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AMARA

Swallowing down the bile in my throat, I made it to the bathroom just before my stomach emptied itself. Tears pricked my eyes as my stomach roiled inside me, determined to squeeze me in half. I felt my throat becoming thick, and my head disconnected from my body. Folding over the toilet, I emptied the contents of my angry organ, annoyed as this was the third time it had happened in the past 24 hours. Finally finished, I angrily swiped at my mouth and stood up, gripping the sink for purchase. 

I always felt weak afterward, the lack of nutrients taking its toll on me. The woman in the mirror was unrecognizable. I was wasting away, the hollows under my eyes dark and purple, my black hair limp, my body almost skeleton-like. I groaned and made my way to my bed, preparing for the inevitable headache. They always followed the vomiting. This was a vicious cycle that had started a few months after my 23rd birthday, and had been going on for just over two years. 

I had been to doctor after doctor, hospital after hospital, and no one could find anything wrong with me. They had performed a series of blood tests, scans of my head and stomach, full body scans, and even bone density scans; each time the results showed my bloodwork to be exceptional and no abnormalities detected. So, they prescribed medication for my crippling headaches, but the medicine didn’t even touch them. Medicine for my nausea, which also did not even blunt it in the slightest. Talk about miserable. Placing my head on the pillow and pulling on my sleep mask, I fell into a fitful sleep. 

A small infant was ripped from its mother’s arms. The mother was crying, each sob a heart wrenching plea to get her child back.

“You know we have to do this,” a masculine, yet melodic and soft, voice told her. “We cannot risk it.”More sobbing echoed into the emptiness, as if the two of them were alone with the child. The man had a strong and reassuring presence. It was clear the child felt safe in his embrace but, alas, this wouldn’t last. The infant’s face twitched and her brows furrowed as moisture dripped on them. The man was shedding tears, but the sound quickly became drowned out by the chorus of a thousand wings, beating the air angrily. I tried to look up, but couldn’t see anything aside from the bright cloudless sea of endless blue above me. Disturbed from her peaceful slumber, the girl fussed and whimpered to show her displeasure.

“It will be okay,” he said, his voice strained with emotion. “Shhh. You will go to a better place soon. One where all of this will not matter. Be strong, my daughter. You will be missed, every second of every day, for all eternity.” 

The scene cut, and I watched as they placed the child on a large marble table. Surrounding the tightly swaddled bundle, was a group of seven men, their hands and bodies glowing as they stood completely still around the table. They did not move a muscle, not even to wipe the sweat dripping down their faces from the effort of what they were doing. I watched closely as the baby cried. It was barely audible at first, but turned fast into full-blown wails as if the poor thing was in pain. I couldn’t be sure if she was indeed suffering, but one thing was certain: she was glowing just like the surrounding men. A soft light surrounded her and went upward in a steady stream, as if escaping her. The more time passed, the more exhausted the men looked, until everything went dark.

The last spark of light had now left the girl, robbing me of my ability to see, and leaving me with the sound of her cry pulsing in my ears, in rhythm with the anger boiling in my veins. 

“Forgive us, little one. It is better this way. I promise,” is the last thing I heard before the ground opened up beneath my feet and I felt myself being swallowed in a never-ending chasm.

My body jerked hard, and I woke up in a cold sweat, shaking all over. This was typical, these nightmares and weird dreams after the headache. The headache would be gone once I woke up, but I would feel like I had been on some insane drug bender. You know, fun stuff.

Thankfully, the doctors had granted me disability, so I was currently living off that, unable to predict when, or how, or fucking why, these episodes would hit. It seemed, however, that each time they happened they got worse than the previous. The weirdest thing, to me, was that the dreams and nightmares always revolved around this child. 

I had scoured the internet, trying to make sense of these dreams. Aside from maybe my subconscious telling me “I was mourning a part of myself,” there was no answer for me out there on the wild, world wide web. 

I groaned, forcing myself to move from the bed and toward the kitchen. Now that the nausea and skull-splitting headache had passed, I was definitely hungry. As I searched through my cabinets, I realized I hadn’t been shopping for a while, as I could see from the trash can full of to-go boxes. I grimaced, hating that whatever was going on was making me lazy and gross. Confident I would not be suffering for at least a few hours, I decided to treat myself to something else other than the lonely can of tuna, and box of stale cereal I had left and went shopping. 

