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    Dedication




    To Dom,




    my co-pilot, big little bro.




    Everyone deserves a second chance.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    WTF




    DAMN, IT’S GOOD to be back.




    Balthazar took a breath of the dank and stagnant air. In the Underverse, the place parallel to the human world where all good things came to die, the air could never be considered fresh. Anyway, fresh always meant something other than air. Bad things.




    One side of Balthazar’s lips pulled up. Yup, good to be back.




    Time to mess things up.




    He’d been running nonstop for a day and a night. A barren wasteland separated his destination from the rest of the Underverse. As he neared the border of the Crossroads, the place where reaped souls were processed, he stopped, taking in the place his nemesis called home. A millennia ago, before his banishment to the Nethers—basically hell on steroids—he would have gone into the Crossroads guns a-blazin’.




    He smiled at his empty hand.




    Not guns.




    A scythe.




    Yes, he would have crashed through the entrance and marched his way into that tacky room D called an office and challenged Death for his seat at the Crossroads. He had dreamed of becoming the Master of Reapers every miserable day he spent in the Nethers. When not fighting to survive, Balthazar worked out the sequence of events.




    First, he’d rip open the invisible barrier protecting the Crossroads using the Keeper’s Key—he had thought its existence a myth until an enterprising demon gave him the deets to its location. It was a total bitch to retrieve. Balthazar had to fight through a horde of soul-sucking Wraiths. Nasty things, Wraiths, with their dot-sized ruby eyes, skeletal arms and clawed fingers, tattered black robes, and—the worst part—their wrinkled faces and rows of serrated teeth. One bite burned like a thousand needles injecting acid into the skin. Imagine having twenty of them chomping down on you. Not exactly a day at the spa.




    The soul-sucking had actually been the least of his worries when he’d gone up against the horde. Wraiths liked to torture their food first. To keep them alive as long as possible. Not that Balthazar had much of a soul to give. He just hadn’t wanted to stick around so the Wraiths could find that out about him. He winced at the memory. His left shoulder still ached some nights from a particularly nasty bite. Never again would he let his guard down against the creatures.




    But totally worth it.




    He returned to his to-do list as he ran the last few miles to the border of the Crossroads. He imagined releasing his scythe and fighting his way to D. He didn’t care if he had to go through Tomas, D’s right hand and the Reaper of California. Balthazar could take him. He could take all of them in his sleep.




    The only hard part in this fool’s mission involved fighting D. He’d be a tricky opponent on good days and a deadly one on the worst. He hadn’t held the title of Death for countless millennia for nothing. Balthazar grudgingly respected D for it.




    Ah, to be the new Death. He could taste it on his tongue already. His scowl turned into a full-blown smile. In the barren land surrounding him, nothing stirred other than the dust kicked up by his feet. In the distance, a tall wall rose. Balthazar’s skin prickled. The ominous electric charge emitted by the barrier protecting Death’s home said he’d arrived at the border of the Crossroads.




    He stopped running a couple of feet away from the invisible barrier and knocked. It rippled under his knuckles. He pulled on his fingerless gloves and grinned. He’d have control of the place by sunup. He felt it in his gut. Even that prick Nikolas would bow down before him.




    Balthazar patted down his leather overcoat then reached into his countless pockets. Nothing felt like the Keeper’s Key. Where had he put the damn thing? Eventually, the dull ache in his ankle reminded him. He cursed himself as all kinds of stupid for forgetting. He took a knee and reached into his boot. He’d stuffed the key in there in case he ran into trouble on the road. He pushed back to his feet and studied the tiny black skull missing its jaw. In its eye sockets gleamed with a pair of blood red diamonds.




    “All that trouble for this ugly thing,” he said and huffed a laugh.




    Well, the key did have the power to open any door in existence, so of course it would be guarded within an inch of its life. And, yes, it lived. Balthazar felt its life force pulse against his fingertips. In the Underverse, powerful beings could infuse their life force into inanimate objects and bring them to life. Some used the objects for protection, like his scythe and Death’s cloak, while others created artifacts like the key.




    With his other hand, he summoned his scythe—a black staff, with an obsidian stud on one end and a gleaming black blade on the other. Simple. Black on black. Balthazar admired it like he would a lover. It was the only weapon he trusted with his life, and it had saved him enough times to merit that exception. On principle, Balthazar trusted no one, not even his mother—and she’d died long ago.




    Shaking off memories of her, he affixed the skull to the base of his scythe’s blade. Energy sparked at the first contact, almost causing Balthazar to drop the key. It hurt like a bad migraine. His whole arm went numb from the pain. Electric shocks danced over his skin. His silver hair stuck out in every direction. At one point, Balthazar thought he would have preferred being struck by lightning.




    He bit down hard until his jaw locked and tried again. The resulting electric shock rippled out of him like a bomb detonating. The burn began to stretch all the way to his legs, the numbness spreading fast, but he didn’t stop. He pushed the key into his scythe until it was embedded halfway.




    Once the key was attached, he leaned on his scythe’s staff for support. Breathing hard, he healed himself with every inhalation. He cursed the demon seven ways till Sunday for not telling him about the effects of melding the key with the scythe. He needed all the strength he could spare for the fight of his life. A small voice in his head begged him to rest before entering the Crossroads.




    Balthazar pushed away his annoying conscience. He never listened to it. Why it bothered to keep warning him against anything escaped his understanding. He shook away the last of the excess energy zinging through his body and twirled his scythe like a baton.




    He touched the tip of the blade against the barrier. It tore through it like gel. Laughing like a maniac, he created a rip big enough to pass through. The key worked. Barely surviving the great Wraith massacre had actually paid off.




    “Oh, D!” he called when he stepped into the Crossroads. “I’m home.”




