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FOR THOSE READY TO HEAL AND THOSE STILL IN PAIN, MAY YOU FIND COMFORT & LOVE










Prologue ARABELLE



IN THE MIDDLE OF A collection of cornfields, in the middle of the country, in the middle of nowhere, a weathered wooden post marked the intersection of two roads.


The main road was a stretch of brown pea gravel rolled into a layer of asphalt that connected two nearby small towns. The other linked a row of family-owned farms. Few people besides the locals traveled them, as there was nothing for tourists to see except cornstalks in the summer and flat fields in the winter.


Atop the post sat two crooked, battered planks. The lettering that denoted the route numbers had faded with age, the paint blanched with time and rain and sun. Below them, a piece of plyboard nailed to the post held a single cautionary phrase, scrawled in dripping red:


BEWARE OF BARGAINS MADE HERE.


Arabelle scoffed at the warning as she eased her car over to the shoulder, threw it into park, and slid from the heated interior into the chill. She pulled the beanie she wore down to cover her ears, strands of her graying hair poking out beneath. She blew into her hands to warm her fingers as she stared at the sign. A towering oak with thick branches stood a few feet away, blocking the weak warmth of the afternoon sun. As she approached, her skin prickled at the potent, shimmering power that emanated from this crossroads. The average person who visited would be unable to feel it, but she was far from average, and she shivered in anticipation.


Arabelle had traveled from the city to this sacred place and spent the morning lost along snaking back roads until she’d finally found the correct location. Residents of the neighboring towns were reticent to share information, but she’d managed to piece together the clues all the same. The bloodied warning merely confirmed that she’d found the spot she’d been searching for, and she wouldn’t be deterred from her purpose by an old strip of wood. Not after she’d made a promise to herself to seek knowledge and ability. Not after she’d been laughed at by members of her local circle, who were more interested in burning incense and selling essential oils than seeking real power. Arabelle would show them, when all was said and done. They’d bow in awe and respect when she returned with her boon.


Despite the sign, the intersection was well kept, and it appeared, by the recent offerings strewn across the base of the sign—a bouquet of witch hazel, a pyramid of figs, a wooden figurine in the shape of a dog, and votives with fire-blackened wicks—that some residents of the region still respected the chthonic goddess. She was connected to the harvest, after all, and it would be unwise to anger her lest it affect next year’s crops.


Arabelle smiled to herself. Ah, the dichotomy of humans. Be wary but entreat anyway. Maintain a holy place but keep it secret. She understood why there wasn’t an altar or a shelter there. A crossroads was not meant to be a final destination but a place between one point and the next. A liminal space where the barrier between worlds was thinnest. A perfect location from which to beseech the gods. A dangerous place, if the sign was to be believed.


No matter. She’d found it despite the vague hints on the internet and the unhelpful and wary attendant at the gas station a few miles back, who’d tried to caution her away. Flipping open a compact, she slid her sunglasses off, dropping them into the large canvas bag at her shoulder, and refreshed her makeup. She straightened her blouse beneath her wool coat, smoothing out the wrinkles and brushing off the snack crumbs from the long drive. She was glad she had worn leggings beneath her skirt, as the hem whipped around her ankles from a sudden bitter breeze that marked the impending winter.


She’d never quite done anything like this before. Of course she’d known of gods and goddesses all her life, of the three central deities—the god of the sky, the goddess of the seas, and the goddess of the dead. Per the myths, the realm of the earth was neutral ground between them—the space of humans—but the gods’ children and their creations flitted in and out of the human world as they pleased. She’d prayed and made offerings before.


But this was her first time approaching a goddess with a request.


She cleared her throat and stepped to the center of the path, her boots leaving indentations in the stiff mud.


“Revered goddess,” she called in a loud, clear voice. “I wish to make a bargain.” From her bag she removed a jar of wine infused with honey, sprigs of fresh mint, and a pomegranate from the local supermarket that was overripe, the best she could do at the cusp of winter. She placed them at the other side of the intersection under the sign, then stepped back and waited.


Minutes ticked past. Another gust of wind ruffled her hair and clothes. Clouds laden with snow gathered overhead, obscuring the landscape in shadow for a moment before the sun peeked through again. She waited. And waited. Anxiety roiled in her gut. Another cloud rolled through, pitching the area in a darkness so deep that the shadows cast by the tree melted into it. Instead of drifting onward, the cloud miraculously stalled in place. Thunder sounded overhead, an anomaly for the time of year, and a frisson of fear and excitement ran through Arabelle. A slight drizzle began to fall, and the patter of sleet against the corn stover filled the air with a soft hum.


The color of the sky deepened further, as if it were suddenly dusk, and shadows grew and lengthened all around her. They slithered and writhed, distorted and feverish, then glided toward her offering. A swell of darkness rose and broke over the items like a wave washing over a sandcastle on the shore. When the clump of shade retreated, the gifts were gone.


Arabelle bit back a gasp as three wavering shapes broke away from the swirling mass, moved to the post opposite her, and slowly rose into vertical amorphous silhouettes. The churning shadows shuddered and coalesced into a semisolid form and, with a ripping noise, broke apart into three hooded bodies, faceless save for bright red eyes that glowed like embers. The wind didn’t rustle their robes, and the sleet passed through them. They stared at her, unblinking and unmoving. The road lay between her and the frightening trio. If she wanted, she could’ve jumped back into her car and driven off, run away from the terrifying sight in front of her. She didn’t want to.


“What are you?” Arabelle asked, taking a step forward so that she stood on the asphalt, breaking away from the safety of her vehicle. The fraction of timidity she possessed had fled, and she felt bold, empowered in the face of the true supernatural. “You’re not the goddess.”


“We are her servants,” the middle one answered, their voice a rusty creak.


The one on the left continued. “We are shades from her realm.”


“We represent the goddess,” the one on the right finished.


Their voices slid from one syllable to the next as if they were one entity instead of three.


She swallowed, then clenched her jaw. “I want to speak with her and her alone.”


“It is the day. She does not have dominion over the light.”


