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HADLEY—AGE THIRTEEN






Hadley awoke to the sound of glass breaking. She shot up like a catapult, eyes wide and heart racing. Was that a window? Was someone trying to break in? She quickly kicked the covers aside and reached under her bed. With her gaze fixed on the door, she patted the carpet, searching until her fingers brushed the smooth wood of her baseball bat. She grabbed it and swung it above her shoulder, ready. Then she slid off the bed and tiptoed toward the door, stopping when she heard voices down the hall.


“ . . . don’t care what you think. I’m almost seventeen. I can make my own decisions!”


“You’re making the wrong ones!”


She let out the breath she held and dropped the bat to her side. It wasn’t a break-in—it was just her dad and brother at it again. She crossed back to the bed and plucked her phone off the nightstand, groaning when she saw the time.


Why did they always have to do this in the middle of the night? Did they not realize how laughably thin the walls of this house were? She set her phone back down and spun around, seething. Their voices carried down the hall and through her bedroom door like it was made of rice paper.


“What, so I can sell used cars for the rest of my life? No thanks, Dad.”


“I’ve been down this road, Caleb. Trust me, it only leads to prison!”


She winced as something else was broken. She’d put money on it being a beer bottle.


“Yeah, maybe for you,” her brother’s voice sneered. “Ever think I might be smarter than you? Frank sure as hell is!”


“Your grandfather is a lying, scheming—”


She’d had enough. With a loud grunt, she leaped up and swung her bat against the wall. It punched through the drywall and left a hole the size of a grapefruit.


“Some of us are trying to sleep!” she yelled.


Her dad’s voice silenced. She waited a few seconds, bat at the ready in case she needed to put another hole through the wall, but the silence resumed. Either they’d taken the argument outside, or they were whispering. She didn’t care as long as she didn’t have to listen to them anymore.


With a yawn, she tossed the bat aside and headed to her bathroom. On the way, she threw a fist into her punching bag, halfway wishing it was her brother’s mouth. It was a good thing she had to pee; otherwise, she really would have let them have it.


She didn’t bother with the light and instead sat down in the dark. Eyes closed, she let herself relax and relieve herself, grateful as always for her own bathroom. Being the only girl in the house sucked, but at least she had her privacy. She could sit on this toilet all night if she wanted to. Her head lolled forward just as a sound in her bedroom snapped her spine straight. Her eyes flew open.


“Hadley?” her brother whispered through the door.


She clenched her teeth and fumed. “Do you mind? Get out of my room!”


“I’m leaving, Haddy. I can’t stay here anymore.”


His voice sounded distant and hollow, and a strange unease settled in her stomach. She quickly finished her business and stood, pulling her pajama bottoms up with an angry snap.


“Shut up, Caleb,” she said with a bitter laugh. “You are not.”


She waited several seconds for him to respond. When he didn’t, she flung the door open. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, her Taekwondo junior black belt folded neatly in his hand. She lunged for it, but he scooted away, holding it just out of reach.


Without hesitating, she tumbled on top of him and wrestled him to the ground. But he was bigger and faster than she was, and he had her pinned in less than five seconds. She growled in frustration.


“You’re good, Haddy Bear,” he said, shaking his head. “But not that good.”


Exterior security lights shined through her bedroom window, illuminating his eyes. It irked her that his were a shade darker than her own and hence more like their mother’s. But that was where the resemblance ended. In pictures Hadley had seen, her mom had soft features and a warm, radiant smile. Caleb, on the other hand, had a face full of sharp angles and a crooked nose, thanks to a street fight gone bad. Sometimes he reminded her of a crow. Smart, cunning, and resourceful, but not exactly cuddly. He relished his hard exterior because he wanted people to be afraid of him. But Hadley would never be afraid of her brother.


She sighed and pretended to concede. When his grip loosened, she arched her back, brought her leg up, and kneed him in the gut. Not hard, but enough to get his attention.


He made a garbled sound and rolled onto his side, clutching his midsection. She snatched the belt from his hand and jumped to her feet.


“I earned this,” she said triumphantly, lifting the red-and-black belt above her head. “What have you ever earned, besides six months in juvie? And quit pretending you’re hurt. I barely touched you.”


He let out a strained laugh and slowly peeled himself off the floor. “You’re stronger than you think, Haddy.”


She was about to protest when she noticed the duffel bag at his feet. Her throat tightened, and the air nearly went out of her.


“Wait,” she whispered. “You’re really leaving?”


He exhaled slowly, resting his hands on his thighs before standing to his full height, just shy of six feet. At five foot nine, she was catching up to him fast. But clearly not fast enough. She shoved him, hard. He stumbled back but kept his footing.