    Not waiting for a response, Balthazar took off into a flat out run, balancing his scythe behind his back with both hands. He couldn’t wipe away the smile on his face no matter how hard he tried. Today he would become all powerful. A smile wouldn’t hurt. Sure it made him look like a crazed psychopath—and maybe he’d become one in many ways—but he didn’t care. He reserved the right to be the bad guy in this story.




    The high walls of the sprawling compound grew taller the closer he got to it. He didn’t slow down. His eyes darted along the perimeter. No sentries. The clenched fist of suspicion in his gut almost stopped his progress. There should have been shadow guards posted along the walkway.




    Balthazar sprinted up the wall, his back parallel to the ground. At the top he stared down at the compound. The seven buildings within swarmed with movement. Instead of the usual calm and order, the Reapers’ minions—in all shapes and sizes, some humanoid, some creatures made to scare children at night—ran in all directions around the two-story main brick building at the center. The shadow guards scrambled in the yard beside the barracks like they’d been given conflicting orders. There was not a Reaper in sight near the processing warehouse at the back. And the souls. Where had they gone? The four buildings that usually housed them looked dark and empty.




    Interesting.




    Balthazar planted his scythe beside him and crossed his arms, trying to make sense of the chaos. What could have disrupted the order of the Crossroads? D maintained the place like a well-oiled machine. He liked everything in its place and on time. He stuck to a strict schedule. Judging from the chaos below, something must have broken his OCD tendencies.




    Balthazar didn’t like it one bit. On the day of his homecoming, he was standing at the wall trying to figure out answers to way too many questions instead of hacking his way to D.




    Seeing no way around the situation, Balthazar set aside his siege plans, determined to get to the bottom of this mess. If he challenged D for his seat, he’d do it when it didn’t seem so damn easy. He pulled his scythe off the walkway and jumped off the wall. He landed on light feet and made his way to the main building at the center of the compound. Its two-story brick was just an illusion, like many things in the Crossroads. Inside, a whole other dimension existed, easy to get lost in if you didn’t know how to navigate the halls. D had designed the main building like a labyrinth to keep intruders confused. The bastard.




    At the entrance, Balthazar froze. The souls of the unborn quivered in the hallway. Usually the whisps had tasks that kept them in constant motion. Right now, they just floated in the hall, shaking. Their whimpering grated in his ears. He picked up the closest whisp and stared it down until it stopped and stared back.




    “What’s going on here?”




    Mistake. The question rattled the whisp even worse. Instead of just whimpering, it wailed. Balthazar rolled his eyes to the ceiling and flicked the thing away. It bounced off a wall, and when the whisp landed, it shook its head dazedly before it joined the chorus of whimpers again.




    Unable to stand their pathetic cries, Balthazar shoved his way through the whisps. The ones that didn’t get out of the way fast enough he trampled beneath his boots.




    At the end of the first hallway, he paused to get his bearings. The hall branched out into eight corridors. As a security precaution, D changed the path to his office daily. As if the guy hadn’t been busy enough. Balthazar lifted his free hand to his lips and blew on his palm. Smoke from his breath pointed him in the right direction. He took the seventh path to the left.




    “Balty, that you?” someone with a thick Texan accent asked from behind him.




    Balthazar winced at the affectation. He turned on his heel and faced the Reaper who was clad in jeans, cowboy boots, a button down shirt, and a ten gallon hat. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop calling me that, Tex? I’d hug you, but I’m not feeling it.”




    The Reaper of Texas stared at him like he couldn’t believe he stood there. His next question pretty much confirmed it. “How’d you get in here?”




    “Oh come on, Travis. Like it’s that hard.”




    “But we’re on lockdown. No one gets in or out.”




    He snorted. “Bullshit.”




    Lockdown—a precaution D had put up against something happening to him—kept Reapers outside the Crossroads safe from any danger inside. It also kept anything stupid enough to attack D trapped until the Reapers left in the Crossroads handled the situation. If anything, the lockdown had come too early because Balthazar hadn’t done anything yet.




    “Doesn’t this look like a lockdown to you?” Travis gestured toward the space above his head.




    “I actually don’t know what a lockdown looks like. Do you?”




    “I can’t leave the Crossroads, nor can the other Reapers, so yeah, it’s a lockdown.”




    “I got in.”




    “That’s the billion soul question, now isn’t it?”




    Balthazar pointed at the skull on his scythe. “Keeper’s Key.”




    Travis’s eyebrows disappeared into his hat. “Thought that was a myth.”




    “Hiding in the Nethers all this time.”




    “Huh. Well, will you look at that.”




    “Don’t sound so excited.”




    Travis stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and shrugged. “As much as I want to catch up with you, I have other things to worry about. We’re not up to snuff right now. If you’re not going to help, come back another day, Balty.”




    He disappeared.




    Balthazar paid no attention to the urge to follow the Reaper of Texas to wherever he decided to go and beat the crap out of him. There’d be time for that later. First, he had to find out what the hell had happened at the Crossroads. He turned back around and continued toward D’s office.




    With every corner he rounded, the halls got darker and darker. He fished out a Zippo from the side pocket of his overcoat. He flicked the lid and used his thumbnail to light it. The flame danced before it settled into a steady burn. Balthazar followed the darkness until he reached D’s doors and realized the shadows undulated like waves around him. D’s cloak was leaking out of his office. Balthazar let go of the lighter, and it floated beside his head. He reached out and a section of the cloak hissed at him.




    “Hey!” Balthazar barked. The cloak lived and acted like a guard dog. If he didn’t establish his dominance over it, the bite would hurt more than necessary. He pushed out some of his aura like his own shadow stretched by the sun until it touched the cloak. It whined like a hurt puppy and pulled back. Balthazar reached out again and instead of being attacked, the cloak actually clung to his hand like it asked for a rub behind the ears. He smiled at the submission of the thing.




