yeah,” Jimmy agreed. “But he did murder me, so you know, fuck him.”

			Adam couldn’t argue with that, but he also had to wonder if he would have made different choices. He’d like to think he wasn’t capable of that, but he’d killed a demon to set his father free. He’d killed another to save Vic and the others. Bad as it had been, he’d taken a life. Three times now, he’d taken a life.

			“You made choices, Adam,” Jimmy said. “He made several. All the wrong ones, again and again, for a hundred years.”

			“I know,” Adam said, to both things.

			Sue had always said he was too tender-hearted for this world. She was right. Here he was at the very end of it, feeling sympathy for the monster who’d killed her.

			There’s still time to save her, John’s note, his bait to bring Adam back to Guthrie, had said.

			More history unwound as the threefold torment continued.

			John had an affinity for life, for animals, snakes especially. A born druid. He listened to the wind shift through the switchgrass. He could hear something in it that Adam could not. His own power wasn’t tuned to nature, to the physical world, but to the spirit realm.

			John practiced with rats and barn cats. He called them with his power, earned their trust, and snapped their necks.

			Adam seethed to see him use the tarot cards, to know that his magic had touched them too. They were linked by blood. Maybe that was why Adam was here, witnessing all of this. Maybe this was part of his punishment for the lives he’d taken.

			It only got worse. John hid what he’d become. He married, brought his bride to the farm. Evelyn never saw the lack of light in her husband’s eyes. Their kids didn’t see it. Not James, Jimmy’s father.

			Only Sue, James’s bride, had an inkling.

			But none of John’s experiments brought another success, brought the infusion of power he needed to stave off the inevitable. Not even the drifters he buried in the woods fanned the spark of his life.

			He obsessed over it, the little light inside him, how bright it was, how long it might last.

			He tried to make batteries, charms that might store the power of the things he killed. Adam knew most of them as they crossed John’s memories. He’d hunted them down and destroyed them.

			John could lure people to him, trap them in dreams and illusions, and use their pain. Still they weren’t enough. He sawed the hand from a Saurian. He killed a leprechaun girl with a garrot. Her death was long. He did it that way on purpose, ensuring that her pain would linger in the charm he carved from her bones.

			Adam understood Seamus’s zeal then, his need for revenge.

			None of it mattered. John still aged. He would still die.

			The idea grew and grew. It had worked only once, with his father. It wouldn’t work again without a blood sacrifice, one of his own flesh.

			John sized up his grandchildren.

			Tommy, Noreen, Robert, and James Junior, who everyone called Jimmy.

			Adam knew what was coming. He tried to look away, but Jimmy leaned close.

			“Pay attention, coz, this is the important part.”

			Adam could feel it, even as the moment of the murder loomed. John loved Jimmy, as much as he could love anyone. Jimmy was like him. He could hear the trees. He had magic and Sight from Sue’s blood, a new mix that would have made the ancient Binders proud.

			Cowboy Jimmy hung his head.

			In the past, John waited for Jimmy to drop by. John knew not to invite him, not to leave any hint that it was premeditated, not to leave any clues.

			He regretted it even as he planned it, knowing that the love he felt would deepen the sacrifice. The bond between them, and the betrayal, would flavor the meat.

			“I’d noticed he’d been down when I called him,” Jimmy said. “I went by to cheer him up. He knew I would come, even if he didn’t ask me to.”

			Jimmy’s ghost shook his head as his past self drove out to the farm in the old Ford truck he’d fixed up.

			“Thing was, he wasn’t faking. He was down because he’d already decided to kill me. He was never dumb. When I told him I was gay, he said he was happy for me, that he loved me, and I felt that. That felt right.”

			As he spoke, Jimmy approached the house. John waited in the rocker on the porch, asked him to come check on the tractor in the barn. Jimmy was happy to help. He was good with cars.

			“I didn’t understand that it was because he knew I’d never have kids,” Jimmy continued, speaking calmly as he and Adam watched John lift the sickle. “I was safe to try with. If it didn’t work, the line wouldn’t end with me. Noreen, Robert, and Tommy would make more Binders, more descendants for him to use like cattle.”

			“But it did work,” Adam said, not knowing what else to say. Jimmy had been a football player, a jock fond of the weight room. If he’d known to fight he might have won, but John charmed him like he’d charmed the snakes and cats.

			Jimmy stood dazed, unfeeling, unprotesting, as John took the sickle and slit his throat.

			Adam wanted to vomit, a visceral reaction from a body he could no longer feel. Maybe he was already dead. If this was the final show before the lights went out, Adam would have preferred to see anything else. Mostly he wanted to see Vic again, to drift off in a happy dream of a life together.

			Sobbing, John bound Jimmy’s body. He performed the ritual, carving out Jimmy’s heart. When it was done, finally done, John wrapped Jimmy up and disposed of him in the old well. The grief running through him was eclipsed by the sheer relief, the knowledge that he could cheat death. He had given the flame another round of fuel.

			Adam looked to the tree. John had stopped screaming. The tears sizzled on his face as he lit again.

			John returned from his grisly work, covered in Jimmy’s blood, to find a man and a woman gathering signatures for a petition on his porch.

			They clicked their pens and the little cylinders grew and grew, sprouting blades. Shadows crept over their bodies, forming hoods and robes that Adam knew well. Skull masks in place, the Reapers took John into custody.

			On the tree, drowning in water again, John groaned. He ignited. He choked on a writhing snake.

			“You’ve seen most of it now,” Jimmy said. “Don’t you think he deserves it?”

			“I don’t think it’s my place to say,” Adam said, watching the old man writhe on the thorns.

			“He murdered me,” Jimmy said with a hint of anger. “He murdered my mom and aunt.”

			“Yes,” Adam said. “But it’s not my place.”

			“How can you feel sorry for him, Adam Lee?”

			“How can I not?” Adam gestured to the tree, its thorns, its snakes and sap. “That’s torture.”

			“But you’re bound to kill him. You promised Seamus.”

			Bending, Jimmy lifted the sickle from where it had fallen among the tree roots.

			“I did,” Adam said. There was no denying it.

			He’d done it out of desperation, to learn who had set things in motion, who’d brought him to Denver. Another cocky decision made in haste, now come back to bite him on the ass.

			Still, he’d saved Vic that way. He’d never regret that.

			Please be alive, Adam willed. Be happy.

			He would have added something about finding a nice boy or girl and settling down, but couldn’t bring himself to that.

			“That oath he took was binding,” Jimmy said. He cocked his head toward the burning tree. “You were always smart enough to not pledge yourself to a power—until you weren’t.”

			Adam nodded. There wasn’t really another response.

			“And now you see what happens to those who break binding oaths,” Jimmy said, cocking his head toward the burning tree.

			“Yes,” Adam said.

			The Reapers brought John to Death, not Sara. She did not show him her human face. She chose an old graveyard on a hilltop, something appropriately remote and overgrown for the setting of their meeting. Adam knew now what she’d wanted, a way into herself to get Mel back.

			She used John to free Mercy. She manipulated the King of the Elves into conflict with his son, a growing rift that would eventually lead to his death if he couldn’t open his mind, and she’d known he wouldn’t. A being that ancient and powerful wasn’t capable of change. His rigidity would have forced Silver’s hand, and Death had known that.

			Because she’d needed their lives, Mercy’s and the king’s. She needed their souls to buy time, to hold it all together until she could get Mel out.

			John probably never knew, not even now, how far back her plan for the Binders went, how she’d manipulated their bloodline. Adam would probably never learn the depth of it. He didn’t think he was dead, but whatever this was, nothing lasted forever. Even the torture had to get old. How long could it keep hurting?

			Last call, Jimmy had said.

			Adam might as well watch the end of the movie.

			John went to work for Death as a Reaper, moving between the spirit world and the mortal. She helped him fake his own demise, and everyone assumed he’d died of a broken heart when Jimmy disappeared. Sara had always been clever, and the body they buried looked real, probably had been real, some other corpse made over with a glamour.

			Then John got clever. Working his own agenda, he arranged to leave a package for Adam, listening to the trees, to a little prophecy. He planned a trap for his great-grandson, the next in line for consumption. John would take his life like he had Jimmy’s. Adam Lee had the Sight, and he was gay. It wouldn’t stop the flow of new descendants.

			“Gay people can have kids, asshole,” Adam said.

			“He figured he could go on forever,” Jimmy said. “Feeding off the family.”

			“He wanted me next,” Adam said. “But he said he couldn’t feed on me after I turned warlock.”

			“Not the way you did. He didn’t expect that. Your magic isn’t the same now,” Jimmy said. “It’s not just life and spirit.”