I questioned my choice when the bright fluorescent lights made my eyes swim as I entered the grocery store. The outside world felt more and more unbearable, and as much as I had enjoyed being outside for the first 22 years of my life, not knowing when I would become incapacitated had turned me into a hermit. The store’s aisles looked daunting to me, and I swallowed, willing myself to get started. As soon as I was done, I planned to crawl back to my house. I just had to go up and down every aisle, stock up on food, pay, and be on my merry way. 

I loaded my cart with the essentials: canned things like fruits and vegetables, microwaveable dinners, packs and packs of ramen noodles. I would always buy some meat that I could easily freeze and thaw later. Last but not least, the holy grail of easy-made food: bread, peanut butter and jelly. 

I had just gotten to the chip, snack, and cookie aisle when I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prickle, which meant another episode was incoming. Shit! They had never come back to back like that. I always had a few hours in between them. 

I nervously checked my surroundings, looking for somewhere to hide before the sickness took me. I walked as quickly as I could to the back of the store, praying to find some sort of storage room I could easily access. Thankfully, I saw the employee-only sign and pushed my cart through the vinyl flaps hanging from the top of the doorframe. 

The familiar pain swelled inside of my head. The pulsing around my eyes and temples made me abandon my cart, and run further into the room until I spotted a small alcove in between some over-packed shelves. It looked dark and isolated, but that could also be because my vision was blurry and black spots were starting to dance in front of me. 

Sitting down, I leaned against the cold metal, feeling it through my shirt, and took deep breaths to try to steady myself. My hands had already begun to shake, my stomach was in major turmoil, and I grabbed a trash can that was close by. Sweat broke out on my brow, and my throat felt tight. My body felt weak, I was dizzy, and my vision tunneled as my stomach churned, preparing to expel forcefully; I did not know what, since I would’ve sworn it was fucking empty. I leaned forward, the trashcan between my legs, sweat trickling down my spine, and my eyes switching between blurred and black vision. 

“Hey, are you okay?” a deep masculine voice sounded above my head.

It was all I could do to shake my head, secretly glad this stranger was here because somebody had to find my corpse if I was going to die here. He gently placed a large hand on my back, his cool touch taming my burning body. The spots dancing in my eyes receded, and my stomach stopped its incessant pulsing. I drew in several deep breaths, getting my bearings as his hand made small circles. His soothing touch was so comforting that I couldn’t even feel embarrassed about my sweat-soaked shirt. 

“I think so. Better at least,” I said shakily, my hands still gripping the trash can so hard my knuckles were white. 

“Deep breaths,” he whispered. He kept his hand there for a few more seconds before he removed it. 

As soon as he did, my vision blurred again, and the throbbing inside my skull was back, even worse than before. I moaned in pain and hunched over the trash can again, painfully retching bile. Embarrassment made my already hot cheeks even hotter as I was puking up everything in my body. Hell, it felt like my body was trying to turn itself inside out with the force of it. 

“Shit!” he said above me. I felt my hair being pulled back and his hand returned to my shoulder. 

Again, my stomach stilled, and my vision cleared. What the fuck? Who the hell was this guy? Why did he have the power to stop whatever this was from happening? He handed me a paper towel. I wiped my dripping nose, and the side of my mouth where some spittle was currently hanging out. 

When I had cleaned up, as much as possible under the circumstances, I dropped the paper towel into the trash. I turned to look at my rescuer. I hadn’t vomited my manners, so I would take the time to thank him for staying with me, even if I was a complete stranger. My heart skipped a beat as I gazed at one of the most beautiful humans I had ever seen in my life. His face had perfect proportions, the slight hump on his nose only making him more attractive somehow... And slightly dangerous looking. 

He had short, dark brown hair tousled and wild on top of his head. His light green eyes held my gaze with an intensity I wasn’t used to, and I noticed the bright golden specs in them. My eyes dropped to his mouth, his full lips begging to be kissed. Startled at my unbidden thought, my eyes shot back up to his. Pulling myself together, I moved the trash can to the side.