    “Open the doors,” he said in a soft, deadly voice. “Let me in.”




    The robe receded into the office. The natural light of the hallway returned, casting the polar bear skin rug and zebra skin upholstered couch in bright white. Balthazar squinted, but not from D’s ugly taste in furniture. The couch and rug would be the first to go when he took his rightful place as the new Death.




    All in good time. He grinned at the truth of his thought. Yes. He’d get his chance to change things as soon as he settled this nonsense with the lockdown.




    The doors opened inward with a loud creak, like the hinges hadn’t been oiled in years. Feeling good about himself, Balthazar walked into D’s office then stopped in shock.




    “Son of a b—”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    FYI




    ARIANNE SAT AND TRACED the letters carved on the headstone. The marble played between cold and warm. Blades of grass tickled her calves.




    “It’s weird, really,” Arianne said. “I wish I’d gone to talk to you sooner.” She paused. “I wish things had turned out differently. Maybe it’s my fault.”




    A breeze ruffled her hair, teasing strands out of the loose bun she’d twisted them into. She’d removed her wide-brimmed hat a while back and cradled it now on her lap.




    “There are so many things I wish I hadn’t done,” she continued. “I think we all feel that way.” A deep sigh came from a sad place in her heart.




    A brown thrasher burst into song.




    “I visited Ben before you.” She chuckled. “I know, I know, I should have come to you first, but you’re a talker. He, at least, just listens. I’m still mad at him. He’s so selfish sometimes. But we’ll figure things out. He loved you so much. I wish I could find someone who’d love me like that.” Her shoulders dropped a degree. “I miss you both so much.” A sniff turned into a whimper. Arianne fished out a tissue from her dress pocket and blew her nose. “I know I promised not to cry.”




    Arianne breathed in, tilting her head to receive a kiss from the sun she couldn’t see. “Niko asked me out last night,” she said. “I’m not sure what to say. Dad says we dated. Even if I can’t see him, I get the feeling he stares at me a lot. And the way he follows me everywhere…it freaks me out a little. I let him come to the house because he says he wants to help me.” Arianne played with the wadded ball of tissue in her hands. “It’s either talk to him or go to therapy. He’s sweet and he really does help.”




    Blades of grass rubbed against each other in the breeze, creating a hushed shhh.




    “I know.” Arianne nodded once. “I should give him a chance.”
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    Arianne gasped awake. What just happened? She’d been talking to Carrie’s grave. She couldn’t remember Niko. And she couldn’t see. Because her sister had died and Niko had refused to reap Arianne’s soul, Arianne made a deal with Death. For Niko’s humanity, she would lose her sight and her memory of him.




    A dream?




    Whoa. Totally unreal. Freaky to the tenth power.




    She sat up in an unfamiliar bed made of sun-bleached animal bones. At least she thought they were animal bones. The alternative only added to the freak factor of the room. The cushion felt feathery soft beneath her and the white sheets looked harmless enough. She pushed back messy strands of her red hair and stared at her hands. Death’s melodic voice asking for her eyesight still rang in her ears. Since she could still clearly see, what could have happened?




    Niko, the boy she loved, had a secret. Outside of high school he reaped souls as the Reaper of Georgia, and in order to save his life from Death’s clutches, Arianne had been ready to sacrifice everything for him. Now she sat on a bed with white sheets in a room with a blood red rug on the floor, a painting on the wall she recognized as The Scream by Edvard Munch, and a gilt frame mirror. No chairs. No tables. No closets.




    She untangled her limbs from the sheets and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The second her feet hit the cold floor, she squeaked and hopped to the rug. Its rough fiber tickled the pads of her feet. She looked down and curled her toes, then she picked at the black robe she still wore, the one that Tomas had given her to wear after he’d pulled her soul out of her body so she could enter the Crossroads. She turned in a tight circle and saw the red thread that connected her soul to her body. It meant her heart still kept her alive. She breathed a sigh of relief, but her relief didn’t last long. If she could still see and she could still remember her feelings for Niko, where could he be?




    Arianne scanned the walls for a door. The worry bubbling in her chest turned into a tight band of panic. She stepped off the warm rug, wincing at the coldness of the floor, and hurried to one wall. She ran her hand along it. No door. Then she stopped at the painting. Its screaming alien face stared back at her. The orange swirling sky reminded her of pulled taffy. Weird, but at the same time, comforting.




    She turned on her heel and faced the mirror opposite the painting. Her eyes widened. She looked so pale in the room’s light—wherever it came from. No lamps or ceiling lights. She took several tentative steps forward until she reached her reflection and touched the cold glass, meeting her reflection’s fingertips. She looked thinner than she remembered. The beginnings of purple smudges stood out beneath her pale blue eyes. She touched her cheeks the way the alien in the painting did. She almost didn’t recognize herself. Something had gone wrong. What had happened after she closed her eyes to wait for Death to do his thing?




    “Ari,” said a smooth older voice.




    With a flood of relief rushing through her, Arianne turned to face Tomas, the Reaper of California—her guide into the Crossroads. He still wore the expensive three piece suit that, along with the salt and pepper color of his hair, made him look distinguished. Niko had told her once that Tomas raised him as a mentor would have, but Arianne had a feeling they meant more to each other than just that. That Niko thought of Tomas as a father figure. If he hadn’t loved Niko like a son, the older Reaper wouldn’t have bothered going through all the trouble of taking Arianne and her best friend, Ben, to the Crossroads so she could save him.




    The thought of Ben brought an ache to Arianne’s chest. Since she’d had a Death Certificate out on her, Ben had sacrificed himself so she could live. She still hadn’t properly mourned his death. Too soon. From the serious expression on Tomas’s face now, breaking down would be so uncool. She pushed aside the pain until she had some time alone to process everything and gave all her attention to the Reaper of California.