			“Yeah,” Adam said, rubbing his fist over his heart. “It’s death now too.”

			“I wish I’d lived to meet you, Adam Lee,” Jimmy said. Around them, the memories faded to black. The show was over.

			“Why are you a cowboy?” Adam asked.

			“Well, they’re hot, right?”

			“I guess so. Vic’s uniform is more my thing.”

			Jimmy laughed. “I found myself dead with nothing to do. Those of us with Sight or magic aren’t like the others. We tend to linger, so they put me to work. We realized what was happening and started rounding up souls for the trains, moving them past the desert before the demons could snatch them. We stayed behind so they could move on.”

			Adam didn’t ask how they kept themselves together. He knew. Vic had told him how Noreen and the others did it.

			“You sacrificed your end for others?” Adam asked.

			“It’s a living,” Jimmy joked.

			“I think I would have liked you, cousin,” Adam said.

			The ghosts that Shepherd looked after, the woke, had to be the ghosts of witches or practitioners, sensitives who could linger. Even Noreen must have had a little magic then, even if  it had only been a spark.

			Practitioners made better ghosts. Adam filed that away, in case he survived.

			The edges of the landscape darkened. The shadows stretched and resolved into trees taller than any Adam could imagine. Rot and damp filled the air. Fireflies, green sparks, danced in the hollows between the trunks. Adam’s boots sank into the soggy soil. The scene was silent, like even the crickets and birds had paused to hear.

			On the tree, John still burned. He still drowned. He still died, over and over.

			“Time’s up,” Jimmy said. He offered the sickle to Adam the way you offered a knife, handle first.

			Adam took it. The blade was rusted, with splotches like drops of old blood. Maybe they were.

			“Now you have another choice to make, Adam Lee,” Jimmy said.

			Shadows stepped from the forest, navigating the gnarled roots that gripped the ground like giant toes.

			Adam knew some of these ghosts. Sue, Noreen. There were others—the Saurian, a centaur, some spritely thing Adam did not know the name for. The leprechaun from Seamus’s calendar came last.

			“He killed us,” Jimmy said. “You’re sworn to kill him.”

			“I am,” Adam said.

			“So what are you going to do, cousin?”
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			Vic

			Light flashed and cold frosted the grass around them in a broad circle. Tilla’s trailer sat below, at the bottom of the little hill.

			Vic rubbed his arms and shoulders and looked at Silver.

			The king had come without a guard. Maybe he just wanted a little outing, or maybe the entourage had been for Argent, in case his twin decided on committing a regicide of her own.

			“Let us talk to her without you there,” Bobby said. “It will be easier.”

			“I understand,” Silver said.

			Vic wasn’t jealous of the elf. He’d been connected to Adam for a good while. Silver might know Adam pretty well, but Vic knew him better. He knew Adam’s feelings, and knew they lay with Vic.

			No one had time for jealousy anyway. Vic would take any help he could get, which was why Adam had gone to Sara, like she must have known he would.

			This had to be how magical bargains got made. It wasn’t that you didn’t know the consequences. People weren’t necessarily stupid, and stupid people probably wouldn’t be of any use to the immortals.

			No, people made those kinds of deals out of desperation. Adam had, and now Vic would too, if that was what it took.

			“We’ll be waiting,” the king said before vanishing in another gust of frigid air.

			“Brr,” Bobby said.

			“Yeah, it’s colder now,” Vic said, listening to the cricket song. Silver was colder now.

			Vic needed sleep. He needed food, but more than anything, he needed Adam in his arms. Argent had reversed her spell on his clothes, but at least she’d left him scrubbed and shaved.

			The trailer door stood open when they reached the bottom of the hill. Yellow, bug-swarmed light spilled out into the darkness.

			Tilla waited at the bottom of the steps.

			Her eyes went wide, but her hands were steady as she lifted the shotgun and leveled it at Jodi.

			“Oh hell no,” Tilla said.

			“Mom,” Bobby said, holding up his hands as if to surrender.

			“Please put down the gun, ma’am,” Vic said.

			It was moments like these when he realized Adam had good reasons to keep his family at a distance. Vic wouldn’t say Adam was well adjusted, but he wasn’t the bundle of drama the rest of the Binders were.

			“What is she doing here?” Tilla asked. Hands steady, she did not lower the gun.

			“Say you’re sorry,” Vic said to Jodi.

			The girl looked terrified, which was the correct reaction. Tilla Mae radiated mama bear energy when it came to her boys and Jodi had threatened them. She’d kidnapped Bobby, and it was her fault that Adam had been hurt.

			“I’m sorry,” Jodi said. “I was so scared. I was high . . . I—”

			“Those aren’t excuses,” Tilla said.

			“I know.” Jodi lowered her head.

			“Tilla,” Vic said. “We need her to find Adam. He’s missing. Please put down the gun.”

			“What do you mean?” Tilla asked.

			“Put down the gun,” Vic said, using what Adam liked to call his cop voice—okay, he called it that too—but he’d never call the Reaper Boney. “And we’ll tell you, because we need your help. Adam needs your help.”

			She sighed and lowered the gun.

			“Come in,” she said, turning to the open door. “I’ll make some coffee.”

			That was also a Binder thing, making coffee when things got tense. It might make Tilla jumpy, but if it kept her hands off the trigger then Vic supported it.

			They followed her inside.

			“How long were we gone?” Bobby asked.

			“Three days,” Tilla said. “Where’s the car?”

			“Lost,” Vic said. Like Adam was lost. This had to work.

			They were settled on the couch and in the folding chairs, coffee pot gurgling away. Tilla narrowed her eyes at Vic and asked, “What do you mean he’s missing?”

			It was touching in a way, if a little scary. She considered Vic responsible for Adam, for keeping him safe. He’d failed her.

			“He saved us,” Vic said. “But got left behind. It’s not good. We can’t find him without your help.”

			“Or Jodi’s,” Bobby added with a glance to where the shotgun stood propped against the wall.

			“What sort of help?” Tilla asked.

			Vic sat back in his chair. He’d let Bobby handle this one.

			“Magic, Ma,” Bobby said. “We need a spell, what Silver calls ritual magic, and we need you to work it with us.”

			Tilla stiffened.

			Vic did not know much about Adam’s mother. She was a stern, quiet woman, but he knew she was religious and that she didn’t approve of Adam’s Sight or magic.

			“I can’t do that,” she said.

			“Yes,” Bobby insisted. “You can.”

			Tilla Binder had the decency to blush.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

			“Yes, you do,” Bobby said. “That day, when I . . . you spoke to me, Mom. You spoke to me without using words.”

			“I know you don’t want to talk about it,” Vic said. “But this might be the only way to save him.”

			“I am a good Christian woman,” she snapped.

			“No one said you weren’t,” Vic said. He leaned forward. The words caught in his throat, but he forced them out. “He’s lost out there. If you have some gift that can help, then who’s to say God didn’t give it to you? I love him, ma’am. He came for me, to find me. I can’t leave him alone out there, wherever he is.”

			Tilla fixed her eyes on the floor for a long while. Vic didn’t know if she was praying, contemplating telling them to get out, or simply staring at the spot where her eldest son had killed her husband.

			Her face softened as she stared at the carpet. The lines and grit fell away. For a few seconds she was only a worried mother.

			Vic felt the need to comfort her, to move to her and put an  arm around her but he held himself back. He didn’t know her that well, if she was even the sort of person who would take comfort in it. She was hard enough that she might be offended by the gesture and break his nose.

			Tilla stiffened again, her face going back to its usual expression.

			“What do we do?” she asked.

			“So you’ll help us?” Jodi asked, and Vic wished they’d left her with Silver while they had this conversation.

			“Of course I’ll help,” Tilla snapped. “Adam is my son.”

			She glared so hard at Jodi that she might as well have been holding the shotgun still.

			“And you will too,” Tilla barked. “You’ve got a lot to make up for.”

			“I know,” Jodi repeated. “I will.”

			“Silver said we need an anchor,” Bobby said. “Something of Adam’s, something important to him.”

			Tilla thought for a moment then rose and went to the bedroom at the back of the trailer.

			She came back with a leather bundle.

			“Something like this?” she asked, handing them to Vic. He unwrapped it.

			“Adam’s tarot cards?” he asked. They felt heavy in his hands. They were old, hand drawn, and smudged at the edges from generations of use.

			“He hid them,” Tilla said with a little smile. “You boys always thought you were so clever, like I didn’t know about the beer or the dirty magazines.”

			It was Bobby’s turn to blush.

			“They’re perfect,” Jodi said. “And they have magic in them, some of Adam’s magic. That can’t hurt.”

			“What do you know about this spell, Jodi?” Bobby asked.