“She is busy nonetheless.”


“Preparing for the sleep of winter.”


Arabelle crossed her arms. “Then I’ll wait for moonrise.”


“We will not. You will have to call again.”


“With another offering.”


“And we might not deign to appear.”


They turned as if to sink back into the shadows and the earth.


No! She’d come all this way. She didn’t have another offering. And now that she’d seen them, felt the presence of the otherworldly, she couldn’t lose that. She wouldn’t throw away her chance.


“Wait! No, wait, please.”


They turned eerily as one. “You will speak with us now, human?”


“We have dealt with your kind before.”


“We will strike a bargain on the goddess’s behalf.”


She stuck out her chin. “I’m not certain you are able. I’m not here for political prowess or fame and riches. I’m here for something greater.”


They fluttered, shaking and hissing among themselves. “Speak what you want.”


She released a long, slow breath. “I want power over death. I want immortality.”


Their shaking increased as if they laughed, the ruffling of their robes sounding like the crunch of dead leaves underfoot.


“That is our queen’s domain.”


“We cannot grant that.”


“She would not allow it.”


“Why not?” Arabelle demanded.


“Immortality is for the gods alone.”


“You are not a goddess.”


“You are a human. You cannot escape death.”


Arabelle chewed her bottom lip. She straightened her shoulders. “Fine. I want knowledge. I want magical knowledge regarding the power of life. Life is not your queen’s domain. And it wouldn’t be escaping death, just putting it off for as long as I want. Until it’s time for me to choose.”


The shades stilled. The tallest one slowly tilted their head as if thinking. They exchanged a glance among themselves, bent their heads together, and whispered fiercely.


After a moment, they turned back to Arabelle. “We do not have the ability to grant you this power.”


“We are shades. We have no knowledge of life.”


The tallest raised a slender finger of wispy fog. “But we will give you someone who can assist.”


“He is our queen’s creation and is liminal in nature.”


“Both of our world and of yours.”


“He is powerful. Use his magic to create what you want.”


Arabelle raised her eyebrow. “You’re giving me a familiar?”


They nodded. The one on the end pinched their fingers and pulled out a rolled scroll and a quill from midair. With a flick of their wrist, the parchment unfurled. A contract. Words in a language she didn’t know spilled down the page in black ink.


Arabelle paused and narrowed her eyes. This was too easy. She’d expected her gifts to open the gateway and allow her to make her request. She’d expected the goddess to respond with a task, something that would appear impossible, but that Arabelle would attempt anyway. She was not expecting dodgy shades. They had a plan, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to be a conspirator. “A familiar in exchange for honey wine and mint and a deflated pomegranate?”


The shades laughed. The sound slipped down her spine, an eerie caress.


“A familiar and the knowledge of life,” the tallest one said.


“In exchange for your soul.”


“When the time comes.”


She gulped. “Don’t all souls come to your queen anyway?”


The shades shook in amusement. “All souls pass through our realm.”


“Not all stay.”


“But yours would stay with us forever.”


Arabelle licked her lips. She took the hovering quill in her hand. The cold of it burned her skin. “What happens to the souls that pass through? Where do they go?”


“That is knowledge of death,” the shades admonished in unison.


Arabelle squinted at the parchment. The words remained indiscernible, though she understood the basics. Her soul for a familiar who had the power to assist her in her quest for the knowledge of life. It wasn’t quite what she’d expected or wanted. But a familiar would be a useful aid, especially one with magic. It was more than anyone else in the circle possessed. And an eternity in the realm of the goddess was a small price to pay, even if she’d never know what lay beyond. That was a problem for future Arabelle. Far in the future, if she accomplished what she wanted. She pushed the tip of the quill against the parchment and signed her name.


The scroll and quill disappeared in a puff a smoke.


The shades quivered. They moved as one, whispering to themselves as they slid across the landscape to the tree. The tallest reached out with a hazy hand and tapped against the wide, solid trunk. A light glowed from within, illuminating the edges of a door in the bark.


Arabelle’s heart raced. Her familiar. Would it be a sarcastic cat? A wise owl? Hopefully not a goat, which would be hard to explain to her landlord. A raven, perhaps? That would be badass. She’d love to see the faces of the circle when she arrived at the next meeting with a large talking bird perched on her shoulder.


The door swung outward.


The shades laughed, a grating sound like corroded hinges that raised the hair on her arms.


A figure stumbled out. A figure in the shape of a boy. A teenage boy wearing jeans, thick-heeled boots, and flannel thrown over a T-shirt with an outdated saying. He looked like he’d stepped straight out of a magazine from the ’90s, and Arabelle gaped as he brushed off the bark and bracken that clung to him. The door in the tree trunk slammed shut behind him, merging back into the wood.


He ran a hand through his shaggy raven-black hair and looked up at her, his eyes a flash of gold, the color of the sun beaming through autumn leaves. He raised his hand and waved, his smile wide and bright in his pale, narrow face.


“Hi,” he called. “I’m Knox.”


“What?” she said on a breath.


“I’m your familiar.”


Arabelle’s stomach dropped. “Well, shit.”


“He is yours to command,” the tallest shade said.


“He must listen to you.”


“And cannot disobey.”


She placed her hands on her hips and frowned at the shades, who slunk back to the signpost, blurring at the edges, as if moments away from retreating into the earth. “A teenage boy? Really?”


Knox held up a finger. “First, I’m thousands of years old,” he said. “Kind of. It’s complicated. But in human-realm time, I’m ancient. Second, I’m a familiar.” He shrugged and rocked back on his heels. “And as you can see, a much more palatable creation to humans than those creepy creatures.” He winked.


The shades made a growling noise in protest, a low, disconcerting rumble. Knox smiled sweetly at them, then wiggled his fingers in a mocking wave.


Anxiety knotted in Arabelle’s chest along with the slightest hint of regret, though she couldn’t do anything about it now. She’d struck the bargain. While future Arabelle would have to deal with the shades again later, current Arabelle had a familiar in the shape of a teenager on her hands.