    “How’d you get in here? No doors,” she said. “Stick me in your freakiest room, why don’t you?”




    Tomas scratched along the line of his eyebrow. “There’s a door. I’m just not showing it to you. I can’t risk having you roam around the Crossroads unprotected. Especially now. And what’s freaky about this room?”




    “Duh!” Arianne turned in a small circle. Then she stopped, staring at her hands again. “Tomas, I feel…weird.” She could feel her heartbeat. Her lungs expanded with every inhalation. Strange. She followed the lines on her palms before making a fist. Her hands felt the same. Almost normal, but still weird.




    “Since your soul is still attached to your body, you can still feel things like your heartbeat. You’re still alive, but since we left your body at Niko’s house, you don’t have to worry about eating or drinking.”




    Arianne met his gaze and dropped her hands to her sides. “Won’t my body need to eat?”




    “I left it in a state of suspended animation. Until you return, nothing will happen with your body. It’s almost like you’re in a coma.”




    Was that supposed to comfort her? The thin line his lips became worried Arianne. “What happened? I thought I made a bargain with Death?”




    “Too many questions, each with answers more complicated than the next.” Tomas stuffed his hands into the pockets of his pants. “I just came here to check on you. Now that you look fine—”




    “You can’t leave me here without telling me anything,” Arianne interrupted. “Shouldn’t I be back in my body by now?” She left out the blind part. She couldn’t imagine how that would be—not being able to see. It scared her.




    Tomas shook his head. “I don’t know all the details yet, so it won’t be easy to answer you.”




    “Try.”




    “Ari, something happened while my Master was preparing to take your sight and memories.”




    “What about Niko? Where is he?”




    Tomas snapped his fingers, and they stood in a room with a glowing floor and rows of crystal coffins lining the entire space. Arianne blinked away the nausea of suddenly being transported somewhere else, then her eyes landed on the nearest coffin. Inside milky liquid floated the boy she’d risked everything for. She ran to the coffin and splayed her hands over the top. His black hair spread out like a wild halo, his handsome face young and peaceful. It looked like he simply slept. Arianne swallowed against the sudden prickly lump in her throat.




    “Niko.” His name seemed to echo inside the room.




    Tomas stood beside her and placed his hand on top of the coffin too. “Death put him here so he could begin his change from Reaper to human before—”




    The panic that had been slowly receding returned, constricting her attempts at breathing normally. “What happened, Tomas?”




    “Death couldn’t finish what he started with you and Niko because someone betrayed us. Someone hurt the Master enough to disrupt the order in the Crossroads. We can’t leave and no one can come in unless we find who’s done this.”




    Arianne shivered at the quiet calm in Tomas’s voice. He sounded so serious. Niko got that way sometimes, too. She returned her gaze to his sleeping face.




    “What will happen to him?”




    “Niko can stay here for a while and no harm will come to him. But if we don’t figure out how to save Death, I’m afraid of what will happen to Niko…to all of us.”




    Arianne’s breath hitched. “You said ‘we.’”




    Tomas snapped his fingers again, and they were back in the room Arianne woke up in. Her heart dropped. She didn’t want to leave Niko’s side.




    “Take me back there,” she said.




    Tomas shook his head. “And what will you do? Standing in that room won’t help him, Ari. I know you’re worried. I’m worried too. But if I don’t restore order to the Crossroads, I’m afraid saving Niko will be the least of our concerns.”




    “So we find the traitor.” It sounded simple enough.




    Tomas stared at her, his gray eyes turning cold. She knew she sounded like a kid trying to talk like an adult. She swallowed down the urge to argue. The angrier she got the more Tomas would think of her as immature. Yes, he’d lived longer compared to a seventeen-year-old, but she’d been through more than anyone should have to go through. She’d given her dying sister a chance at life by donating a kidney and almost died on the operating table, so now she had the curse of seeing the souls of dead people. Then she’d learned the guy she’d had a crush on since she started high school reaped souls for a living. There was also the torture she’d suffered on a daily basis in school because of Darla’s misguided feelings. She couldn’t just sit around waiting for Tomas to solve the problems at the Crossroads. She had to do something.




    Arianne breathed in and out slowly. “Tomas, you said we. I’m already here. You might as well let me help you.”




    The old Reaper sighed like he needed a good night’s sleep. “I don’t know if you can help. The lockdown doesn’t allow us to do much.”




    “Lockdown?”




    “The Crossroads is connected to Death. When Death is under attack, he shuts down everything.”




    “Oh. Like a base going into a lockdown.” All those videogames Ben made her play helped her visualize it. And from the way Tomas nodded, she’d gotten it right.




    “Since we can’t leave and no one can come in, we’re pretty much on our own. For what I need you to do, you need to get out of the Crossroads.”




    “That’s it?” Arianne’s voice climbed an octave. “You’re giving up? There has to be another way.”




    Tomas froze. He closed his eyes and stood absolutely still. Arianne didn’t dare breathe. She wanted to ask him what had happened, but from the way his eyebrows came together, he didn’t need her disturbing him. Who could be powerful enough to attack Death? He had the power to freakin’ end people’s lives. If Death could get hurt, then the person doing the hurting must be really badass. Arianne didn’t want to think who could possibly be more powerful than Death and how they could possibly stop him or her.




    Tomas opened his eyes and breathed in deeply. “Someone’s managed to get into the Crossroads.”




    Hope blossomed in her chest, easing her breathing. “That’s a good thing, right?”




    Tomas’s frown deflated her hope almost immediately. “Not necessarily. Like I said, no one should be able to get in or out. Whoever caused the lockdown is powerful enough to incapacitate Death, but the lockdown is absolute. Not even the traitor can escape. So anyone who could enter the Crossroads now…”




    “Is even scarier than the traitor,” Arianne finished for him.