			She shook her head. “Nothing really. I think it’s a much stronger version of a finding spell. Like a summoning.”

			“As in summoning demons?” Tilla asked, blanching.

			“Yeah,” Jodi said with a shudder. “Or spirits, but Adam’s alive, so I don’t know if this will work.”

			“It will,” Silver said, stepping out of the air.

			Everyone jumped.

			“Y’all could knock,” Tilla said, half out of her seat and back toward her gun.

			“I thought they had to be invited in,” Bobby said.

			“That’s vampires,” Jodi said. “And I don’t think they’re real.”

			“I am sorry, ma’am,” the elf said, bowing to Tilla. “But I am worried about Adam. I’d like to find him as soon as possible.”

			Vic had never imagined that the king could apologize. Then again, he didn’t really know Silver. Vic had seen him murder someone, and Adam had told him stories, calling him and his kind pricks. He’d also flushed with remembered affection and genuine gratitude that Silver had saved him from his Sight, kept it from driving him mad.

			Vic resolved to form his own opinions about the king.

			“She’ll help us,” Vic said, though he was certain Silver had been eavesdropping the entire time. “So what’s next?”

			“Come with me,” the king said, walking to the same bedroom door Tilla had closed. He opened it and the green light of the spirit realm leaked into the room.

			“You might want a coat,” Vic told Tilla. “A jacket at least.”

			Adam wouldn’t be very happy if he got rescued only to find out his ex had given his mother frostbite.
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			Adam

			Adam gripped the sickle, ran his thumb over the worn wood bolted to the steel and sanded into place. John stared at him, wide-eyed. Terrified, but silent, he begged for something. Adam couldn’t tell if it was death or mercy. They were probably both in this case.

			The scar on Adam’s chest, the line John had drawn in an attempt to kill him with this very weapon, tightened as Adam tensed. Bobby had saved him. Silver had healed him, though he’d probably always have the scar.

			It had a nice symmetry, using the same weapon to kill John. It was like a ritual, which as far as Adam could tell, the druids would have liked. Maybe if he killed John, consumed his power the way he’d consumed the others, dead and living, Adam would have enough strength to return to the world.

			“Where would it end?” he asked.

			Where would he stop?

			“You swore,” Jimmy said. “If you spare him, if he survives, he’ll go on killing like he killed me, like he killed us all.”

			The crowd of spirits said nothing, did nothing, but Adam felt their eyes bore into him.

			“I know,” Adam said. He ran the tip of his thumb in a circle over the wood of the handle. “But like I said, it’s not my place. It was never my place, and I won’t do it.”

			“You’ll break your oath to spare him?” Jimmy asked, sounding disgusted.

			“You’re not my cousin,” Adam said, looking up at the thing wearing Jimmy’s face. “Are you?”

			He wasn’t exactly certain when it had happened, but suspected it was when Jimmy had picked up the sickle. The energy, “Jimmy’s” energy, had changed.

			The thing that had taken Jimmy’s place cocked its head to the side. “How did you figure it out?”

			“I’ve gotten pretty good at knowing when some power or another is yanking my chain. You guys love it. It’s your whole thing, Death especially. You’re not her, so who are you, coz?”

			“Death is a creature of order, of process,” it said, still using Jimmy’s voice. “The Greeks called me Chaos, which I liked. Others called me Wyrd, which I liked less. But I have no tarot card, Adam Binder. I had no rune until someone went and made one. I’m not a game piece. I’m the board.”

			“Life,” Adam said. “You’re Life.”

			“Or Genesis if you prefer.”

			“I’ll stick with Life.”

			“As you like,” it said.

			“So why the dog and pony show?” Adam asked, waving a hand at John on his tree. Adam understood his terror now. This was the thing he’d been sworn to, the thing he’d betrayed.

			“I wanted to see what you would do, which you’d serve, me or her.”

			“I’ve never heard anyone mention you,” Adam said. “Not as a being, someone with a voice or face.”

			“As it should be.” It shrugged. “The druids knew me. They worshipped me, swore fealty to me, as your ancestor did, but they never wrote anything down. You’re all too lost in the labyrinth to see its walls.”

			“Why me?” Adam asked. He felt like he asked that all the time.

			He thought again of the roly-polies, of the races Bobby and Adam had forced them to run through the tracks in the cardboard.

			“Weren’t you listening? Because I wanted to. Because I could.”

			“Well, Life does what it wills, and I have to say you do find a way,” Adam said.

			“As they say.”

			“As they say,” Adam agreed, knowing he wasn’t fooling anyone with good ole midwestern patter. This thing could read his mind. It was ancient and cruel, possibly crueler than Sara. After all, no one ever said Life was a mercy. “So what now?”

			“I send you on. You make more choices. You live until you don’t, and then you’re hers.”

			“And John?” Adam asked, unable to look away from his great-grandfather’s naked, tortured body.

			Life grinned.

			“He’ll also live until he doesn’t.”

			The shadows around them were complete now, no trees or ghostly faces, but the darkness wasn’t empty. Streaks of green dappled it like veins, like sunlight through a leaf. Adam shut down his Sight, forced it to not show him what lay out there, in the place he knew he should never look.

			“And he’ll remember the oath he broke,” Life continued, sounding pleased. “What awaits him here.”

			“You know,” Adam said, “you’re a lot scarier than Death.”

			“Aren’t I though?”

			Emptiness resolved into an orange sky, Sanctuary, the ghost oasis—the last place Adam should be with John.

			“Oh, come on,” Adam gasped.

			He could have at least gone back home and done this where the fight would be a little more fair.

			The woke ghosts ran toward them. Adam tried to hold up a hand, to warn them, but he was still getting his breath back.

			Eyes wild and bloodshot, John picked himself up from the ground.

			At least he was still naked with none of his gear or weapons. He no longer had the scythe.

			In the Nothing Adam had felt John’s terror and agony as he’d died over and over. Now all he felt from the old man was a bubbling, murderous rage, his usual mask for the fear that had shaped his long, long life. It slammed into Adam like an oil lamp against his heart, all liquid fire and broken glass.

			Madness. This was madness, what Adam had avoided in the Nothing, but John hadn’t had Adam’s teachers. He hadn’t made Adam’s choices. The dead he’d eaten were riding him.

			Adam had felt sparks of this before, in his dad and at Liberty House. Some of the patients would get this way if they weren’t medicated. He remembered the boy with the fork. Adam had carried the taste of his mad heart, greasy and stomach churning, for days. In the Nothing he’d sorted the demon’s victims from his own self. John couldn’t drive him mad, nothing could, not after that.

			John didn’t speak. He didn’t threaten, but Adam felt a surge, something slick and familiar as he opened his warlock wound and pulled at the fabric of the underworld.

			“No!” Adam said. Jerking himself to his feet, he tackled John.

			They landed hard in the dirt, John pinned beneath him.

			“You can’t stop me, not here,” John said. He cackled. “And now I know you won’t, even if you could. I’m never going back to that. I’m going to live forever.”

			With more strength than Adam expected, John threw him off. Adam crashed hard against one of the makeshift tables and tasted blood.

			“Run!” he shouted to the ghosts, but it was too late.

			Adam didn’t even have time to heed his own warning. John opened his wound. Adam didn’t even have salt to protect himself with a circle.

			He curled into himself, prepared for a return trip to the Nothing, for the end, and felt the sphere wash over him. It connected, then rebounded.

			Adam’s own warlock wound had opened in response, spreading around him to counter the effect. The table dissolved, but the ghosts were at a safe distance.

			Here he was, saving Noreen’s ass again.

			Still, maybe he could stop John this way.

			Adam wiped the blood from his mouth and pushed back, wound to wound, sphere to sphere. It was like rolling two hamster balls together. They bounced off each other. Tossed around, Adam fought to not pass out. He’d never go on another roller coaster after this.

			John laughed again.

			“You’re not strong enough to fight me, Adam,” he shouted. “You’re not the right kind of warlock.”

			“Maybe not,” Adam yelled back. “But you can’t kill me either, not down here. We can fight and fight until we’ve torn this world down, but then what? I know what’s waiting for me, and you’ve got way worse coming.”

			John choked on whatever taunt he’d been about to hurl.

			Wide-eyed, he leaped into the sky.

			“Wish I could do that,” Adam said, checking to see if anything was broken.

			“You could,” a voice said. Shepherd. “Why don’t you?”

			“Because I wouldn’t pay the cost,” Adam said to the approaching demon. “Like I said, I’ve seen what’s waiting for him, and I’m done with killing.”

			Their battle had cracked the sky. Black and red shone through the blue.

			“Thank you,” Noreen said.