“We’ll take our leave.” The shades had congealed back into one large formless mass. “Good luck, witch. We look forward to seeing you again when the terms are met.”


Arabelle shuddered as the shades melted into the shadows. Once they disappeared, a shock of magic rippled over the crossroads; the clouds parted overhead, and the sinking afternoon sun bathed the area in watery light once more.


“What was that blast of magic?” She hugged herself to quell the goosebumps blooming beneath her clothes.


Knox stared at the crossroads. “I don’t know. That was weird.” He frowned, then shrugged, shaking off whatever concern had made him pause. He kicked a pebble as he sauntered toward Arabelle’s car, all confidence and preternatural grace.


“So,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Last time I was up here was decades ago. What’s happened since? I have so many questions. Because it’s been a while, but also, I don’t remember much. A few basic things seem to stick, but memories tend to fade in the Other World. Like, I don’t remember my last boss at all. Wiped as soon as I crossed the threshold back over. So, like, if you ever feel embarrassed by something you do around me, don’t be. I’ll forget it the moment I go back.”


“Other World?” Arabelle asked.


“Yeah.” He shoved his hands into his deep pockets. “The realm of my queen.”


Arabelle took a steadying breath. “Get in the car, Knox. We have a lot of work to do.”


“No problem, Boss.”


She slid into the driver’s seat and massaged her temples. “And be quiet. I need to think.”


Knox mimed zipping his lips.


“Shit,” Arabelle said again as she started the car. “Okay. It’s okay. This shouldn’t take long. He’ll be with me for a few months, tops. And then poof, back to the… Other World. It’ll be okay.” She cast a glance at Knox, who smiled as he clicked his seat belt on. She grimaced and gripped the steering wheel. “It’ll be fine. I’ll accomplish my goal and he’ll go back. Everything will be okay.”










1 ELLERY



ELLERY EVANS CURSED AS THEY hauled another plastic tub of dirty dishes across the metal counter toward the deep kitchen sink.


Sweat gathered at their temples as they sank their hands in the steaming hot water, transferring the dishes into the basin to soak. The kitchen of the small diner was stifling. From the heat and sizzle of the stove, and the steam rising from the seams of Ellery’s closest coworker, Hobart the industrial dishwasher, the room felt more like a tropical island than a restaurant. It was funny, in a way, that Ellery could grumble about the heat despite living in Solis City, a city renowned for the endless winter that had plagued them for the past five years, a weird weather phenomenon that no one could explain.


According to the calendar, it was supposed to be the middle of summer, but when Ellery biked to the diner that morning, wrapped up in their heaviest coat, gloves, hat, and scarf, it had been snowing. But that had been life for all of Ellery’s teenage years. It was as if the seasons had just decided not to change one winter, and the warm wet of spring had never come. And without spring, there was no blazing heat of summer, and certainly no harvest in autumn. That was the way it had been for the last half-decade. And while there were scientists who had researched and tried to explain the situation—everything from climate change to the movements of the poles to changes in the ocean currents—no one quite understood what had happened, or why it had happened to this one particular region. Which also meant no one had any viable solutions.


Ellery was twelve when the seasons had stopped and now, at seventeen, didn’t rightly care why their patch of the world had freezing temperatures year-round and snow every month. Ellery only cared about the consequences.


They used the spray nozzle to rinse an obscene amount of ranch dressing from a salad plate. A glob shot out and landed squarely on their apron, which, gross. Ellery made a face as they shoved the plate in the rack that they would run through the dishwasher once full. They grabbed a handful of utensils from the bus pan and dropped them into the suds. Elbows deep in the water, sponge in hand, Ellery scrubbed, absently humming along to the radio that played a random pop tune in the background, ignoring the cooks yelling at each other again. The sound of pressurized water beating against the inside of the metal box that was Hobart mostly drowned out the cursing.


The door to the kitchen swung open, and Ellery looked up briefly to catch their cousin’s head popping through a slim crack. Her red hair was piled high, a pencil threaded through it; her freckled cheeks were flushed. The white apron around her waist had a blobby stain that might have been spaghetti sauce.


“Hey, El,” she said, holding up her cell. “Phone. Your mom.”


Ellery sighed. Of course she’d call in the middle of a shift. And she called Charley’s phone because she knew Charley would answer. Ellery’s phone was tucked away in the pocket of their jacket, Ellery having learned quickly that a sink full of soapy water wasn’t conducive to healthy electronics. A day in a bag of rice later, and Ellery’s phone was still spotty at best. “Can you tell her I’m busy?”


“Like the last three times? I don’t think so. I’m not taking that heat.”


“But it’ll all be—”


“Supernatural bullshit. Yes, I know. You’ve said. Many times.” She thrust the phone toward them. “Take a break. Diego won’t care. Lunch rush is over anyway.”


“There was a rush?” Ellery muttered.


Charley frowned and pointed aggressively.


Groaning, Ellery straightened from their hunch over the sink and stripped off their long rubber gloves. They pushed their short brown hair out of their eyes, snatched the cell from Charley’s hand, and escaped through the back door of the restaurant out into the alley. They wedged an old pipe, which Frank had left on the stoop after being locked out one too many times, between the door and the jamb to keep it slightly propped. Overhead, Ellery spied a rusted horseshoe nailed over the entrance and rolled their eyes.


“Hey,” Ellery said into the phone, standing on the concrete steps outside. The blast of chilly air when they exited had felt nice for a few seconds, until the absolute bone-piercing cold started sinking into their skin. Their T-shirt wasn’t an adequate defense against the temperature. At least it wasn’t snowing, though the sky was heavy and gray, ready to open at any minute. It wasn’t even close to dusk, but the alley was dark with shadows cast by the dim glow of the streetlamp a few yards away.


“Ellery,” their mom said. “How good of you to take my call.”


Ellery tipped their head back and took a fortifying breath. They slipped one hand in the pocket of their worn jeans, fingers brushing the acorn wrapped with iron wire that resided there. “Hi, Mom. How are things?”


“Good,” their mom said. She didn’t elaborate further, which meant she was lying. After all, nothing had been “good” for the last five years.