“Thank you,” I murmured. “Can you just keep your hand there? I know this sounds insane, but it makes it better.”
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AMARA

He narrowed his eyes at me, his brow creased in confusion, but left his hand on my shoulder. It was pretty obvious to both of us that whatever was going on stopped when he touched me. I laughed at the absurdity of it. I had finally found my cure, and it was a hot as hell grocery store employee. Then I laughed some more because there was no way this guy could have constant contact with me. What was I supposed to do? Follow him home? When I was through with my laughing fit, I giggle-hiccuped, and he chuckled, a low, sensual sound that sent a pulse of warmth through me. 

“I’m Caden, and who are you, or should I just call you ‘Pukey?’” he asked, and I wrinkled my nose at that. 

“That’s a hell of a nickname for someone you just met,” I replied. “I’d rather you call me Amara, but since you seem to control what’s going on with me, I could let you get away with Pukey.” Smiling, I stuck my hand out, and he took it, his grip firm despite my palms being slick with sweat. 

“Well, Amara, we can’t sit here all day, especially since I’m on shift.” He looked thoughtful for a second, his eyes scanning the area, as if the storage room held a solution for us.

“Oh, of course,” I blurted. “Thank you. I really appreciate it and I’m so sorry to keep you from your work. Promise I’ll give the store an excellent review on the internet. I’ll call your boss and tell him how amazing their customer service is. God, this is fucked up! I would like to tell you what this is, but even the doctors can’t explain it. Apparently, I’m healthy. I don’t know what is going on. I’ve never been able to escape an episode before, and I wish I could just keep you in my pocket all the time.” 

Way to go Amara. After the real vomit, why not grace Caden with some good old word vomit?

“Take this. Not as good as having me in your pocket, but it might help your issue,” he stated, wiggling his fingers, not breaking the touch he had on my shoulder. I grasped the ring and pulled it free from his finger, only meeting slight resistance. Sliding it onto my thumb, I breathed a sigh of relief as he removed his hand, and the symptoms stayed at bay. 

“Fuck, this feels good. I don’t care if you’re the devil and I’m selling my soul to you right now. I haven’t felt this good in a long time.” His eyes held mine with unapologetic intensity and I felt my insides turn upside down, in a good way this time. 

“Wait, won’t you need this back? It’s yours after all,” I asked, admiring the ring on my finger. It was a gorgeous piece of jewelry that must’ve cost a small fortune.

“Yes, but I’m not in a rush. Plus, if it helps you for whatever reason, then I’d much rather have you keep it for now. You looked positively miserable.” His lips twitched into a playful smile as he kept his eyes locked on me. 

“Well, thank you again. Really, I mean it.”

He opened his mouth when a voice called out, echoing in the large room.

“Caden, you in here?” Gritty and gravelly, the unknown voice made my pulse thrum and my chest tighten. Something about it was oddly comforting.

“Back here, E!” Caden called back, and I heard footsteps approaching us.

“You need to come back, man. There’s this guy. He keeps following me around. I swear if he asks me one more time the difference between maxi pads with wings, and super unscented tampons he’s going to need to buy the damn things for his own bleeding face,” the voice complained.

Then “E” rounded the corner, and I sucked in a breath. I blinked, not believing my eyes. I was extremely lucky, or unlucky, depending on how you looked at it. This man was just as gorgeous as Caden. I was a disheveled mess with vomit breath, sweaty hair, and tear-streaked cheeks. Now I faced two God-like men in this state; my head was going to explode. 

“There you are. And who is that? Wait, you look like a girl. Do you know the difference between superpower pads and maxi winged tampons?” He titled his head at me, his dark blonde hair flopping to the opposite side and his green-gray eyes fixed on me.

A tiny sparkling stud sat on the left side of his nose, and both of his ears had small diamond-like earrings in them. He had tattoos snaking down both arms, and was just as solidly built as his friend. The gleam of silver on his hand caught my attention, and I saw he had a ring almost identical to Caden’s. Where there was a red stone in Caden’s, he had a black stone that glittered in the low light.

Were these like best friend rings or something? All I knew was Caden’s made me feel better, and it was spooky as hell that it did. That, I decided, was something to muse on another time. For now, I felt better, and that was all that mattered.