			“Don’t,” Adam said. “I don’t deserve it.”

			“But you saved us.”

			Please don’t go making a cult about me, he thought.

			Adam had never really known Sue’s daughter. He’d never paid attention to her. She was his mother’s age, but where Tilla was hardened, worn by life, Noreen was like a sponge that had soaked up all the sorrows and pains thrown her way. She hadn’t been kind to him, but he hadn’t been kind back.

			Some of her life’s weight had lifted now, and seeing her looking gentler and sober put a bit of blue in his chest. Maybe things could have been different between her and Sue, between her and Jodi, for Jodi—but those sorts of chances were gone now.

			“Where’s Jodi?” Noreen asked, eyes bright with hope.

			“I don’t know,” Adam said. “They were in the city before. I hope they got out.”

			He couldn’t feel Vic now. They might be miles or worlds apart. There was no way for Adam to know.

			“Where will he go?” Shepherd asked, watching the sky. “Will he come back?”

			“I don’t know,” Adam said. “He’s . . .”

			Adam did not want to say crazy. He’d been called crazy and a few other things before and after his stint in Liberty House.

			“Insane,” he decided. “He’s terrified of dying and it’s only worse now.”

			“What did you see?” Shepherd asked.

			“Chaos,” Adam said. “What’s truly on the other side, at least for him.”

			He let out a long breath, put a hand to his ribs. Not broken, but definitely bruised.

			“He won’t stop,” Adam said. “It’s stupid really. If he’d go sit somewhere and be quiet he really could live forever, but he won’t. He’ll keep taking and taking, because he’s power hungry, and that’s the only thing that’s ever put his fear to sleep. He’ll tear this world down and fall into nothing.”

			“What will you do?” Shepherd asked.

			“Stop him, get him back to the mortal world where somebody can take him out. I wish I had a dragon to throw at him. That worked last time.”

			The ghosts and Shepherd looked at Adam like he was the insane one.

			Maybe he was. He’d never felt so lost, and certainly never this alone. After his dad he’d had Bobby. In Liberty House he’d had Silver. Then he’d had Sue. Then Vic. There had been bad times, but there had been someone. Down here, it was just him.

			He was the expert, the supposed grown up, and it shook him to the core.

			“I don’t know,” Adam said. “I don’t know what to do.”
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			Vic

			“What will I see?” Tilla asked, looking afraid.

			“It’s different,” Bobby explained. “But not bad.”

			“Kind of hazy,” Jodi added. “Like a dream.”

			Vic didn’t add anything, but it wasn’t like that for him. Being a Reaper had given him some power, not magic exactly, but he could see the Other Side clearly. He’d thought it might have been because he shared magic with Adam, but that hadn’t been the case when Argent had taken him to the Hanging Tree or to the watchtower.

			If it was because he was a Reaper, he had some thinking to do. Death’s manipulation of the Binders had never been cool, but she’d gone too far this time.

			“We’ll be safe,” he said, looking at Silver. “Right?”

			“I won’t let anything happen to you by my hand or any who answer to me,” the king said in the formal tone that told Vic that he spoke with royal authority.

			The problem was that not everyone answered to the elves, and not all of the elves liked answering to the new King of Swords.

			Silver must have read the worry in Vic’s expression because he added, “Argent will stand watch.”

			“Good enough for me,” Vic said.

			He’d seen firsthand what happened to those who messed with the Queen of Swords. They should put it on whatever passed for the Internet in the spirit realm. It would probably deter any further coup attempts.

			One by one they stepped through the door Silver had opened.

			A blast of cold light took Vic by surprise, and they’d crossed, but not to anywhere he knew.

			“This isn’t the watchtower,” he said, looking at the crumbling building.

			It was an old manor house, southern style, in desperate need of paint, restoration, or a bulldozer.

			“Not the Watchtower of the North, no,” Silver said.

			“Here?” Bobby asked, his voice shaking. “We’re doing it here?”

			“This is where Adam entered the underworld,” Silver said. “And for good or ill he has a connection to this place.”

			“Plus we own the property,” Argent said.

			She stepped out of the shadows with Vran beside her. Vic let out a long breath. The kid looked all right, still about twenty, though the blackness swam in his eyes again.

			Vic recognized Seamus, the leprechaun and the holder of Adam’s debt. He stood with several of his kind.

			The dwarves were new. They didn’t look how Vic had expected. They were bearded, sure, but they dressed like bikers, and he guessed that the Harleys in the distance were theirs.

			The elves were spread out among the shadows, standing guard.

			“We’re really going to do this?” Seamus demanded.

			His lilt was strong tonight, and Vic wondered if it rose in proportion to his annoyance with Silver. Vic made a mental note to ask Adam about the bad blood there when this was all done.

			He was building up to the strong notion of a weekend in bed, asking questions, getting answers, and doing everything else they could do privately.

			“Yes. It is my intention,” Silver said. “And it will bring the council’s concerns to a close.”

			The leprechaun shook his head.

			“You’ve got stones, sidhe,” he said. “I’ll give you that.”

			“I thought we were rescuing Adam?” Vic asked.

			“We are,” Silver said. “Seamus has already managed something similar.”

			“It takes a fount,” Seamus said. “A magical detonation.”

			“You’re going to blow up Liberty House?” Vic asked. “I can’t say Adam would mind, but how does that help?”

			“No,” Silver said. “We’re going to use it as an anchor.”

			“He means to rebuild the Watchtower of the East,” Argent explained.

			“Here?” Vic asked, waving at the ruined asylum. “You’re doing it here?”

			“Like I said,” Argent said, “we already own the property.”

			“Where will it be in Denver, back at the clocktower?” Vic asked.

			“No,” Silver said. “We’ve chosen another target for its anchor.”

			“Where?” Vic asked.

			“You’ll see,” Silver said.

			“If we survive,” Argen said.

			“The spell is that dangerous?” Vic asked.

			“No one’s done it in a thousand years,” Seamus said. “It could blow our faces off.”

			“Quite literally,” Argent added.

			“Is this how we get my boy back?” Tilla asked.

			“Yes,” Silver said. “Anchoring a tower will generate a cascade of magic, one strong enough to empower a summoning that can reach lower than we have before.”

			One of the dwarves, a woman with braided red hair and black nail polish, rubbed her hands together gleefully.

			“Let’s do this,” she said. “Enough chin-wagging.”

			“You agree with this course of action?” Silver asked Seamus. “Once we begin, we cannot stop.”

			“Your sister talked me into it,” Seamus said.

			Argent smiled.

			Vic decided that maybe there was hope for them yet.

			“We need a prison for the things that escaped the old tower,” Argent said. “As much fun as hunting them can be, they’re causing havoc.”

			“There are other initiatives as well,” Silver said.

			“I said she convinced me,” Seamus groused. “Let’s get to casting.”

			“Health and safety first,” Argent said. She pressed her palms together, twisted them, and held out three pairs of sunglasses.

			Vic smiled. It always amused him that she liked sleight of hand tricks. She could move planets, and she enjoyed the kind of magic they did in Vegas.

			Tilla did not look amused. She’d met the elves before, and while Seamus and the others were new to her, she only had eyes for Liberty House.

			Vic read regret and resolution there. She couldn’t change the past, what she’d done when she’d put Adam here, but she would help him now.

			Vic picked a pair of glasses from Argent’s palms and offered them to Tilla. He had his own from his last trip to Alfheimr.

			“What’s this for?” Tilla asked, closing her hand on them.

			“Eye protection,” Vic said. “Like staring at an eclipse.”

			Tilla put the glasses on.

			“Fetching,” Argent said.

			They were pink, with little cat ears and gems that Vic did not doubt were real diamonds worth more than half of Guthrie.

			“What do I do?” Tilla asked with the tone of someone who wanted to give blood and get it over with.

			Here were dwarves, elves, and real live leprechauns, but Tilla didn’t show even an ounce of awe. No wonder Adam felt like he couldn’t do anything, that the world was so small.

			I’m taking him to Mexico, Vic thought, imagining Adam on a beach for the first time, seeing an ocean for the first time. They’d go to Costa Maya, see the bird sanctuary atop the shops there. They’d go to Tulum and swim in that beautiful turquoise water.

			Vic wanted to show it all to Adam. He wanted to blow Adam’s mind with the possibilities, all the things he’d missed.

			“We’ll show you,” Argent said, answering Tilla’s question and snapping Vic out of his technicolor daydream of the future. “Jodi, if you will?”

			“I’ve never done this before,” she said.

			“You know the cards,” Argent said. “Find Adam’s card for us.”

			The girl sat and opened the leather bundle.

			She closed her eyes and began to shuffle.