Ellery swallowed around the sudden lump in their throat. “How’s the farm?”


“Oh, it’s going along okay. One of the greenhouses failed because we had some problems with the electricity. But other than that, the farm has been fine.”


“It failed?” Ellery asked, rubbing the toe of their sneaker into the slush piled on the steps. “What does that mean? Did you lose the crops?”


A beat of silence. “Not all of them. And it’s okay. The other greenhouses are working, and we’ll have quite a yield from them.”


Another lie. Ever since the winter set in, the family farm had struggled to produce anything. It couldn’t. Not until Ellery’s dad and uncles were able to construct a few greenhouses. Even then, the crops weren’t as abundant, because the greenhouses were small and there wasn’t as much space in which to plant. Also, greenhouses used heat, and between that, the farmhouse, and the barn, the electric bill had grown exponentially, too much for the extended family to afford. In fact, everything was too much for the family to afford, so Ellery had moved in with their older cousin for the summer to work in the city and send money back home.


“Well, I was just checking in to see how you were doing. How is Charley? Is she treating you well? Are you eating enough?”


Ellery winced. “Yes. Things are good. Charley is great. My job is good. Everything is fine.”


“Oh, that’s good. When I don’t hear from you, it makes me think something bad has happened.”


Guilt twisted beneath Ellery’s ribs. “Sorry. I’ve been busy working.”


“Not too much, I hope. We didn’t let you move to the city to live with your cousin just for you to spend all your time working. I hope you’re getting out and doing things. Having some fun? Experiencing new things?”


“Sure.” It was Ellery’s turn to lie.


“Do you still have the iron acorn I gave you?”


Ellery’s lips twisted into a wry smile. Their mother believed the acorn’s iron-wire cage could combat the magic of the supernatural, providing Ellery protection from any creature with ill intent.


Once upon a time, Ellery, too, believed in the myths of the faeries who lived under the hills in vast, glittering kingdoms, and the fae king who ruled over them. They believed in the garden gnomes who made the plants grow if they left them gifts, and the nymphs who coaxed the rivers to run and the wells to fill and who required offerings during the droughts, and the mischievious pixies who would lead travelers astray for fun, unless the individual had a pretty rock or sunflower seed to give to them. Most importantly, they believed in a gracious and loving goddess who ensured a bountiful harvest each autumn to those who brought offerings and burned incense and prayed like good little sycophants. That she would bestow her favor on and protect those who worshipped and revered her and showered her with trinkets like they’d been taught to by their elders.


Ellery believed in all the stories—that magic was real, that people were inherently good, and that if they believed in something desperately enough, it wouldn’t fail them. Until they learned it was all a lie.


“Yes.” Despite not believing anymore, it was the last thing their mother had given them before they left, and sentimentality was difficult to let go of. “Did you get the money I sent?”


“We did. You don’t have to do that.”


They had this same conversation every time. “But it helped, right?”


She sighed over the line. “Yes. Of course it did. We used part of it to buy an offering for the goddess. I have a good feeling this time. I’m certain she’ll hear us.”


Ellery’s stomach sank. “Mom,” they said, their tone almost admonishing. “Why did you do that? You could’ve used it for something else, something important.”


“Ellery. It is important.”


Ellery ducked their head and squeezed their eyes shut. This was another line of conversation they had each call, one that Ellery would’ve liked to avoid. “How can you still believe in her? It’s a waste of money and time.”


Their mom huffed. And Ellery knew they had crossed a line. But they couldn’t understand how their mom still held fast to her beliefs. Ellery had watched for years as their parents and the rest of the neighboring farm folk begged and pleaded to an empty shrine in the corn, only for nothing to change. Ellery’s faith shriveled and died, like the plants in the field, and the fruit on the vine, and the livestock without feed. All of it had only served to drive Ellery away, to solidify their skepticism when it came to anything beyond what they could see or touch. Especially as they made the difficult decision to pack their bags and leave, to be one less mouth to feed, one less burden.


“I know you don’t understand,” their mom said, and Ellery bristled at the condescension. “But I wish we didn’t have to have this discussion every time, Ellery.”


“I wish for that too,” they mumbled. “Look, Mom—”


The back door swung open. “El!” Charley yelled from the other side of the threshold. “The hot weird guy is back.”


“Mom, I have to go. The hot weird guy is back, and I cannot miss this.”


“The what?”


Charley snatched the phone from Ellery’s hand. “I wouldn’t interrupt if it wasn’t important, Aunt Nance. But El really needs to go. We’ll call later. Promise.”


Charley ended the call, then grabbed a handful of Ellery’s T-shirt and yanked. Ellery stumbled into the diner, and one of the cooks yelled at them for letting in the winter air as the door slammed shut. The shock of heat from the kitchen after standing outside made Ellery dizzy, but it did not deter them and Charley as they jostled against each other for space to peek through the small circular window into the diner’s seating area.


Sure enough, the hot weird guy stood at the counter, long, pale fingers drumming on the linoleum countertop as he talked to Marisol, one of the other waitresses, to pick up his order. His black hair was cut close at the sides and long on top, brushed forward with what Charley had dubbed “emo bangs.” He wore large sunglasses that he didn’t take off despite being indoors, and when he smiled, it was wide and cheerful and showed off perfect straight teeth that would have made an orthodontist weep.


“He’s so hot,” Charley said, pressing her nose against the glass.


“You have a girlfriend,” Ellery reminded her.


“Not even just hot, but dreamy. Like he stepped right out of a movie or a runway. I mean, those cheekbones alone would land him on a magazine cover, but do you see those lips?”


“We literally live with said girlfriend. Her name is Zada, if you remember.”


Charley swatted Ellery’s shoulder. “I’m aware, but I can appreciate beauty in the form of a person. I mean, look at him.”