“Her name is Amara. She was sick and needed help,” Caden replied, completely ignoring the period question, which was fine by me. 

His voice was even, but I didn’t miss E’s eyes dropping to the ring on my finger. He took a few more steps forward and settled on my other side.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Ethan.” His smile was broad, open, and friendly, like a puppy. 

A very sexy puppy. What was going on today? I was a hot guy magnet, and that was not normal by any stretch of the imagination. I stuck my now less sweaty hand out to him in greeting.

“Amara,” I said, holding out my hand, grasping his hand and squeezing slightly. 

Dad always said a firm handshake would take you far. Now the question was, how far were these men’s beds? Woah. What was going on in my brain? It had taken a turn for the dirty, that was certain. I blamed my weak body and the two hotties looking at me.

“And you’ve been hanging out with this guy? Hope he didn’t bore you to death.” His tone was light and teasing as he emphasized death. 

Caden rolled his eyes, which told me that kind of banter was not something new between these two.

“If you call your friend watching me get exceptionally ill and magically making everything better, then yes, we’ve been hanging out and having a blast at that.” 

I stood, dusting off my pants in a nervous motion. I needed to leave. Despite still feeling shaken from my episode, I also had an overwhelming urge to jump their bones right now. Focus Amara. I needed to get my groceries, pay, and go home. Caden’s ring was helping, but for all I knew it could’ve been one big coincidence and I would be back to puking my guts out in the next minute. If that was the case it would be preferable to throw up in the comfort of my home, thank you very much. A girl could only embarrass herself so much before dying of shame. 

“Let me get your number,” Caden stated as he stood up, too. “That way, I can get my ring back at some point?”

“Yeah, sure.” The words stammered out of my mouth.

We quickly exchanged numbers, and I was secretly glad I would see him again, even just to give him back his ring. I walked back to my abandoned cart, feeling two pairs of eyes boring into my back as I did so. Torn between feeling embarrassed and reckless, I put a little extra sway in my hips, even though I wasn’t completely sure why I did so. As I pushed my retrieved cart away, I caught Caden’s words to Ethan and, since the day could apparently get even more weird, I swore he said something that sounded like: “Call Tristan. We found Death.”
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TRISTAN

I was having a drink in Purgatory when my phone rang. Checking the caller ID, the screen flashed Idiot #1. Ethan. The bartender, Sher, raised her eyebrow at me. 

“You gonna answer that?” 

I shook my head. Work had been a shitshow today, and by work, I meant my mortal work. Ethan and Caden may be content working at a grocery store, but I wasn’t. I had never been fine with doing ordinary jobs; being Famine made it truly not in my nature. Although sometimes I wasn’t sure where my needs ended and Famines began. Which was exactly why I was on my fifth drink here. Sher had already cut me off and had instituted a water break for me. Just for a little while, I had told her, as if she could have stopped me from drinking anything.

A grunt sounded to my right, and I glared down at Ember who was sitting on my phone, rubbing herself on it, and being disgustingly close to getting herself off from the vibration. 

Well, time for a new phone. 

About the size of a small house cat, eight pounds, give or take, Ember was one of a kind; and by that I meant she was hands down the most annoying amongst the many imps running around Purgatory. Picking her up by the back of her neck, I held her out to Sher, her arms and legs swinging as she dangled there, twisting and turning with anger at me. 

“Should’ve answered,” Sher taunted with a laugh, looking down at my phone, which was still vibrating, because Ethan would call until I picked up. He was insufferable like that. Sher took Ember, placing the small imp on her shoulder where she sat, like a featherless parrot, chewing on Sher’s hair. I wrinkled my nose. Nasty little thing. 

Sher was the quiet type, her ebony skin smooth and her hair a dark halo around her head. She sometimes had it braided, but today it was wild like a lion’s mane. A look that was in direct contrast to her personality but suited her, regardless. She had a decorative scarf loosely tied around her head today. It drooped in the front, covering her left eye, which was no longer there. She typically wore an eye patch, but I supposed she had wanted to change it up. Ember was clambering around her back, headed to her other shoulder, when a light show began. I rolled my eyes, knowing exactly what, or more like who, was coming next.