			“Everyone think of Adam,” Jodi said. “Think about what you like about him, who he is to you.”

			And Vic did. He thought of Adam’s smile, which he did so rarely, of his laugh, his bright blue eyes. He thought of kissing Adam, the taste of coffee and the way he fit so perfectly in Vic’s arms. He remembered the flare of connection when the magic between them surged. He pushed aside the ache, the pain of losing that. Vic wasn’t certain what more he was supposed to do, but he was vaguely aware of Silver, Seamus, and the dwarven woman walking a circle around them, crossing each other, weaving a complex circle with their steps.

			Argent stood apart, eyes scanning the darkness, taking her role of guardian with the seriousness of an avalanche.

			Vic had no magic like theirs, but even he could feel the forces gather, the energies building like the static before a lightning strike. Seamus was right. This felt like a looming explosion.

			“I have it,” Jodi said.

			She drew a card from the deck.

			The Page of Swords.

			Vic didn’t know what it meant, if it was right or wrong, but Jodi left it on the ground as she stood.

			“Hold hands,” Silver said, joining them. “Do not let go no matter what.”

			Silver joined the circle with a nod to Vic. He returned it.

			Vran took Bobby’s hand.

			Silver took Jodi’s. Vic took her other and Tilla’s.

			Their circle was three Binders and three others.

			“We’re ready,” Seamus announced.

			The charge reached critical mass.

			Light exploded across the circle the immortals had walked. Bright lines of green, red, and white chased each other, weaving into a knotted pattern. Vic was glad for his sunglasses. The negative spaces, the gaps between the lines, were brighter than the light in a way Vic didn’t understand. He recognized that glossy darkness before he felt the Reaper respond to it. Death was here too, as she was everywhere. Magic was life and life could not exist without her.

			The world shifted from Oklahoma night to emerald twilight laced with purple, black, and red. Liberty House came too, glowing as the bricks reassembled and the warped boards straightened.

			The whole world seemed to hold its breath. Vic’s stomach rose, then dropped, like an elevator falling from the top floor.

			The three Binders made an uncomfortable sound. Then something yanked on the connection between Vic’s palms and the others.

			He felt the pull on his heart, a familiar thread. It hurt like hell and he didn’t mind one damn bit.

			“Now, Vran,” Silver said. “Open your gate.”

			The rope they’d woven dropped into the black, sinking like a fishing lure, like an anchor trawling the ocean’s depths.

			The inside of their circle filled with black water. It didn’t wash away the tarot cards or even soak them. It was there and wasn’t there, a window into the underworld, into Sara’s Ebon Sea.

			The line tugged hard at Vic’s strength. He felt it in the bottom of his feet. The house shifted between the spirit realm and the real, the magic restoring it on one side and expanding it on the other.

			Tilla grunted, the only show of weakness they’d likely get from her, but he understood. It was like being shot all over again, his blood rushing out of him, spilling across Adam’s hands.

			Come on, Adam, Vic thought. Come on.

			The line snagged on something. Vic felt it tug.

			“We have him,” Vran said. “But something’s wrong.”

			“Because he’s not alone,” Silver said.
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			Adam

			Adam hadn’t moved since John had fled. Without the car he didn’t know how he’d ever catch up or what he’d do if he did. The former druid, and Adam knew now that John had forever lost any claim to that title, had all the power here. Adam couldn’t win unless he was willing to do the same terrible things and meet the same awful fate.

			One glance around at the carnage and the distraught ghosts affirmed that he could never bring himself to kill John in cold blood, no matter how much the old man might deserve it.

			“But what choice do I have?” Adam asked aloud.

			If he could get John out of here, stop him from doing more damage, he still had to be dealt with. The promise was still binding. The oath had to be kept.

			Something slammed into Adam’s chest, sending him to his knees. It hurt like hell, but it felt familiar too.

			“Vic?” he gasped.

			No, not Vic, or at least not only Vic.

			There were other colors and sensations in the connection, cold and warm. Coffee brown and purple worry.

			Magic, not his own, filled him, threading through him, filling every vein in Adam’s body.

			He burned even as the underworld began to fade.

			For a blink he was back nowhere again, floating outside it all.

			So was John. Still naked, he thrashed, panicking that he’d return to the tree.

			It was a risk. Adam might lose this chance, but he could not leave John to tear down a world.

			Adam took the power coursing through him and tossed a line, wrapped it around John, and pulled them together.

			“Got ya,” he said as the druid slammed against him.

			“What is happening?” John asked, struggling against the magic even as Adam wrapped him in a bear hug and willed every bit of the power he’d been fed to tie them together.

			“My ride’s here,” Adam said. “And you’re coming with me.”

			John struggled, but he hadn’t had brothers. Adam knew how to fight dirty. He didn’t have to win. He just had to hold on until they were out.

			The oath was binding, and Adam would bind him.

			John started kicking, Adam kicked back. The old man had more strength though, all the magic he’d consumed gave him an edge.

			He was nearly loose when Adam punched him in the skull.

			“Calm down, asshole!” he shouted. “This is happening.”

			John tried to head butt him but Adam shifted his arm in time to block it.

			That proved to be a mistake. John was wriggling free. They kept rising, reeled in by the cord woven through Adam.

			He had no time to watch the world go by.

			Wrenching his arm free, John reached, fingers clawed for Adam’s eyes.

			“Oh no you don’t,” a voice said.

			Jimmy. His ghost leaped onto John’s back and gripped his arm.

			John wailed as Jimmy twisted it behind his back.

			He kept kicking. Adam was losing his hold.

			Then John stopped, his legs pinned.

			Noreen had appeared beneath them. She held John’s legs. She faded as Adam watched, expending what remained of her energy to help him.

			“We have you, Adam Lee,” Sue said in Adam’s ear. “We all have you.”

			Adam blinked back tears and tightened his grip, getting both arms around John again.

			The old man fought, but more ghosts came, Binder after Binder, holding him still, keeping him in place so Adam could carry him out.

			John screamed as they tumbled out of the sky.

			Adam twisted in time to land atop him, slamming his full weight against the older man. Something crunched, probably ribs. Adam wheezed, but the pain was mostly John’s.

			Adam spat, stood, and lifted his boot.

			“I said I won’t kill you. I didn’t say I wouldn’t kick you in the head.”

			“I like your style, Adam,” a voice said as the tip of a blade appeared at John’s throat. “But I’ll take it from here.”

			“Give me an excuse,” Argent said, eyes flashing. “Please.”

			Adam took a heaving breath and stumbled backward. Arms had him before he could register it. He started to fight—

			“Easy,” Vic said. “Easy.”

			“Vic?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Are they going to do that every time?” Jodi asked as they kissed.

			“Probably,” Vic said, breaking it off.

			“Definitely,” Adam said, burying himself against Vic’s chest.

			“It’s okay,” Vic said. “It’s over.”

			“The hell it is,” Seamus said. “There’s still the matter of your debt to me.”

			He pointed to John.

			“I’m quite happy to do it, Adam,” Argent said. “Just say the word.”

			“And there’s the problem of the underworld,” someone said.

			Adam turned to see Sara step forward, into the bright lights of—Liberty House? He blinked at the building before turning back to where Mel walked beside Sara, lending her arm for support. Death held a cane in her free hand.

			That worried Adam more than anything else he’d seen.

			“How do we fix it?” he asked. “How do we help?”

			“They want you to kill the demons,” Vic said.

			“Wait, what? We just saved them from Grandpa Shithead here.”

			The warlock eyed them all, looking for an out. Argent smiled.

			It would be easy to say yes, end him now, but it also wouldn’t be any different from Adam doing it himself, and it would be a lot more cowardly.

			Tilla looked ready to do it, and Adam was glad she wasn’t the one with the sword.

			“They can’t stay down there,” Sara said.

			“Then we move them,” Adam said. “Relocate them. We put them somewhere else.”

			“You can’t let them loose,” Bobby said. “They’ll feed on the living.”

			“Not exactly,” Vic said. “On their experiences, on their emotions, their pains and fears. It’s not all bad. It might even help some people.”

			Adam looked at him and knew this was a later thing, something they had to talk about, but Vic seemed sincere. Adam couldn’t read his feelings now. The spell, the link between him and these people, the people who loved him, had already dissolved. Adam would have to take it on trust. He could do that.

			“Start with John,” Adam said. “Everything he’s done he did out of fear. I’ve felt his terror, where he’s coming from. There’s enough there to keep the demons happy for a long while.”

			“This is a new prison we’ve built,” Argent said, nodding to Liberty House.

			Adam looked to the restored building. It shone, bright and new, yes—but it wasn’t just paint and fresh mortar. Magic cascaded off it, rippling and green, almost blinding in its intensity.