    “There aren’t many beings out there scarier than the Master,” he agreed. “In fact, I can count them on one hand. But a majority wouldn’t even bother to come to the Crossroads. I’m pretty sure the traitor is someone Death knows, because how else could he or she get close enough to hurt him without alarming the Master first?”




    That made sense. All those crime procedurals she watched with her father were paying off. Death wouldn’t have his guard up with someone he knew. Whoever caused the lockdown knew Death and vice versa.




    “But wait,” she said. “If Death was with us while I was bargaining with him, how could someone hurt him? I mean, we were the only ones in that torture room, right?”




    Tomas nodded once. “Death can exist in many planes within the Crossroads. What you saw at the torture room was a reflection of his real self.”




    “So…”




    “His real self is always in his office signing Death Certificates,” Tomas said. “He has some omnipresence, but only within the Crossroads. He goes where he is needed without sacrificing time in the office. But sometimes he leaves the office to ‘get some fresh air.’ His words, not mine.”




    “He was attacked in his office?”




    “I think so. That’s why his reflection disappeared before he could finish your bargain.”




    Lucky. Arianne didn’t want to seem grateful to whoever had hurt Death, but if that person had been a second later, she’d be blind right now. She remembered her dream and shuddered. Maybe if she helped save Death he would call it even, disregard the bargain, and still give Niko his humanity.




    “Who do you think got into the Crossroads if we’re in a lockdown?”




    Tomas’s face turned grim. “I’m going to hate to find out.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    DIY




    BALTHAZAR HURRIED TO THE CENTER of the room where D sat slumped over in his skeleton chair. A thick pool of D’s blood spread like an amoeba from the chair’s legs outward. The rest of D’s crap inside the office seemed untouched, which ruled out a struggle. D must have been in his chair when the large curved dagger sticking out from the center of his chest went in.




    Balthazar touched the dagger’s ornately carved handle. Explosive electricity shot through his body for the second time that day. Dammit! This one—more powerful than the first—threw him across the room. D’s robes quivered and expanded like a peacock’s tail behind its master. Balthazar slammed against the far wall outside D’s office and bounced off, face-planting on the hallway floor. Losing his dignity hurt more than the actual impact. He should have checked before reaching for the dagger. D would have removed it himself if he could. Obviously, some sort of energy field protected it. Balthazar cursed himself for being stupid. His scythe—floating beside D’s chair—laughed at him.




    “Shut up,” he said through his teeth as he picked himself up. He dusted off his overcoat and marched back into the office, moving along the perimeter of the blood pool to assess the situation. Normally, the sight of his nemesis in pain would have given Balthazar some pleasure. Since he had nothing to do with that pain, he felt cheated.




    “Whoever did this had stones of steel,” he said to his scythe. It finally stopped laughing and floated to Balthazar’s side. “Oh, don’t you make up with me now. I’m still pissed at you.”




    Like a cat, his scythe rubbed itself against Balthazar’s side and purred. He rolled his eyes to the ceiling and opened his hand. The scythe came to his palm. Once he wrapped his fingers around its staff, it sighed in contentment and disappeared. He wouldn’t admit it aloud, but he was powerless against the thing. During his banishment, his scythe became his only company and—dare he even think it—his friend. It kept watch while he slept. It helped him hunt. And most importantly, it had saved his life more times than he cared to count. He owed it. A lot.




    Balthazar returned his attention to D. “Who did this to you, bro?”




    As if in answer to his question, D groaned. Balthazar leaned closer so he could hear what D mumbled. At least he assumed actual words were coming from D’s lips and not incoherent babble caused by the blood loss. Then, like a flash of lightning, D’s hand shot up and pulled Balthazar by the hair until D forced him to kneel beside the chair.




    “I usually ask for dinner first,” Balthazar grumbled. He didn’t struggle against D’s hold, giving the other being a chance to lift his head and stare into his eyes. He fought against the initial pull of D’s androgynous beauty. Lesser beings would be struck dumb by the sight of him, but Balthazar knew how to negate the force of D’s attraction.




    D’s eyes, not one color specifically but more like a refraction of light, focused on Balthazar. Blood dripped from the corner of his lips to his chin when he smiled.




    “What are you doing here, Balthazar?”




    He sounded so feral. So unlike the genteel, almost urbane Death Balthazar knew. Only once before had D sounded like this. A thousand years ago, on the day Balthazar first challenged him for his seat. Before D banished him to the Nethers. Balthazar knew that day well. He’d replayed it in his head over and over since. D must be really hurting to revert to his more primal nature.




    “Honey, I’m home.” Balthazar puckered his lips as if to kiss D. He couldn’t help but goad the Master of the Crossroads, since he was obviously in pain.




    D pushed him away and grunted. “Now’s not a good time, Balthazar.”




    Since Balthazar’s head only tilted when D pushed at him, it spoke volumes of how weak D had become. His shallow breaths and ashen pallor proved Balthazar’s suspicions. He wasn’t weak from the blood loss. Bleeding out wouldn’t kill Death. The dagger must have done more damage than seen on first inspection. Balthazar pushed up to his feet, ignoring the blood clinging to his pants, and crossed his arms. He watched D carefully.




    “Are you going to tell me what happened here or should I pry it out of your head?” Balthazar asked like he didn’t relish the task of rummaging through D’s head, but actually, he’d have a lot of fun scrambling some stuff while there. He didn’t have to wait long for D to respond.




    “As you can see, I’ve been stabbed.”




    “Duh, Sherlock. How could I have missed that?” Balthazar grimaced. “Damn thing threw me across the room.”