“Guten taaaaaggggg!” a loud voice called moments before the thump of bass hit, and the light show intensified. 

I sighed, running my hands through my hair and trying in vain to become invisible. Sher continued doing what she was doing, while Ember hopped off her shoulder and gyrated lewdly against my glass. I thumped the little demon in the forehead, and she squeaked, running out of reach to continue humping whatever she could find. A loud pop alerted me to the fact that the light show was thankfully over, and now I had company. 

I eyed the reaper, annoyed I had to share my space and, hell forbid, a conversation with him. Typically, reapers were fine. They were quiet and left you alone, since they also preferred solitude. 

Except for Hans–who, of course, had chosen the seat right next to mine.

Hans had his legs primly crossed, his black robe pooling around them. The tip of his boots stuck out, and I noticed today he had picked glittery, black, pointy toed stiletto boots. A less offensive choice than usual, I noted. His scythe, Alice, was leaning up against the bar, a glittery black ribbon wrapped around her handle and tied in an oversize bow at the top. She was clean, so he hadn’t just come from a reaping. Thank fuck for small mercies. His horse, excuse-me, his unicorn, Señor Sparkles, was wandering around. After all, everyone was welcome here and you couldn’t exactly turn away a reaper’s mount, especially when the bar had no walls or ceilings. Sher’s place was literally a bar in the middle of nowhere. 

Ember hopped up on Señor Sparkles and grabbed a fistful of his rainbow mane, her other hand waving in the air as she mimicked riding a bull. The unicorn reared and bucked, clearly not enjoying himself, and Ember went flying, hitting the side of the bar with a splat before sliding down it. Hans took this all in before reaching into his bag, which looked suspiciously like a purse, and pulling out knitting needles and brightly colored yarn. 

“Would you like a scarf, Tristan?” he asked, his skeletal eyes locking with mine. 

“I’ll pass,” I said, waving Sher over. I had drunk enough water; if I was going to survive the next five minutes with this one, I needed something stronger. She prowled over, as her kind did, a knowing smile on her lips. Without even asking, she swapped the glasses out, and I was grateful for it. The tang of the drink hit my tongue, and I almost moaned in relief. This was what I needed after today. 

“What about you, Hans?” Sher asked the reaper. “Can I get you anything?” 

“Ah yes. Can I please have a Limbo Lightning, and for him...” He jerked his head to Señor Sparkles. “Five hell tacos, with the sauce of tormented souls on the side, please.”

Tacos did sound pretty damn good right now, and this place had the best hell tacos on this side of, well, Hell. I didn’t dare imagine what might wait beyond the gates of Purgatory, the first circle of Hell. Hans was sipping his drink, his fucking pinkie in the air while his unicorn nosed around the area, waiting for his tacos. A weight on my leg caught my attention; Ember was trying to hump and claw her way up my pant leg simultaneously. Irritated, I grabbed her and held her out to Sher. Again.

“Do something about this,” I said through gritted teeth. 

“Now that’s not very nice,” Hans cooed, holding his hands out to take her. “It’s not her fault she’s in the wrong spot, is it, Ember?” 

She shook her head in approval and leaped to his shoulder. Ember was one weird imp. She was supposed to be in the second circle of Hell, Lust, but seemed to enjoy terrorizing us in Purgatory, and no one really knew why. She also wore some of the weirdest shit I had ever seen. Today, she wore a sailor outfit, complete with a tiny skirt that revealed most of her ass, her matching hat secured to the side of her head, and her dark hair coiffed neatly, completing the look. This was much better than the last time I saw her, when she was in nothing but a thong, pasties, and some sneakers. 

“Wrong spot or not, I don’t need a wet spot from her on my leg today. Or ever,” I stated, giving a pointed look to Ember to get my message across. My phone, which hadn’t stopped vibrating, was now showing Caden calling. Reluctantly, I put the call on speakerphone–no way I would let it touch my face now–and moved off my stool to take this conversation far away from prying ears.
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CADEN

“The fuck you want?” Tristan snapped at me as he picked the phone up. 

“Wow, great to talk to you too,” I replied, rolling my eyes. You’d think the prick could be civil. While Ethan and I got along fine, Tristan was a different matter. He was a grouchy son of a bitch, and had been that way for centuries. 