			“A watchtower?” he asked. “You turned it into a watchtower?”

			“An anchor, yes,” Silver said. “The new one for the east, but it is more than that, more than a prison. It will be a school, and Vran will be our first student.”

			“You can’t lock him up,” Adam said. “Please, Silver. He didn’t help the Sea Elves. He quit when they tried to make him.”

			“I said student, not inmate,” Silver said, his expression gentle. “But he is hurt. We will help him. I promise.”

			“He can come and go as he pleases?” Adam asked.

			Silver lifted an eyebrow in thought. He looked a little older than he had before. Adam could find no trace of Perak in his features.

			His old love had changed. He wasn’t the boy with the purple hair anymore. He wasn’t the beautiful and mysterious prince. He was a king.

			Adam forced aside the need to bow.

			“Let’s call it a probation,” Silver said. “Will you vouch for him, Adam Binder, be his warden?”

			“What does that mean?” Adam asked.

			“He’s partly of your world now, of every world, I suspect. He’ll need to spend time in it, learn its ways. When he is not here, you will be his guardian.”

			Adam looked to Bobby.

			“It’s fine,” Bobby said. “Vran’s welcome at the house.”

			“Is that what you want, Vran?” Adam asked. “To go to school here and live with us when you’re not?”

			Vran ducked his head. He was older too. A little hair poked out of the V of his shirt. The black veins were worrisome, marks of the underworld, but his eyes were the biggest change. Black, they were full of stars, strange, but beautiful.

			It fit. Vran was strange, but beautiful.

			“Yes,” he said. “Please.”

			“We have a deal,” Adam said to Silver.

			“Has everyone forgotten that you owe me his life?” Seamus demanded, pointing at John.

			Adam felt the charge of magic, the binding of the promise. It wrapped around him, constricting him like thorny vines. Seamus was calling his marker.

			“Then kill him yourself,” Adam said. He softened his tone and added, “I know what he did to her. I saw it, and it was horrible. I also know what’s waiting for him when he dies, and I felt his terror. I promise you that the fear of it is worse than dying.”

			Seamus looked to the ground.

			“If it helps,” Silver said. “I’ll assume Adam’s debt to you. You can decide when the warlock dies.”

			“At what cost?” Bobby demanded. “What will you take from Adam in exchange?”

			Adam gave his brother a nod of approval. He was learning.

			“Be my page, Adam,” Silver said. “That is the price I set.”

			“You still want me, after—after what I said?”

			“Yes, and even if I did not, it seems foretold. Your cousin has already read your fate.”

			Adam blinked. He hadn’t tensed at the suggestion. He didn’t freeze or want to run screaming into the night. He met Vic’s eyes.

			“You trust him?” Vic whispered.

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “I do.”

			“Me too,” Vic said. “Take the job if you want it.”

			“I will,” Adam said. “But we discuss terms before it’s official.”

			“Agreed,” Silver said.

			“You can’t do that,” Seamus said.

			“Yes I can,” Silver said.

			“I want him dead,” Seamus spat, pointing at John.

			“What’s your hurry?” Adam asked. “Without descendants to feed on he’ll be gone in a couple of years.”

			“And he’ll pay for what he’s done, reliving his crimes over and over,” Vic added. “I’ve been there, gone through what the demons do to their victims. It’s not pleasant.”

			“It’s torture,” Jodi added.

			And maybe, Adam thought, though he didn’t say it aloud, maybe he’ll learn to fear it less, make other choices, find another fate if he’s not so scared.

			Adam could never forgive John, not for Sue, for Noreen, or Jimmy, but maybe, just maybe, John could find a way to atone.

			“Will it work?” Adam asked Death. “If we evacuate them?”

			“Yes,” she said.

			“Can we even do that?” Vic asked. “Look what it took to get Adam out.”

			“Your spell burned a path,” Sara said, looking to Vran. “And you have a key. Guard him carefully.”

			“What about the ghosts?” Jodi asked. “What about my mom?”

			Adam didn’t mention Noreen’s part in his rise, in helping him to trap John. He didn’t know what it meant for her life among the awoken. He didn’t know what it meant for Jimmy and his newfound love of wrangling the dead. He didn’t think Life had made that part up. Jimmy had found a purpose in death, something that had been denied him in life.

			Adam would probably never know how much of his conversation had been with Jimmy and how much had been with Life. Immortals and powers liked their secrets and mysteries. Primordial Chaos clearly was no exception.

			“They’ll let go when they’re ready,” Mel said. “Pass on when they’re ready. Without Shepherd it may happen sooner, but that is what’s meant to be.”

			Sara nodded approvingly.

			Jodi let out a long breath.

			“Okay,” she said.

			“We are in agreement?” Silver asked.

			“Yes,” Adam said.

			“Yes,” Seamus agreed.

			He still looked pissed, but Adam could live with that, so long as everyone lived. Life was about choices. The more you had, the more you could make. He’d made more than a few in the underworld. He’d made a few tonight.

			“Then it’s done,” Silver said.

			“You did this on purpose,” Adam said to Sara. “To us.”

			“Yes, I did,” she said. “I sent John to where you would have to find him.”

			“You risked everything,” Vic said. “All of reality. You made it worse by sending us there to get her back.”

			“Wouldn’t you?” Sara asked. “Wouldn’t you risk everything?”

			“Yes,” Adam said. “I did, and I would do it again.”

			“Are you still dying?” Vic asked.

			“Melody was the source of the infection. It is already better,” Sara said. “With the living demons extracted I will remain a while longer.”

			“How long?” Adam asked.

			“As long as I am supposed to.”

			Mel inched closer to Sara’s side.

			“I know why you did it,” Adam said. “I understand. I really do, but I can’t ever trust you, not after this.”

			“As well you shouldn’t,” Sara said. “It’s nice to see you all grown up, Adam Lee.”

			It stung a little. Sara had been one of the first beings he’d met. Sue had introduced them on a spirit walk. Losing her was like losing a bit more of Sue.

			“I’d like to go home now,” he said to Silver. “Please.”

			The king nodded.

			“We will speak soon,” he said. The world washed to white, and in a blast of cold they stood atop the little hill above the trailer.

			“Here,” Jodi said. She held out the bundle of tarot cards, the family heirloom she’d wanted so badly.

			Adam reached out, put a hand over the bundle. He met her eyes and pushed them toward her.

			“They’re yours now, Jodi. You keep them.”

			She blinked, opened her mouth to question him, then snapped it shut.

			“Just don’t do anything shitty with them, okay?” Adam asked. “No Internet scams or stuff like that. Sue would kill me.”

			“I won’t,” she said. “I promise.”

			“What are you going to do, Jodi?” Vic asked. He still hadn’t let go of Adam’s hand, and Adam had no complaint.

			“I don’t know,” she said.

			Adam could see it all settle onto her. She had nowhere to go, no home, no mom. He didn’t think he could convince Tilla to take her in and wasn’t sure he should try. But even after all Jodi had done, Adam did not like the idea of her being homeless or without prospects. She sucked pretty hard, but she was still family.

			He’d dodged a bullet with John and having to kill him. Sue had been right. Adam was too tender-hearted for this world. It was a good thing one of his jobs was on the Other Side. Working with Argent was bound to toughen him up.

			“You could go back to school,” Vic suggested. “Get your teaching certificate.”

			“I don’t—I wouldn’t even know where to start,” she said, looking at the bundle clutched in her hands.

			“I’ll help you,” Bobby said. “I know what to do. Come back to Denver with me.”

			She looked at him, eyes shining.

			“I mean it,” he said. “But no drugs, nothing illegal, and especially no kidnappings.”

			“Sure,” she said. “Whatever.”

			She tried to sound like she didn’t care, but Adam could see she was flustered. Maybe that was all she’d needed, a choice.

			And if she stabbed them in the back, Adam would be there.

			“What about you, Mom?” Adam asked Tilla. “There’s no reason for you to stay out here anymore.”

			“You’ve seen my house,” Bobby said. “I’ve got plenty of room.”

			“I call the basement,” Adam said.

			Vic stiffened a little at that.

			“What?” Adam asked. “Did you think I wasn’t coming back?”

			“Later,” Vic said, smiling.

			The laters were really piling up.

			“I like it here,” Tilla said. “I’ll stay for now.”

			“Maybe spend some time with Sheriff Early?” Adam teased.

			“Adam Lee,” his mother snapped. Blushing a little, she added a muttered, “Maybe.”

			Adam took in the worn trailer. He had the feeling he wouldn’t be back here. It wasn’t a sense of dread, like when he’d left Sue’s.