Ellery looked, definitely appreciating his sharp jawline, smooth skin, and pink bow mouth. And while Ellery could also appreciate the visage, they weren’t one to say it out loud. Or do anything about it. Admiring from afar was good enough for them, thank you. Because anything else would require social interaction, of which Ellery was not usually a fan. And, well, hot weird guy was 1000 percent out of Ellery’s league in every reality. They couldn’t deny that the “hot” part of the nickname was apt.


“I bet he’s a vampire.” Charley nudged Ellery’s arm with her pointy elbow. “He gives off that vibe.”


“There are no such thing as vampires.”


“Fine—a sprite, then. Or a nymph. Something supernatural.”


“Still all myths and still all not real.”


Charley clucked her tongue. “You’re no fun. Besides, who says they’re not real? Zada’s sister’s best friend knows a club where a water nymph sings, and I’ve totally seen a dryad in the produce section of the grocery store.”


Before Ellery could retort, a clattering of pots and pans sounded behind them, followed by shuffling footsteps. Diego leaned in, his large frame looming over the two of them.


“He has a bad aura,” Diego said.


Ellery sighed. “Also, no such things as auras, unless accompanied by a migraine or seizure.”


Diego sniffed, insulted. “You should stay away from him. He’s trouble.”


“Agreed,” Charley said with a sharp nod. “He’s weird.”


The thing was, hot weird guy wasn’t really that weird. He came in every so often and picked up an order under the name of “Arabelle,” paid in cash, made some stilted small talk, then left. The thing that set him apart from every other customer, aside from his otherworldly attractiveness and the ever-present sunglasses, was the fact that he was never dressed for the cold. Never wore a thick coat, or a scarf, or even a pair of gloves. He appeared impervious to the weather, the same weather that had Ellery shivering within seconds.


And when he stopped in to pick up the food order, he looked at everything with an expression that was slightly wistful and a little sad. Ellery could relate.


Today wasn’t any different. He glanced around the diner while he waited, wearing a long-sleeved shirt and jeans and an expression that was too open for the city.


Ellery couldn’t ride their bike without at least four layers of clothing, a hat, gloves, scarf, and doubled socks. Maybe hot weird guy had a car he parked around the corner that none of them had seen. That seemed like a more probable explanation than superpowers.


Hot weird guy grinned when Marisol handed over the paper bag with his order, and Ellery wondered how she didn’t swoon. His fingers wrapped around the handle, and he gave her a friendly nod. He turned his head to where Charley and Ellery’s breaths fogged the kitchen window and raised his hand in a wave.


Ellery ducked down, cheeks aflame. Charley squeaked and giggled, burying her face in Ellery’s shoulder as she laughed.


“Oh my gods and goddesses,” she said, hands clapped against her burning face. “He saw us.”


Ellery’s insides tumbled in embarrassment, and they wrapped their arms around their torso. “Shit.”


“Serves you both right for spying instead of working,” Diego said, wagging his spatula at them. “Now break time is over. You can ogle on your own time.”


Charley straightened, smoothed down her waitress uniform, and retied her apron. “Yes. Let me go serve all three of our customers.”


Ellery raised an eyebrow. “We have three customers? I thought you said the lunch rush was over?”


Diego grumbled about sarcastic teenagers and went back to the basket of onion rings he’d dropped in the frying oil a few minutes ago that were now probably crispier than they should’ve been. Ellery extracted themself from Charley’s arms and headed back to the waiting dishwater.


Ellery worked for the next few hours sliding loaded racks of dishes into Hobart for their steamy, pressurized wash, then pulling them out and stacking them once dry. Eventually they ran out of dishes and ventured on the other side of the kitchen doors into the diner proper. Sitting on a stool, Ellery wiped down menus and rolled utensils into napkins while listening to the chatter from Charley and Marisol, and the continued bickering between Diego and Frank in the back.


Customers were few and far between. Even the dinner crowd was only a handful of patrons.


“I used to be the busiest diner on this side of the city,” Diego lamented when he emerged from the kitchen a few minutes before closing, hand towel draped over one shoulder, frown lines in his brow. “Now I’m lucky to afford the power it takes to run the grill.” He shook his head. “The city is dying, and soon the entire region will be left to the shadows.”


“Maybe someone will figure out what’s wrong and fix it?” Ellery asked softly. It was a weak sentiment. They had given up hope a while ago but had found that voicing their cynicism wasn’t great for conversations.


Diego huffed. “Maybe. But it’s been five years. It is no longer news. Even our local media has accepted this new reality and moved on to other things. We’ve been forgotten, Ellery. The rest of the world turns, and we’ll remain stuck fast in winter forever.”


A shiver worked its way down Ellery’s spine, and it wasn’t because of the cold. “What will you do?”


“Stay open as long as I can, and then…” He sighed wearily. “My brother lives in Olympia. They’re experiencing a boom from everyone leaving here. Maybe I will go there and open a new restaurant. A bigger one with more seats and a larger menu.” Diego patted Ellery’s shoulder. “You have a good aura. I’ll save you a job if it comes to that.”


Ellery bit back the instinctive retort regarding auras but settled on a subdued “Thanks.” But what Diego had said was unsettling. Ellery couldn’t move again, not even farther away from their family farm. They knew their parents and extended family would stubbornly cling to what was left, try to hold on to a legacy. They’d die beseeching an imaginary goddess for a reprieve.


“Closing time,” Diego said, with a nod to the door. Night had fallen, and the remaining residents of the city didn’t often venture out once the sun went down. “Don’t forget to take out the garbage when you’re done.”


“I won’t,” Ellery said as Charley turned the sign on the door to CLOSED and locked it. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


The others left as Charley and Ellery began closing procedures. They wiped down the counters and tables and stacked chairs, and Ellery ran Hobart one last time to catch the last remaining dishes. They both bundled up into their jackets and scarves. Ellery tugged a knit hat low over their ears.


Charley checked her phone. “Zada is here in the back. Do you want a ride, or are you biking home?”


“Oh, so you do remember her name.”


Charley glared. “Fine. You can walk.”


“No! Sorry.” Ellery laughed. “Sorry. I won’t tell her about the guy we ogle.”


“Oh, she already knows. She wants to witness him in person one day. So, ride or bike?”