“We found Death,” I said. “Where are you?” 

I received an answer to that question when I heard an accordion in the background. 

“Nevermind, say hello to Hans for us. Ethan and I will be there in about an hour.” Tristan practically growled into the phone before ending the call.

“So?” Ethan asked, his eyes curious.

“He’s in Purgatory.” I shrugged, and we headed back to work. 

Ethan and I had picked up this job, thinking it would be wise to blend with a different crowd in order to sniff out Death, while Tristan was modeling his ass off and spending money in a lavish lifestyle. Sure, we could’ve forced our way into his life and demanded to live with him, but that just would’ve soured everyone’s mood. Truth was, Tristan wasn’t a bad person, per se, but he kept everyone, us included, at arm’s length and had a perpetual stick up his ass.

The hour dragged by, but finally, our shift ended. Ethan and I got home as quickly as we could. Since I had given my ring to Amara, we would have to use Ethan’s to get there. Our rings tethered us to Hell, or rather our ability to come and go. He took his ring off, and it morphed into a key, the metal changing shape and taking on a life of its own. When he put it into his bedroom door and turned it, we experienced a falling and spinning sensation before Purgatory spat us out, right by Hans.

“Guten tag boys!” he exclaimed, giving us a little five-fingered wave.

Getting up clumsily, I met Tristan’s ice cold gaze, his usual gaze. Taking a seat at the bar beside the always assessing and judging asshole, Sher floated over, bringing me my favorite drink.

“So, you found Death?” Tristan asked simply, raising his glass to his lips.

“Sure did!” Ethan called from where he was getting fitted for a scarf from Hans. “And it’s a GIRL!”

Tristan’s drink shot out of his mouth. He turned to look at Ethan angrily while he wiped his face with his sleeve. You knew the news was disturbing to him, because Tristan would never intentionally dirty any of his clothes. 

“A woman?” he asked me, his eyes hard. “It’s not supposed to be a woman.”

“Well, it is definitely a woman,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning back in my chair, taking a generous swig of my drink. 

Sher always made it just the way I liked it, sweet and sour at the same time with just enough alcohol to get me feeling good without sending me over the edge. Tristan made a humming noise and took another sip as Ethan plopped down on his other side, a new sparkly scarf around his neck. I snorted and shot a look at Hans. He was putting his knitting up, the basket of it placed next to his accordion, before he turned back to his drink, slurping loudly. 

“This will be perfect for next winter! It gets cold topside,” Ethan commented as he fingered the ends of his new accessory. 

“Can we get back on topic?” Tristan demanded, and Ethan shot him an annoyed look. 

“Sure. We found Death, or rather I found her, then Ethan found us,” I replied. “She is sick, so I gave her my ring. Now she will have to see me again, and we can tell her who she is.” 

“Sick?” Tristan asked in alarm. I nodded. Interesting.

“Yeah, it seems like she is physically suffering, and once I touched her, she was fine. I’m not sure why. I have to guess it’s because she didn’t have any sort of contact with us, while the three of us have always known each other.”

“That makes sense. I guess without the ability to go back and forth to feed her nature she has been suffering,” Tristan mused, then his eyebrows pinched together as he glared at his leg.

“For fuck’s sake, Ember!” he growled, grabbing the imp and holding her out to me. She dangled there in her sailor outfit, tiny skirt and high heels, looking rather pleased with herself. 

“I don’t want her,” I said, shaking my head as he offered the creature to me. She batted her eyelashes at me, and I huffed in annoyance, reluctantly taking her from Tristan. She draped herself around my neck the moment I placed her on my shoulder, her tail tickling one of my earlobes. 

“Don’t get any ideas, you overgrown house cat,” I muttered at her as she stroked my other earlobe with her hand. The damn lusty thing had the hots for Tristan, and to be honest, it was pretty damn hilarious and I didn’t feel the least bit bad about it. As long as it stayed that way, obviously.

“I assume you have a way to contact this woman?” Tristan said, and it sounded anything but kind. I knew he was probably expecting the fourth horseman to be a man, but it was what it was, and no amount of being unhappy about it was going to change facts. 