    “Had to pick your ass up off the floor, didn’t you?” D barked a laugh then groaned. He rested his hands on the armrests of his chair instead of grabbing for his chest, which Balthazar suspected he wanted to do. Since any contact with the dagger meant an electric shock that felt equivalent to sitting on a million electric chairs at full power, he didn’t know what it would do if D attempted to remove it. Probably why he kept his hands out of the way.




    “So, are you going to tell me who did this?”




    The tic in D’s jaw said more than a lie ever would. Balthazar had known the guy long enough to pick up on his nonverbal cues. He wouldn’t budge on the information. But why?




    “Okay, you’re obviously in stubborn mode. I might as well pry it out of you.” He closed his eyes and spread his consciousness to D’s mind. Like the electric shock that threw him out of the room, an unseen force pushed his consciousness back into his own head. Not only that, it used enough force to actually bring Balthazar to his knees, clutching at his head.




    Despite the pain, D chuckled.




    “A little warning would have been nice,” Balthazar grunted out. “You’re such a prick sometimes. No, scratch that. You’re a prick all the time.” He got up and stared at D. He had the urge to hit something—mostly D—but he didn’t know what that would do to him, so he settled on pumping his hands to dissipate some of his frustration.




    “I would have told you not to enter my mind, but you always loved jumping the gun, didn’t you, Balthazar?”




    He hated the way D said his name. It always sounded like he had affection for Balthazar, like a disappointed father would for a child who disobeyed him. The pretentious tone always pissed him off. He suspected D did it for that reason alone.




    “Can the ’tude, D. I came here to challenge you for your seat, but it looks like someone beat me to it. Now, tell me who this bastard is so I can hunt him down, make him pay for stealing my chance at kicking your ass, and restore some order here. The whisps get annoying when they don’t have someone ordering them around. Plus, the shadow guards are getting antsy. You know how they are when you’re not in control.”




    “I’m surprised you don’t recognize the dagger.” D pointed at the inch of the blade still sticking out of his chest.




    Balthazar leaned in and studied the partial inscription. He didn’t need to read the whole thing to know what it said. The script alone showed enough. He straightened and shook his head.




    “You really know the best people to piss off, huh?”




    D snorted. “Last I heard only you knew the location of this dagger. Did you get chatty during your banishment?”




    Balthazar flipped D off. “Unlike some of your pansy ass Reapers, I can keep my trap shut. No matter how much I hate your guts and everything you stand for, I still honor my word. Something you obviously don’t, judging from the dagger sticking out of your chest. I’m surprised whoever stabbed you didn’t go in from behind. You really aren’t going to tell me?”




    D shook his head once. “I will take care of the traitor myself. I just need to get the dagger out first.”




    “And how do you propose to do that? That’s Brianne’s Bitterness, the only thing in this world that could hold a being as powerful as you down. Worse, whoever stabbed you is currently sucking out your power. Didn’t I tell you pissing off my mother would bite you in the ass one day? I guess dying didn’t stop her from getting her revenge.”




    D got really quiet all of a sudden. For a second Balthazar thought he’d died. Impossible since Death couldn’t really die. Not in the traditional “dying” sense anyway. If someone wanted D dead, he or she had to challenge him for his seat. Once defeated, which would be a long shot, D would fade away into nothingness, thus transferring his power to the victor. Balthazar knew better than most that it took a lot to defeat Death, and Brianne’s Bitterness, born from the soul of a really powerful Heavenly Host—in this case, his mother—slighted eons ago, didn’t have that kind of power. Using his mother’s dagger meant someone had cheated. The blade merely kept the stabbee in place for the stabber to siphon all the creature’s energy. D wouldn’t die from that. But Death not having any power meant he’d lose control of the Crossroads. If that happened, well…it would make the Nethers look like a theme park. Balthazar didn’t even count that as the worst part.




    “If you lose control, the chaos would spill into the human world and the rest of the Underverse,” Balthazar said. “I’m pretty sure that’s going to piss off a whole lot of powerful forces who could bring down a ton of hurt here.”




    “We can’t allow that,” D whispered so softly Balthazar had to remind himself he actually heard the words.




    “We?” He tilted his head. “Where did that ‘we’ come from?”




    D shot him a pointed glare. Balthazar had to admit, from D’s seated position while bleeding out, the stare looked pretty intimidating. But not intimidating enough. His eyebrow twitched.




    “You seriously think staring me to death will work? I’m not helping you.”




    “You said it yourself.” D’s breathing turned labored and really raspy, like he’d been smoking three packs a day for twenty years. “If you want to get a chance to challenge me for my seat, I need to get my house in order. For me to do that I need the dagger out and the traitor dealt with. You see, I would love to beat your ass into the ground again for your impertinence, but I can’t exactly do that with this damn dagger in my chest.”




    Balthazar threw back his head and laughed. The sound bounced off the walls. Then he doubled over and hugged himself, the force of his laughter shaking his entire body. Once he managed to pull himself together, he breathed in deeply and wiped away a stray tear from the corner of his eye. He sighed, a huge smile on his face.




    “Precious!” He slapped his thigh, another round of chuckles escaping. When he could speak again, he continued. “Are you seriously trying to use my hatred for you and my desire for your position to con me into helping you?”




    D gave him a half grin. “Is it working?”




    “Damn if it’s not.”




    Balthazar slapped D on the shoulder. Before his hand could make contact, the invisible force threw him to the back of the room. He knocked D’s desk over, spilling piles of Death Certificates everywhere. This time, it was D who laughed.




    In the rain of parchment with the names of people supposed to die, Balthazar cursed like a sailor. He picked himself up off the ground, suppressing his groan by spitting out the nastiest words he could think of.




    “Oh, that one’s new,” D said from his seat. “Where’d you pick up that particularly colorful description of someone’s mother? It’s really creative.”