			This was different. It wasn’t running away. It was letting go. It was closure.

			This place had been his parents’ dream, then his mom’s place. Adam realized he didn’t want it, not like he’d thought he might want Sue’s, though he could see now that she’d been right to leave it to Noreen.

			He didn’t belong in Guthrie anymore. It left him a little blue at the edges, but mostly warm, in the core, where it counted.

			For now, he belonged in Denver.

			Adam smiled. The Page of Swords meant new ideas. Curiosity. And Adam was curious. Tomorrow he’d borrow a shovel and go dig up the family grimoire.

			For now, all he wanted was sleep and Vic safe in his arms.

			“We’ll take the couch,” Adam said when they reached the door.

			“It’s narrow for two,” Tilla protested. “I have your old sleeping bags. You could make a pallet. One of you could sleep on that.”

			“Like you’re going to pry them apart,” Bobby said.

			“They’ll have to shower eventually,” Jodi said.

			“We can do that together,” Vic countered, squeezing Adam’s hand.

			Adam didn’t even blush. It was true. He’d saved Vic, and Vic had saved him back. Given the chance he’d never let go of Vic again.

			“What about peeing then?” Jodi asked.

			That, Adam would do alone.

			He felt his eyes start to shine as something welled up in his chest.

			They’d all saved him, even Jodi.

			Silver. Vran. Argent. His family. Blood and found, they’d come for him.

			In the end, the dead had saved him too. Sue. Sue had been there.

			The tears fell then.

			“Hey. Hey,” Vic said, wrapping him back in his arms.

			“Sorry,” Adam said.

			“Don’t be,” Vic said. “You’ve had a long day. You’re a little overwhelmed. We all are.”

			Adam nodded and took one more look around the room at his tired family. They were all close to dropping but questions remained.

			“What’s with the sunglasses?” he asked. “Also, where’s my car?”

		

	
		
			31

			Adam

			“You want me to come?” Vic asked as they parked.

			They’d taken his car.

			Adam felt a little ache at the loss of the Cutlass. He probably always would, but it was an easy price to pay to know that Vran had saved Vic, Bobby, and Jodi.

			He’d work for Jesse, take the bus, and find a new car, one that was his and didn’t carry his father’s baggage.

			“I think we should do this, just the two of us,” Adam said, nodding to Bobby.

			It wasn’t easy to leave Vic behind. They’d spent the night wound together. His mother hadn’t been wrong. The couch was narrow. Its ancient cushions were flat, but Adam had lay atop Vic, fingers laced, arms wrapped tight. They’d kept their clothes on, as much from sheer exhaustion as modesty, but at every stir, Adam had shifted to lay a kiss somewhere and Vic had kissed him back.

			“Okay,” Vic said, reaching to turn up the stereo.

			The sounds of rock echoed from the car as Adam and Bobby walked away.

			Typical straight boy music, Adam thought, hefting the shovel over his shoulder.

			Vic put his hands behind his head and leaned the seat back.

			Adam had to force himself to look away.

			Vic smiled. He didn’t need magic to know the effect he had on Adam. Adam hoped he sparked the same thing in Vic.

			Bobby grimaced as they walked onto the property.

			“I thought you broke the curse,” Bobby said.

			“Me too, but he wove it into the land. It won’t be a problem now.”

			“Why not?” Bobby asked.

			“I spent more time in John’s head than I would have liked,” Adam said. “I know how his magic works.”

			Adam wasn’t a druid. He wasn’t sworn to that path, and after meeting Life itself, couldn’t say he ever wanted to be, but magic was magic. They were both Binders, and this was a binding.

			A little family history, Adam thought, remembering what he’d learned about this place and his great-great-grandparents.

			Kneeling, Adam touched the line of the curse, the ward John had set. It was nasty work, made from pain, like all of John’s spells. No wonder nothing grew here.

			The Dust Bowl was long gone, but land couldn’t heal, not when it was twisted up in this sort of magic.

			Adam had the shape of the spell, could see it in his mind like a series of knots tied together in a pattern.

			He probably couldn’t have managed this with any other caster’s work, but Adam knew John’s tricks.

			He reached for the knots and untied them one by one. It took a long moment to sort out the threads. John had left booby traps, but they were easy to spot, tangles of power like barbs on wire.

			This was what Silver saw in Adam, his value to the elves. Hopefully he’d do the work he always had, helping the Guardians find trouble trying to hide under their radar.

			The curse snapped apart and fell away.

			Bobby felt the change and exhaled.

			Adam rose and dusted off his hands.

			He’d admit to a bit of satisfaction at wiping a little more of John’s legacy away.

			“Shouldn’t be any rattlesnakes,” Bobby said. “It’s too cold.”

			Adam agreed. The day was gray, and the snakes would be sluggish in this weather.

			“Still, keep your ears peeled,” Adam said, leading Bobby into the fields.

			“Mixed metaphor,” Bobby corrected, though he eyed the switchgrass and mud with caution. “You know I heard about a guy cutting the rattlers off.”

			“Why would anyone do that?” Adam asked.

			“So they could use the snakes like weapons, not give them the chance to warn humans away.”

			“That’s awful,” Adam said with a shudder. “Like something John would have done.”

			“Do you hate him?” Bobby asked.

			“Kind of,” Adam said. “Okay, definitely. He killed Sue. I can’t forgive that.”

			“But you didn’t kill him.”

			“Not my place,” Adam said again, and meaning it as much as he had before. “Not my job.”

			“Will it be? I mean you dodged a bullet, but won’t working for Silver mean making some of those same choices?”

			“I don’t think so,” Adam said.

			They had yet to discuss terms, but Adam had meant what he’d told Vic. He trusted Silver not to put him in a situation where he’d have to betray who he was.

			He also wanted the chance to apologize, to make it right between them after what he’d said in the hospital.

			Adam focused on finding the marker stones. John had placed three of them in a wide triangle, each fifty paces apart.

			He didn’t tell Bobby that he sort of understood John now. Adam could hate him and not want him dead. He could love his brother and not understand him.

			Life and chaos were the same thing. The Greeks had been right about that.

			“You know I don’t blame you for Annie, right?” Bobby asked.

			It had come out of nowhere, but Adam understood. A trip to the underworld meant they’d all gotten a little direct, felt the need to say what they hadn’t had the chance or guts to before. Life was short.

			“I know you don’t,” Adam said. “But I’m still sorry she died. I liked her. I wanted to save her, and when I couldn’t—well like I said, I don’t want to decide who lives or dies, you know? I’m not built for that.”

			“I know,” Bobby said, and Adam thought that maybe he did.

			“There,” Adam said, pointing to a broad crack in the ground, relieved to let the subject drop.

			Things were better between them than they’d been in a long time, but Adam knew they’d never be easy. Maybe that was how family was for them.

			They’d never be like the Martinez family, like Vic’s, and maybe that was okay.

			Adam had called Jesse, who’d said he still had a job just so long as he brought his brother home safe. He’d also made a joke about putting a ring on it, and Adam had blushed and hung up.

			Vic also had news. He was quitting the force and going back to school to pursue his dream of being a chef, but he wanted to tell his mother and brother in person.

			Sunday dinner at Maria’s was going to be interesting. Adam was looking forward to seeing some other family’s drama for once.

			Bobby started to walk toward the crack but Adam threw up an arm, blocking him like a soccer mom.

			“There are definitely snakes,” he said, eyeing the gap and sensing the spell, the same trap John had used the last time they’d been here.

			“How do we get it?”

			“Same way he got it down there.” Adam knelt and closed his eyes.

			Hey, he called, sending a thread of will into the ground, into the ball of sleeping rattlers.

			He knew they did that, twisting together for warmth, but it was more in this case. John had compelled them to always sleep that way, to guard what he’d buried.

			It was another curse, to bind them this way. John had enslaved them and all their descendants to an unnatural purpose.

			Adam couldn’t compel them, wouldn’t, but he could make a suggestion, have a conversation.

			This magic was different, what Johnny’s craft should have been, had his fear not twisted him toward murder. This wasn’t Death’s magic. This was Life’s, and it ran through Adam’s blood. He was a Binder. He could set bindings. He could also break them.

			You can let it go now, Adam said. It’s time.

			He’d never spoken with this voice before, had never known he could.

			He only hoped he was doing it right.

			He opened his eyes as one by one, they wriggled, shifting under their burden, pushing it upward. They hadn’t needed the shovel at all.

			A black plastic garbage bag popped out of the ground. Wrapped tight with duct tape, it was covered in mud and clay. The snakes were happy to retreat back into their hole, ready to sleep through the winter. Free at last, they’d move on or nest here. Whatever they did, it would be according to their nature.