“Yeah, we exchanged numbers,” I said, taking a pull of my drink while Ember climbed up on top of my head. She settled there like a hat and I just let her. Sometimes it was better to let her have her way than to continue fighting. 

“And then?” Tristan prompted.

“And then nothing. I said I would contact her to get my ring back, but we need to retrieve hers first, otherwise she will be sick again.”

“And you have to think about what you’re going to tell her. This matter has to be finessed. Do not be reckless,” Tristan commanded.

“You’re right, this will be a lot to take for her.” I nodded, surprised to see Tristan care for her reaction. 

“No. I meant you have to make sure she understands her role, and that she needs to get on with it as soon as possible. She cannot keep running away from her responsibilities,” he corrected.

“What are you saying? You do not believe her?”

“We never once have been unaware of who we were. Why would that not be the case for her? This is suspicious. If anything, she knows something we don’t, and she’s hiding it from us.”

I had to take a deep breath to resist the sudden urge to slam my fist through his face for speaking that way about her. I had seen her. Nothing had been fake about that girl.

“You haven’t even met her. So maybe keep your trust issues to yourself, huh?” I snapped at him.

“What’s wrong with you? I’m just saying we have to be smart about this. You cannot keep the truth from her, but do not let her escape. We’ve searched for her long enough.”

I knew he was right, in his cold, calculating, control-freak way, but that didn’t mean I was looking forward to the task.

Trying to explain to this sickly looking human she was none other than Death, the fourth horseman. 

What could possibly go wrong, right?
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AMARA

When Caden had called, I had been pleasantly surprised. Who even called anymore? It was all texting nowadays. His smooth voice sounded even better than I remembered. I had been feeling much better since my meeting with him and Ethan, and had only taken the ring off once and paid for it in spades. I wanted to take a shower, and as soon as the cool metal left my finger, my stomach started clawing its way up my throat. Shoving it back on before it got worse, it hadn’t left my finger since then. I was deeply concerned about what to do when the time came to give it back. He obviously would not let me keep his ring forever, but it was more than clear I wouldn’t be okay without it. Somehow his touch, and a piece of jewelry, could take away years of illness. If I had never believed in all things weird that go bump in the night, I certainly was beginning to. Maybe I could offer to buy it from him?

I studied the blood-red stone set in the center of the ring. The stone wasn’t raised, but flush against the metal and so smooth it seemed to be one with it. It was beautiful, yet something about it felt like the sharp slice of a sword. It reminded me of its owner. There was an air about Caden. He had those sharp features and that intense, commanding gaze that would have you bare your soul to him without question, leaving it in his hands for him to protect or shatter in pieces. 

I slicked on some neutral lip gloss and studied myself in the mirror. In a matter of days, I could already see changes in myself. My black hair was less stringy, had become thicker, shinier, and even had more volume. My skin, while still pale, had a slightly rosy undertone and looked supple, not dry as a bone. Finally, my body had filled out a bit, and I could sleep at night. No more nightmares. 

I put the gloss in my purse, reminding me this wasn’t a date and that we barely knew each other. So why was I nervous? Was it because Ethan would also be there? Two hotties instead of one surely meant more embarrassment for me when I would start to throw up the moment the ring would leave my finger. 

The thought of them thinking poorly of me made me feel uneasy, which was new to me. I had never really cared for what people thought of me. Yet, here I was, wanting to impress them, to be around them, to have them accept me. 

After being sick for so long, I hadn’t even remembered what it was like to have any sort of desire toward anyone. Don’t get me wrong, I never had been a “social butterfly” type of girl. I’ve always preferred books to people. I was quirky, sarcastic and blunt, which a fair amount of people could handle relatively well. Until I went on a second date and mentioned my fascination for the dark, dirty and depraved things of the world. Then, people smiled awkwardly and “had to go.” 

Before I got sick, my looks had been interesting enough to get me some modeling jobs here and there. Yet even with the appearance to look the part, I had always been the odd one out. That had gotten me a lot of whispers and gossip behind my back. I made enemies of jealous models who saw me as competition, while I simply wanted to get enough money to keep a roof over my head, books on my shelves, and a cherry coke in my fridge.

Bottom line, I never got close to anyone, made friends or had been in a meaningful relationship that lasted more than one night.