“Ride, definitely.”


Charley winked. “Good choice.”


Ellery grabbed the two bags of trash and trundled into the alley. After tossing the garbage into the large metal bins, Ellery unlocked their bike from the nearby post and followed Charley to where Zada’s car idled. Ellery threw their bike into Zada’s trunk, then slid into the back seat, sighing at the blast of heat from the vents.


“Good day at work?” Zada asked, smiling as she leaned over and pecked Charley on the lips.


Charley launched into the story of the return of hot weird guy and the utter embarrassment that had followed as Ellery settled into the cushion and tried not to dwell on their conversation with Diego. But they couldn’t help it as they watched the bleak landscape slide by outside the car window and noted all the closed stores and restaurants, as well as the drifts of dirty snow on the sidewalks, which hardly anyone walked on anymore. Diego wasn’t wrong; the whole area was dying—not just the farms, but the city as well. People were leaving in droves, and soon all that would remain would be the shadows and the snow and vacant buildings.


Ellery hunched down into their coat. What would they do then? Would they be forced to move? What would happen to the farm? To their family? To the city? Ellery tucked their chin to their chest and pulled their hood up over their head to block out the view. Ellery didn’t have any answers, but one thing was clear. Life as it was with an endless winter was not sustainable. Something would have to change. But Ellery had no clue as to what.










2 KNOX



KNOX LEANED FORWARD IN HIS seat on the couch, elbows propped on his knobby knees as he watched the drama unfolding on the screen. His eyes widened as the actress playing the teen protagonist held up a gleaming knife, ready to plunge it into her best friend’s heart.


“I’m sorry,” she said, eyes brimming, voice choked, as she hovered over the boy writhing on the ground. A curse burned through him, turning him into something frightful. The TV show didn’t boast the clearest details on their lore regarding the supernatural, but that didn’t change the fact that Knox was still fascinated.


He shoved a handful of fish-shaped cheese crackers into his mouth as the two characters wrestled. Tears streamed down the actress’s face as she gained the upper hand and raised the knife higher.


“Wait!” another character yelled as they ran into frame, holding a small bottle.


Ah. Knox knew that would happen. The best friend was a series main, and they wouldn’t kill him off just yet—not midseason, anyway. But Knox stayed glued to the television because, in all honesty, it wasn’t the climax of the episode that he loved the most. It was the end moments, the soft scenes, the displays of affection. He stared wistfully at the brief seconds before the credits rolled as the group hugged and laughed and held on to one another, grateful their found family had survived another hour-long adventure.


That was his favorite part.


But it was over too soon, and Knox would have to wait a week until the new episode. Which, in the age of binge-watching, seemed unfair.


He flicked through a few other TV shows on the streaming service menu but, finding nothing interesting, dropped the remote on the end table. With a sigh, he fell back onto the couch cushions.


He was restless. Arabelle had been acting frenzied for the past few weeks, and she’d given him little to do beyond going to the diner to pick up food. As a familiar, he couldn’t leave the apartment without Arabelle’s permission and specific direction. He wasn’t sure if he’d been cooped up like this before, but he was certain he’d never felt so unsettled. At least he thought this feeling was new. That was the thing with being liminal, with existing between two worlds. Each trip back to the Other World meant a loss of knowledge from the human realm. Memories would fade into nothing, specifics lost as soon as Knox crossed the barrier, and over time, whole lifetimes would be forgotten. Important things remained—like his name and general knowledge of human life—but details would soften and disappear.


One thing he knew for sure was that no matter how lonely or bored he’d been, he’d never had trouble connecting with his goddess. Until now. She’d been quiet. His messages had been blocked, and she hadn’t reached out to him at all. A sense of unease had settled heavily in the pit of his stomach over the past few years.


He craned his neck and peeked out the window of the apartment at the city, which was being blanketed in yet another layer of white. Knox imagined going outside to the small yard in the back of the complex and kicking up the snow or building a snowman. He daydreamed about visiting the nice folks at the diner and interacting with them, or maybe even finding the other supernatural creatures he knew were out there. Well, he imagined were out there. He hadn’t encountered any on his limited trips in this life, though he had a strong feeling he’d met a few in his previous one.


But it didn’t matter—he couldn’t do any of those things. His bond with Arabelle wouldn’t allow it, and if he tried to disobey, the insistent tugging behind his navel would become unbearable. And while Knox loved skirting the rules, he wasn’t one for pain. Which meant he wasn’t allowed much freedom.


He could ask Arabelle for permission to go out. She wasn’t so bad as a boss. Knox didn’t have to eat, but she bought him his favorite snacks anyway. And there were the nights they sat on the couch together, watching reality TV shows and commenting on the ridiculousness of humans, where they felt more like friends than boss and familiar. But with the way Arabelle had been lately, it was better for him just to stare moodily out of the window and wait for a task.


Arabelle knocked around in the kitchen, muttering to herself as she tinkered with a potion. Just like the potions she’d tried before, this one would most likely end in failure. Arabelle would curse and yell, and the process would start all over again. That had been the routine since Knox had stumbled out of the oak tree. Except she’d been a little more harried these days.


“Knox,” Arabelle barked from the dining room.


Knox startled and flailed, his bag of crackers flying out of his hands. It launched upward, golden fish exploding into a shower of crispy crumbs. One of Arabelle’s first edicts when she brought him home had been Clean up after yourself, no messes. And, well, this qualified. Knox unleashed a blast of magic that suspended the inevitable disaster in midair. With a snap, the crackers reversed their trajectory and refilled the bag. The bag then gently landed on the coffee table.


With a satisfied smile, Knox dusted off his hands.


“Knox!”


He jumped again and pressed a palm to his chest to feel his racing heart, because, wow, Arabelle’s tone hadn’t been that harsh since the first year he’d been here. He slid off the arm of the couch and landed lightly on his bare feet with a flourish, to cover up the fact that he had been so absorbed in his thoughts that she’d scared the nightlights out of him.


He cleared his throat. “Yes?”


“Come here. I need you.”