    Balthazar snorted. “Demons know their stuff. Why do you think the possessed have the most colorful vocabulary?” The movie The Exorcist hadn’t messed up that part. Demons, especially those trapped in the Nethers, had the foulest language in all the Underverse.




    “I take it your stay in the Nethers did you some good?”




    “If you think having to survive on a daily basis and having to kill my way through the nastiest things this world we live in could create as having done me some good, then yes. And to that I say, up yours.”




    “Put your finger down, Balthazar. There’s no need to be vulgar with me.”




    He dropped his hand to his side and frowned. “Do you really believe pissing me off is in your best interest right now?”




    “You’re right,” D said.8




    “What?” Balthazar cupped his ear and turned it toward D. “Can you say that again? I don’t think I heard you properly.”




    “Unlike you—” D sighed “—I’m not afraid to admit when I’m wrong. You’re right. I shouldn’t antagonize you more than I already have. My apologies.”




    Damn if that didn’t make Balthazar feel superior. Getting the tough guy to admit he’d been wrong felt better than slicing through a banshee just to get it to shut up. Then he asked the question that had popped up the second D asked for his help.




    “What makes you think I’m your guy for this? I could just as easily stab you in the back. Well—” he pointed at the dagger “—not that you don’t already know how that feels.”




    D snapped his fingers, and Balthazar’s scythe manifested without Balthazar summoning it. Another thing he hated. Since he’d chosen a scythe, it meant D had some power over it. Balthazar had worked hard for centuries to wean his weapon from D’s influence. It seemed he had more work to do. He slanted his gaze at the scythe and mouthed the word “traitor” at it. The thing quivered.




    “You have the Keeper’s Key.”




    “What about it?” He didn’t like the turn this conversation was taking.




    “You’re the only one who can get in and out of the Crossroads right now.”




    “And?”




    “You’re taking Arianne with you,” said someone from the entrance to D’s office.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    OMG




    THE LETTERS W-H-A-T and a giant question mark danced around in Arianne’s head. What Tomas said distracted her enough from the grisly scene in Death’s office, forcing her to look up at the old Reaper.




    “What?” It had to be asked. The word already floated around anyway. “Hold on a sec. What do you mean I’m going with him?” She pointed at the guy standing beside a clearly bleeding-out Death. Like way too much to be a good thing.




    Tomas glanced down at Arianne and gave her a smile that said sorry and please at the same time. “Remember when I said we’ll need your help? Now’s that time.”




    His words flew over Arianne’s head. She stood there slack-jawed like she’d been smacked. Sure she’d help out, but to have them pass her off to…to…she looked back at the guy dressed in all black.




    Besides his floor-length coat and boots, buckles covered almost every part of him over his leather pants and shirt, jingling when he crossed his arms. Her wondering gaze landed on his face. He looked too young to have that silver hair, and in the right light or when he titled his head like he did just that second, it looked like the strands had white highlights. Not possible. But since she found herself in a place called the Crossroads where they processed the souls of the dead, nothing seemed all that impossible. Weird, for sure, but not impossible.




    His hair fell like needles over his forehead, stopping just above his eyes. And what awesome eyes they were—all black with a white center. They reminded her of a bull’s eye but without the red in the middle. Those eyes looked at her now, and she shivered. He seemed to see straight into the place where she hid all her secrets.




    He had a face made for magazine covers. Could someone say GQ model? That razor sharp jaw and those angular features caught the light prefectly. If she’d had a camera she wouldn’t mind snapping a few pictures. And those lips…she stopped. She didn’t know him, and something told her she shouldn’t get to know him.




    She reminded herself to focus on Niko. He slept in that coffin, and if she didn’t say yes to whatever Tomas and Death had planned, God only knew what would happen to him. Tomas had said Niko couldn’t stay in the coffin for long. If she resisted or wasted more time, she had no idea how it would affect him. She wanted him back alive and healthy, with all his parts intact. She hadn’t come to the Crossroads to save him only to lose him in the end because she didn’t help out. She could do this. She repeated the words in her head like a mantra. She couldn’t consider the alternative if she failed.




    She tore her gaze from the creepy, staring GQ-model guy and settled it on Death, finally seeing what kept him in the chair.




    “Why doesn’t anyone just remove the knife?” Her voice climbed an octave when she said knife. Even if she’d made up her mind to help, it didn’t mean she was a hundred percent okay with it.




    The guy beside Death snorted. “You’d think we would have thought to do that by now.”




    She didn’t like his tone, which translated to her not liking him at all. Yes, that made things so much easier.




    “Balthazar,” Tomas said. He made the guy’s name sound like an exasperated sigh. “I should have known you would be the one who could break into a lockdown.”




    “I’ll take that as a compliment, old man.” Balthazar grinned.




    Arianne crossed her arms and scowled. She decided she didn’t like that grin either. Did they really expect her to go anywhere with this guy? Oh, she could already feel the aggravation he’d cause her. Arrogant types like him were hell to work with.




    “He found the Keeper’s Key.” Death finally spoke, but his voice sounded really weak.




    For the first time since she’d met him—even though he’d just tortured Niko into returning to his post as Reaper of Georgia—Arianne felt sorry for Death. Even if he wanted to take away her eyesight and memories of Niko in exchange for Niko’s humanity, no one deserved to be stabbed in the chest. She winced. The knife must be really hurting him for him to sound like he stood outside Death’s door. Ironic, really. Maybe, in the back of her mind somewhere, she did think he deserved it. A little.




    Tomas’s voice pulled her back into the conversation. “Impressive. Took him long enough.”




    “Whoa! Back that truck up.” Balthazar raised both his hands. His face contorted in confusion. “This has to be some kind of massive joke. Are you saying you sent me to that godforsaken hellhole just so I could come back with the damn key?”