That’s probably why my stomach was filled with wild butterflies at the idea of seeing Caden and Ethan again. What if fate had brought us together in that grocery storage room because, for once, luck was on my side and these two were supposed to be in my life for longer? 
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ETHAN

I was anxious. Nah, that couldn’t be right. I was never anxious. I was something, though. Hungry? Maybe... but not quite.

“Caden, what do you call it when you’re very excited, in a hungry-horny-happy kind of way?”

“I’m already regretting asking you to come,” he answered, completely ignoring my question.

I ignored him right back and walked with him to his car with a spring in my step. We were going to tell this strange, yet most intriguing, girl that she was Death, and then do a ring switcheroo. It was weird that she didn’t know who she was. The three of us had always known what we were, and to seek each other out, but Death had always been missing and we hadn’t been able to do fuck about it. Seeing she had no recollection of her true identity explained a lot, I supposed.

I knew we should be cautious, be ready for some shady shenanigans that would have her transform into an evil creature meant to stab us in the face, but I couldn’t help myself. I was fucking ecstatic to see her again. There it was. Ecstatic. That’s what I was.

My inner demon was just as thrilled, wanting to come out and play. From the moment we had laid eyes on Amara, he had been attracted to something within her. I licked my lips, plucking my butterfly knife from my pocket and flicking it open and closed in a fast rhythm. 

“In what universe do you think having your knife out will make her trust us?” Caden said as we exited the car. 

“You don’t think my mad skills will impress her? Something tells me they would.” I cocked my head and Caden’s stare forced me to put my blade away. “Gee, you’d think I’m hanging with Tristan, the way your panties are all bunched up in a knot.”

“Come on, that obsessive fucker’s thousandth lecture not to let her go has made us late.” He sighed, running his hand through his dark hair and I grinned. 

We stepped in the hole in the wall cafe she had picked. It was small but cozy, a clear mom and pop type thing. There weren’t many customers which made her easy to spot. My eyes immediately landed on her, sitting in a booth in the corner; I drank her in greedily. She was attractive, especially now that she wasn’t vomiting. I mean, I was Pestilence so a bit of vomit had never scared me, but you know, don’t eat where you shit, blah blah blah. Her fall of dark hair flowed over her shoulders, a small smile on her lips, and her bright eyes locked on us as we strode in. I bit back a moan as I felt my cock spring to life quicker than it ever had. This girl was Death, another one of us, and she would probably be the fucking death of me if my body’s response was anything to go by. 

Caden appeared unaffected, walking to her booth with steady, confident steps. His calm and collected demeanor always helped me stay sane, and we could only hope it would work its magic on Amara, too. 

Me? I was standing there, ogling her, and praying Caden would somehow give me the green light to eat this pretty girl alive right here right now. She was so gorgeous, with her pale skin and delicate limbs. I could almost hear the thump of her heart, pumping that gorgeous blood all around that lean, breakable body.

Caden snapped his finger in the air, bringing my attention back to the present.

With every ounce of self control I had, which wasn’t much, I caged my demon in my mind before unfreezing from my spot and joining them. I sat down next to her and suppressed a groan at the adorable look of surprise on her face. As annoying as he could be, Tristan was still right. We couldn’t let her leave so what better way to make sure of that than to block her only exit. If she tried to bolt, she would have to go through me. 

Please try to bolt, Little Miss Death. Pretty fucking please.

“So, we think we know what is going on with you being sick,” Caden started. Well sure, let’s get right to the point then. Her eyebrows rose in question and he continued. “This is hard to say, and really wild, so please just keep an open mind.”

“Okay?” she said, hesitantly. She made the mistake of looking at me for reassurance, and my only answer was a wicked grin and a wink. I watched her throat swallow slowly in apprehension, and that alone had blood racing to the wrong parts of me. Down boy! I scolded myself. 

“Ethan.” Caden looked at me expectantly, with his hand held out, and I realized he wanted the ring. Being a good sport, I fished it out of my pocket and handed it to him, making sure my arm somehow brushed against Amara’s because I liked to torture myself that way. I saw her eyes narrow as she studied the ring, it was identical to ours, just with a different stone.
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