“Of course,” he said with a forced smile.


He crossed the living room and entered the dining area. Arabelle beckoned him closer. She licked her cracked lips. Taking in the scene, he couldn’t help but notice how uncharacteristically chaotic her work area was. Clutter wasn’t usually her style. She always put her scrolls and books away when she was finished, worried they’d become ruined in some way, but now they were scattered everywhere. Come to think of it, she’d barely stopped to eat in the last few days. She always said that a well-nourished body meant a well-nourished mind. Whatever that meant. Knox didn’t need to eat or drink; he just liked to, because, well, it was great.


She grabbed his arm, her fingers a bruising grip, and yanked him closer. On a hot plate sat a bubbling cauldron. Upon closer inspection, Arabelle’s cheeks were flushed pink with excitement and her hair was a wild mess. She ladled a portion of a green liquid from the cauldron into an ornate vial, slamming the stopper shut and holding it with both hands.


“I think I’ve done it,” she breathed.


“Done what?” Knox craned his neck to look at the brew. Arabelle had made a ton of potions over the years. Everything from cough medicine to good-luck juice (which, for the record, didn’t work).


“The elixir of life,” she said.


Oh. Was that all? That happened at least once a year, sometimes twice in years Arabelle was industrious. “Right.”


She wrinkled her nose. “No, this is it. I’m certain.”


Knox shrugged. “Okay.”


“I mean it. This is the one. I’ve figured it out. I just need you.”


“My magic?”


She shook her head. “Your blood.”


Knox froze. “What?”


“I thought all this time it was your magic that would complete the potion, but I should’ve known the shades wouldn’t have specifically mentioned why you would be needed. You’re the last ingredient. Your liminality. Your ability to exist in both worlds. That’s what I need to complete the elixir.”


Uh-oh. That sounded like it might actually work.


“Um… Arabelle, I don’t—”


“Don’t try to talk around it, Knox. You’re here for a reason. And this is it. This is your reason. So get to it. I command you to add your blood.”


Knox squeezed his eyes shut. The power of her voice rippled through his body, and try as he might to resist, he could not. This would definitely not make his queen happy. She ruled the Other World, the place where all human souls passed through. This would allow Arabelle to stay in the earthly realm indefinitely, extending her life and the lives of anyone else she chose, for as long as she wanted.


“Arabelle,” Knox said through clenched teeth. “Think this through.”


“This is your purpose. To help me. So help me.”


Knox’s shoulders slumped as he gave in and held out his hand. She grabbed it and pricked his finger. A bead of red blood welled at the tip. She uncorked the vial with her teeth, then tipped the drop into the glass. It splashed against the side and slid slowly into the mixture. Knox jerked his hand away and stepped back, awaiting the inevitable chemical reaction.


As soon as his blood hit the concoction, it glowed. Arabelle popped the cork back in place quickly as the substance sloshed in the enclosed space like a maelstrom in a bottle, frothing and swirling, deepening into a dark blue. The stopper creaked but held firm as the potion inside it thrashed. After a few moments, the storm calmed and left behind a shimmering blue and purple liquid, one that held the power of immortality.


She held the vial to the light and stared as the setting sun highlighted the color and the magic that swirled within. “I did it,” she breathed. “I can’t believe it. It took years and a lot of mistakes and a series of obscene grocery bills,” she said, tossing Knox a wry look, “but finally. Finally.”


Arabelle laughed, her hands clasped around her ultimate goal.


Knox shivered as the lights flickered in the apartment and clouds rolled in front of the sun, casting the room in darkness.


“Arabelle,” Knox said softly.


He trembled as the shadows lengthened. He gulped and took another slow step out of the dining room as the darkness around them writhed, spreading from the shadowed corners of the apartment along the walls and onto the floor, until there were many more shadows than what bright overhead lights should allow. Knox’s hands shook as the darkness coalesced into bodily shapes, and the shades, servants of the queen, broke off from the shadows around them, emerging from the depths of the Other World.


Arabelle, so caught up in her own adulation and enamored with the elixir, didn’t notice them right away.


“Witch,” the air hissed, as one of the rippling pits of darkness spoke.


Arabelle spun on her heel, and her face drained of all color as the shades gathered closely around the cluttered dining-room table.


“What are you doing here?” she said, clutching the vial close.


“You’ve done it, then,” one of the shades said in a low tone.


“You’ve harnessed the knowledge of life.”


“You’ve completed your quest.”


Arabelle wrapped her fingers around the potion in a death grip. “I have.”


Their bright red eyes, fixed on the vial, glittered like rubies. “The terms of the deal have come to an end.”


Knox shuddered as he felt the tether between him and Arabelle cut and release. The relief was instantaneous. Knox sagged against the arm of the couch, breath releasing in one long sigh. No more pressure, no more tension. His magic dimmed as well, no longer powered by the bargain but still present for now.


Arabelle cast a pitying glance at Knox over her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Knox. I didn’t realize they’d come for you so quickly. But I hope you at least enjoyed your time here.”


Knox grimaced. “I don’t think they’re only here for me, Arabelle.”


“What?”


The shades quivered. “Payment is due when terms are met,” the tallest one said, their voice a brittle breeze rustling dead leaves.


“But… that was not the deal we had!”


The second shade lifted a hand, pinched the air, and unzipped the boundaries of the realm, opening a rift through which the signed scroll fell out.


“Payment upon completion of the task.”


Arabelle grabbed the back of her dining-room chair to steady herself.


“I want another bargain, then. Let me gather the offerings, and I’ll meet you at the crossroads in a few hours and—”


“No! It is time. You have the knowledge of life.” The shades leveled their gaze at Knox. “And now you must pay your end of the deal.”


“I’ll just drink it, then!” She grabbed the stopper at the top of the vial.


The shades moved quickly—like sharks scenting blood in the water, as Knox had seen once on a nature documentary. In one moment they were on the other side of the room, and in the next they crowded around Arabelle’s shuddering body.