    His voice ended in a snarl, and Arianne backed up a step and put Tomas between herself and the increasingly pissed off guy. Or was he some sort of creature? Maybe one of the Reapers? Whatever. She couldn’t be sure until the people in the room started explaining.




    “Shouldn’t we start figuring out what we need to do next?” she said from behind Tomas.




    “Shut up, little girl!”




    Balthazar’s acidic tone forced her out of hiding. “Excuse me? What did you just call me?”




    Mischief glinted in Balthazar’s eyes. “Trust me, that’s the tamest thing I’ll call you. But don’t tempt me.”




    Arianne returned behind Tomas’s protection. “Jerk.”




    A corner of Tomas’s lips quirked up. “Balthazar has that effect on people. Don’t mind him, Arianne.”




    Balthazar cleared his throat. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here, old man.”




    “Yes, Balthazar,” Tomas said like the conversation was over. “I think you’re forgetting that our Master—”




    “He’s not my master,” Balthazar barked.




    “—has foresight,” Tomas continued like Balthazar hadn’t interrupted him, all the while still turning to face Arianne. “He doesn’t do anything without reason. You should know that more than anyone in this room.”




    “I’d like for us to keep chatting,” Death said, “but as you can see, I am more than incapacitated. I would like to get this dagger out as soon as possible. There’s only so much time left and I don’t think I can hold on for long.”




    Stepping out of Tomas’s protective space, Arianne moved directly in front of Death just outside the pool his blood made. Barefooted or not, she wouldn’t be caught dead standing in blood. Gross. She shook away the need to shiver and focused on Death.




    “Who did this to you?” she asked.




    “Good luck getting that out of him,” Balthazar answered.




    She scowled at him. “I wasn’t asking you.”




    Balthazar’s eyebrows disappeared into the fringe of his hair. Point to her, but she didn’t let herself get smug. She faced Death again and waited.




    The beautifully handsome man sitting surrounded by a pool of his blood heaved a weighty sigh. “Niko will not last long if I don’t get out of here.”




    Her breath caught in her chest.




    “Playing dirty already, D?”




    “Balthazar,” Tomas warned. “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”




    Arianne couldn’t be sure, but in her periphery it looked like the guy wearing way too many buckles gave the Reaper of California the finger. Far too much testosterone in one room—it made her head spin. Something told her punches would fly if she didn’t get this over with, and she was not getting in the middle of that. Not when Death seemed like he was bleeding to death. She hated the pun, but she couldn’t think of anything better.




    To hurry things along, she asked, “How can I help?”




    “You must find the Redeemer.”




    Balthazar’s hiss caused her insides to quiver. She looked at him, but his face had gone completely blank. She glanced over her shoulder at Tomas, but his expression had turned unreadable too.




    “You know what I hate most?” she said to no one in particular. “Secrets. Way too many and it just gets really hard to find the truth under all the bullcrap.”




    “It’s bullshit, not bullcrap. If you’re going to curse, you might as well say it right.”




    “Shut up, Balthazar,” Tomas spat.




    “I’m telling you what you need to know and nothing more,” Death said, some strength returning to his voice. Arianne suspected he faked it.




    “Okay, so why me?”




    Balthazar, ignoring Tomas’s order, answered. “Only a being still tethered to the human world can identify the Redeemer. And from the looks of that red thread, you’re human. I don’t even want to know why you’re here.”




    Arianne raised an eyebrow at him before she looked back at Death. “What do we do when we find the Redeemer?”




    “The Redeemer is the only one capable of pulling out the dagger,” Tomas said grimly from behind her.




    “Okay.” She ignored the fact that too many people were answering her questions. So long as their answers helped her understand the situation and what they needed from her, she didn’t care where they came from. “Where do we find the Redeemer?”




    “The Voyeur knows.” Death coughed and more blood spattered out of his mouth.




    Arianne reached out to wipe the blood away, but a hand closed around her wrist. She looked up at Balthazar. His face up close looked even more handsome than from afar. He frowned down at her and shook his head.




    “Learned the hard way not to touch him,” he said in a dangerously quiet voice, like he mocked her, like she should have known better.




    She bit down on her tongue. The pain broke the spell cast by staring at him. She yanked back, but she had a feeling he let her go because he wanted to. Her wrist still felt his fingers circling it. Not bruising, but strong enough that her puny yank wouldn’t have dislodged the hold. His level stare said as much.




    She turned on her heel and faced Tomas. “Are you sure I can do this?”




    An expression really close to uncertainty crossed Tomas’s face before he hid it beneath a blink. Then he nodded once. “You’re the only one who can.”




    “Balthazar knows where to find the Voyeur,” Death said from behind her, his breathing ragged like his lungs struggled to take in air. She had to force herself not to cover her ears.




    “I don’t remember saying yes to baby-sitting, D.” Balthazar stepped back and crossed his arms. “Maybe I’ll let you get sucked dry instead.”




    In a flash, Tomas had Balthazar by the scruff of his jacket and pinned against the wall. Arianne followed them with her gaze. She didn’t actually see Tomas move from where he stood, just that he already had Balthazar pinned.




    “Tomas,” Death said. Although the warning sounded weak, it still brought goose bumps to Arianne’s arms.




    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, old man.” Balthazar grinned down at Tomas. “I might just enjoy mopping the floor with you.”




    Arianne’s gut told her Balthazar shouldn’t be goading the Reaper of California. Tomas might have looked all refined, but something about the way he stood now, pinning someone as tall as Balthazar against the wall, said he could take care of business if he needed to.




    Arianne understood then. In that room she might be the most insignificant. Yes, they needed her to find this Redeemer, but in terms of being able to protect herself, she played in the little leagues. Maybe even on the special team only.
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