			Adam took a long breath, steadying himself as Bobby looked to him for permission.

			“Be careful,” Adam said.

			Bobby set the shovel aside and dashed forward. He grabbed the bundle and darted away from the nest.

			When he’d come back to Adam, a pair of gray figures swirled into view.

			“Who are they?” Bobby asked.

			“John’s parents,” Adam said. “Our great-great-grandparents, Pearl and Arville.”

			He’d sensed their ghosts before, when he’d first come here with Jodi and Bobby, but they’d been too weak to materialize.

			“It’s okay,” Adam told them. “We have it now. We’ll take care of it.”

			Pearl smiled.

			Then they were gone.

			Adam and Bobby moved back toward the car. Adam laid the bundle in the trunk before taking his pocket knife to the bag.

			“It smells,” Vic said.

			“It’s been in a rattlesnake den for thirty years or so,” Adam said. “We’ll air out the car before we head home.”

			“Man,” Bobby said, looking at the worn leather cover. The pages were uneven, from before they’d been machine cut and obviously untreated to preserve them. “How old is it?”

			“A century or two,” Adam said. “Maybe more. It’s our family’s magical history.”

			He wanted to open it but would wait. He’d need to be careful, make sure he didn’t damage it. He wrapped it back up.

			Adam took a final look at the homestead. “Pearl and Arville thought this place would be their ticket to happiness.”

			“I don’t think happiness is a place,” Bobby said. Adam could tell he was thinking of his own house, the home he’d built with Annie. “It’s the memories, the moments. It really is the little things you can’t get back.”

			“That doesn’t seem like much,” Adam said.

			He wasn’t mocking his brother’s grief.

			It felt like so little, like maybe it wouldn’t all be worth it, if in your whole life, that was all you got. Wasn’t that what had driven John over the edge, the need for more?

			Watching Vic through the car window, knowing that their relationship was finally, really starting, Adam decided that maybe it was more than enough.

			“You went to hell for him,” Bobby said as he closed the hatch on the back.

			“I did, and I’d do it again, though I really hope I never have to,” Adam said.

			“No kidding,” Bobby agreed. “Let’s go home, little brother.”

			“Yeah,” Adam said. “Let’s.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Adam

			“So?” Vic asked, squeezing Adam’s hand as they walked toward Bobby’s door.

			They’d gone grocery shopping, found two giant bags of Halloween candy, plenty to hand out.

			Just the thought filled Adam with warmth, with brightness. It was something he’d always wanted to do, something you couldn’t when you lived in a trailer in the woods or a mental asylum. The kids in Sue’s trailer park had always gone to better neighborhoods, so when they left the light on they only got a few trick-or-treaters.

			“So what?” Adam asked.

			“So move in with me,” Vic said with a grin, his wrists turning red from carrying too many plastic bags.

			He was one of those single-trip people, not that Adam was going to complain, not with the way the weight made Vic’s arms bulge.

			“Live with me,” Vic continued. “Cook with me. Fight with me about who’s going to do the dishes. You know, the whole thing.”

			Adam got the door, led Vic the short distance to the kitchen. He set his groceries on the island and rubbed the feeling back into his wrists. Adam set his much smaller haul beside Vic’s.

			The connection was gone, but he saw the sincerity on Vic’s face. Any doubt that the two of them wouldn’t make it had faded, which was good, considering what Adam had to do now.

			“No,” he said softly.

			Vic’s face fell. Adam leaned across the island.

			“I mean, not yet,” he added quickly. “I want to. I want this. Us. You. Like you said, the whole thing.”

			Vic looked stunned. Adam circled the island to put his hands on Vic’s arms. He didn’t hug him. He didn’t want to break eye contact.

			“But I want to slow down a bit. We came together so fast, because we had to. I want to date you, Vicente Martinez, get to know you the regular way first.” Adam nodded to indicate the house. “And I think Bobby needs me here for a little while.”

			Vic let out a long breath.

			“You sure about this?” he asked. “You’ll be living with Jodi.”

			“Yeah, about that . . . I’m hoping you’ll still let me spend the night sometimes. You know, when I need a break?”

			“I can do that,” Vic said with a grin.

			He kissed Adam hard then, and Adam realized that the most difficult part of doing it this way, the slow way, was going to be not spending every moment at Vic’s, kissing him, ripping his clothes off, and jumping feet first into a life together.

			Adam forced himself to come up for air. If he didn’t, the milk would spoil because he’d lead Vic to the basement and they wouldn’t surface for hours.

			“And I want to go to the ocean,” Adam said. “We can fly or drive. I’ll pay for it somehow, but I want to see it with you.”

			“I can do that too,” Vic said, kissing him again.

			Screw the milk, Adam thought. He’d been thinking of going vegan anyway, vegetarian at the least. But no, he put the groceries away as quickly as possible. He was still the boy from the trailer. He’d always make sure the lights were out when he left a room to save electricity. He’d always flinch at the thought of wasting food.

			It was a while later when Adam walked Vic back outside, their hands still clutched.

			The two speed-walking women, fixtures in Bobby’s neighborhood, rounded the corner.

			One waved to them. Adam waved back.

			“I’ll see you, Binder,” Vic said, leaning in for one more peck. He looked hopeful. “Pick you up at six, for tonight?”

			“What’s tonight?” Adam asked.

			“Our first date,” Vic said. “Officially. I want to cook for you. At my place.”

			“I can do that,” Adam said, echoing Vic. “Officially.”

			Vic laughed and Adam watched him drive away, still grinning.

			The house was quiet, and Adam let himself enjoy it. Bobby was still off with Jodi, working through whatever registration at the community college required.

			She’d start in the spring but needed some tutoring in the meantime. They both had a lot of catching up to do.

			Adam would start with his GED. He’d looked up online resources, would get some books from the library.

			He kept the grimoire in a plastic box, the kind with an airtight seal. He’d already photographed the pages, handling them gently with clean hands and assembling the images on Annie’s old computer. It would take a while, but he’d started putting some of the sentences together.

			He’d do better with classes, learning German, learning what the Binder witches had written down. He hadn’t even known there were different German dialects, and some of the pages were very old, but he’d get there.

			Maybe he would go to college someday. Maybe he wouldn’t.

			The idea of loans terrified him, and he wasn’t willing to take Bobby’s money. He’d save up while he waited to qualify for in-state tuition. Maria had said he could get grants, and that she’d help him apply for them.

			Either way, Adam had started learning German with an app. It gave him something to do on the bus rides to and from Jesse’s garage.

			Adam had spirit walked to the watchtower to check on Vran.

			No sign of John, though Shepherd and the other demons walked the halls, settling into their roles as jailers. Adam hadn’t seen Silver’s other students, though he’d mentioned that Mel was among them. She had nearly a century of history to catch up on.

			Silver had explained Adam’s duties as the Page of Swords.

			He’d get more lessons, in sword fighting especially, and fantasy geek that Adam was, he looked forward to that the most.

			His title would ease Vran’s probation, and Vran had already requested they install a pool in the backyard. Bobby had said no, arguing that the HOA wouldn’t approve, but he’d placated Vran with a yearly pass to the Denver aquarium, and Vic had offered the use of the pool at his gym, provided Vran wore a glamour around the mortals.

			It was all sort of working out. Maybe life could be like this, not easy, but not always such a battle.

			Adam took the stairs down to the basement. It wasn’t his, but he’d stay here for now.

			He already missed Vic, already looked forward to their date. He’d shower, figure out some clean clothes.

			An actual date. With Vic. On one hand it felt silly. They already knew how they felt, had already said I love you. The future seemed inevitable, but at the same time, they’d have dinner. They’d make out.

			They’d get to know each other without being slammed together by magic. Adam was self-conscious about the scar on this chest, wondered how Vic would take it when he saw it in the light.

			Vic had traced it a while ago, running fingertips over Adam’s bare chest, but it had been dark. The scar was ugly, a red line. Adam flinched to know that Vic would see it eventually.

			He guessed Vic might feel the same about his own scar, the bullet wound he’d gotten on the day they’d met. He had nothing to worry about. He wanted to see all of Vic, and if that meant Vic seeing all of him, it would be worth it.

			Smiling, Adam turned on the light to the basement’s bedroom, intending to see what he had to wear. A bundle of black fur lay curled at the foot of the bed. Adam’s heart leaped into his throat.

			“Spider?” he asked.

			The black cat lifted his head, looking annoyed to have been disturbed. He opened bright green eyes, then slowly closed them. Adam slow-blinked back.

			“Guess you’re moving in too, huh?” he asked.

			Laying his head down, Spider went back to sleep. Adam sat on the edge of the bed and stroked the purring cat.
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