She cried out in shock as the third shade thrust out its shadowed arm, fingers reaching through her chest. Her mouth fell open in a silent scream, eyes wide with fear. Tears streamed from their corners and froze on her cheeks. The potion fell from her lax hand, the landing cushioned by the bright area rug beneath the table. It rolled, as if having a mind of its own, to the hardwood and traveled across the polished floor, stopping at the lip of the carpet where Knox watched from the living area.


Knox stared at it. Better to focus on the swirling liquid than the gruesome scene in front of him where Arabelle was losing her soul. Knox considered the elixir. The power of life. He had no need for it. He was immortal. But that immortality came with caveats.


The Other World was cold and dark and lonely. Who knew how long it would be until someone else needed a familiar? It could be ages before he’d be back in the earthly realm. And he’d gotten to experience so little outside of Arabelle’s apartment. Not to mention the silence from the queen herself. What would he even find if he was pulled back to the Other World right now?


He lifted his head in time to see the shade finish extracting Arabelle’s soul and watched as her lifeless body fell to the ground with a thump.


“Take this,” the shade said, handing the glowing orb to the other.


“Where is the potion?” the tallest demanded, searching the carpet around Arabelle’s body. “Where is it?”


That was odd. Why did they care about it? They had her soul. And they would have Knox again shortly. But their interest was disconcerting, and Knox used his toes to push the vial behind the leg of the couch.


“Why do you need it? You’re immortal.”


The shades stilled as if remembering he was there. “Knox,” the one holding Arabelle’s soul said, voice scraping out almost in surprise.


“We cannot allow it in the hands of the humans.”


“We must protect our queen.”


“The potion endangers her reign.”


That did make sense. Kind of. But why would they even allow Arabelle to try to create it if the result would be so dangerous? One soul wasn’t worth putting the queen at risk.


“Why hasn’t the queen answered my messages?”


They rustled in clear agitation, and Knox’s earlier apprehension welled into his throat.


“Come see for yourself.” The tallest shade extended a hand.


Knox shuddered at the ominous invitation. His instincts screamed at him that something was off.


“Knox,” they hissed, when he didn’t move. “It is time to go home.”


Knox wondered if he’d ever hesitated before returning home, because he was certainly hesitating now. He hated the idea of not knowing what awaited him, especially when the shades were acting so, well, shady. At least here, there was potential. He could play in the snow. Visit the cute person in the window at the diner.


Maybe he’d watched too many movies with rebellious teens, but his trepidation twisted into resolve. He didn’t want to go back to the Other World just yet. There was so much to explore, and now that the bargain was complete, he was free for the first time in years. It was impulsive, reckless, and probably a very bad idea. But once the thought was there, he couldn’t ignore it.


He snatched up the vial, shoved it in his pocket, and ran for the apartment’s front door. His bare feet slapped across the hardwood of the hallway. The shades screeched behind him, demanding that he stop, but he didn’t listen.


Instead, he slammed out of the apartment into the corridor of the complex, running faster and faster with each joyous step, the elixir of life burning in his pocket as he slung open the door to the stairs. He had no idea what he was doing or where he planned to go as he fled the servants of his queen, who were no doubt furious at his decision to defy them. But he didn’t care.


Knox burst onto the street, feet sinking into the drift of snow on the sidewalk. He ran.


And he didn’t look back.










3 ELLERY



“COME ON,” CHARLEY SAID, TUGGING on Ellery’s hand. She dragged them out from the kitchen to the front of the diner. The door had already been locked and the sign turned, and Diego and Marisol had left for the night.


Zada leaned on the front counter, her dark brown skin gleaming with a blue sheen from the neon lights of the storefront across the street. Her long black hair wound over her shoulder in a cluster of braids, with vibrant strands of different colors woven through. Between her huge brown eyes; long, curled lashes; perfect makeup; and leather jacket, she was entirely too beautiful and stylish to be at the counter of a diner on an early Saturday night.


“Have you asked them yet?” Zada said, tapping her fingernails on the laminate.


Charley shook her head. “Not yet.”


“Whatever it is,” Ellery said, removing Charley’s grip from their wrist, “the answer is no.”


“Don’t be like that, El,” Charley whined. “It’s not a big request. Zada and I want to go to this club.”


“There’s a nymph,” Zada clarified.


“No such thing.”


Zada rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine. There’s a singer that we both really want to hear, but the line forms, like, now. We’d have to leave in a few minutes to have any hope of making it in.”


Ellery blinked. “Oh, you’re asking for Charley to leave work early?”


“Yes. Look, I know it’s a pain in the ass completing the closing procedures on your own, but—”


“Go,” Ellery said quickly. “Please leave. Like, I’m not even kidding, it will make my life so much easier. I might even get out of here quicker.”


Charley frowned. “What?”


“Not to be insulting, but I would love to be alone for the next hour rather than hearing you sing off-key to the music in your head. Also, sometimes you make an even bigger mess that we then have to also clean up before we get to leave.”


“How is that not insulting?” Charley demanded, hands on her hips. “I can’t believe this. Back talk from my younger cousin. I feed you. I clothe you. I take care of you. I raised you.”


“You literally did none of those things.”


Zada hid a laugh behind her hand.


“What?” Charley pointed at Zada. “You’re with them?”


“Babe,” Zada said, a smile teasing around her mouth. “You know I think you’re beautiful and perfect, but Ellery has a point. Do you not remember cleaning the kitchen last week with a towel that was covered in glitter? Or when you did our laundry and forgot the pen in your pocket? Or when you mixed bleach with another cleaner in the tub, and we had to evacuate the apartment for a day while the noxious gas was aired out?”


Charley gasped. “Slander. Absolute slander.”


“Do you want to go or not?”


“Oh, I want to go,” Charley said, snatching her purse and looping the strap over her shoulder. “But I don’t know if I want to go with you any longer.”


Zada laughed. “Babe. Oh my gods and goddesses. Babe!” She hopped off her stool and skirted around the counter after Charley as Charley stomped toward the kitchen.


Zada huffed as she paused at the kitchen doors. She looked to Ellery. “You’ll be okay getting home?”
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