“So that’s it?” she demanded. “You’re just gonna leave me here with Dad?”


He hung his head, refusing to look at her. “Dad’s making me choose. At least with Frank, I can do something with my life. There’s nothing for me here.”


“Grandpa Frank is bad news, Caleb. You know that. He’s a criminal.”


Caleb looked up sharply, eyes blazing. Then he grabbed her arm and pulled her across the room until they stood in front of her full-length mirror.


“Look at us,” he ordered her. “What do you see?”


She tried pulling away, but he held her tight and grabbed her by the chin, forcing her to meet his gaze in the glass. His expression was pained but determined.


“That’s right,” he answered for her. “I’m a high school dropout with a record. I’m a lost cause with no future. We’re not the same, sis. We never were.”


His words burned. “Caleb, don’t say that, it’s—”


“You said it yourself,” he cut in. “What have I ever earned besides trouble? Now you,” he paused, softening his grip on her chin, “you actually have a future. You’re strong, and whatever you want, I know you’ll get it.”


Her eyes stung, but she bit back the tears. “I want a family, Caleb. That’s what I want. If you leave, then what?”


He seemed to wilt in front of her. “I’m sorry. I know he’s never gonna win any Father of the Year awards, but he does his best. Dad’s a decent man.”


“So are you.”


“No, Haddy. I’m not.”


She stared at her brother, unable to imagine her life without him in it. She knew what leaving meant—what committing to their grandfather meant. But Caleb was stubborn. If he’d made his decision, there was nothing she could do to change it. So she squared her shoulders and swallowed her tears, too angry to give in to the pain.


“You’re right,” she said, her voice hardening. “You’re not decent. You’re a coward.”


His eyes flared with anger, and his face turned to stone. Before she could react, he grabbed his bag from the floor and stood. When he slung it over his shoulder, he looked at her in a way he’d never looked at her before—like he was relieved to be done with her.


“Go to hell, Hadley,” he said flatly. Then he shoved her aside and turned to leave.


Her hands curled into fists even as her heart threatened to rip in two. She wanted to leap on his back and pummel him until he bled, until he hurt as much as she did. Instead, she just stood there as he quietly walked out of her room and closed the door behind him.


She listened as his footsteps receded down the hall, the security system eventually beeping when he opened the door to the garage. Chills took over her body, and she shook as reality sank in. But she wasn’t going to chase him. She’d never give him the satisfaction. He left because he wanted to leave—because he didn’t care enough about her to stay.


She turned around and looked at her reflection in the mirror. A sad-looking girl with messy blond hair and a boyish frame stared back at her. She didn’t mind that her chest was flat or that she had no real curves to speak of because being a girl in her family was nothing but a liability. Looking like one only made it worse.


“I hate you,” she whispered, the words raw and unexpected. But it was true, wasn’t it? She hated who she was, this pathetic girl without a mother, who other kids felt sorry for. And now she was a girl without a brother, too.


A feeling she couldn’t describe suddenly sliced through her core, bringing with it a longing so intense it was difficult to breathe. Her vision blurred, and with it, her image in the mirror.


“No, Hadley,” her reflection said. “Hate is but fear in disguise. Do not fear what you are.”


She gasped and leaped back, taking a defensive stance. But her reflection did not move with her. It stayed where it was, as if it were a separate Hadley, just standing there, casually speaking to her through the glass.


“What—who are you?” she heard herself say. Blood pounded in her ears, but her vision was now crystal clear. There was no mistaking that something very bizarre was happening. She didn’t question if it was real, only if it was a threat.


Her image regarded her curiously. “I’m you. You’re me. Don’t you see?”


“No,” Hadley responded, shaking her head. Was she really talking to her reflection? What the hell was going on?


Her reflection stepped forward and pressed a palm to the glass. At that moment, a sudden calm came over Hadley, and without thinking, she stepped forward and did the same. The second her hand made contact with the mirror, her image flashed her a kind and knowing smile.


“The question is not who are you,” it said. “The question is, who are we.”


Hadley swallowed, not daring to blink. The words felt right in a way she’d never known words could feel. And all she had to do was say them. Three little words, and she’d never be alone again.


Her eyes flickered to the door behind her. If Caleb could choose a new life, well, she could, too.


So she did.













chapter 1





Six years later


Hadley rushed through the door of the bridal shop, anxious to be running so late. The woman behind the clear acrylic desk looked up, then nodded toward the back of the store.


“Don’t worry, she hasn’t come out yet.”


Hadley breathed a quick “thank you” and zigzagged through a gauntlet of faceless mannequins in floor-length gowns. When she rounded the corner to the fitting rooms, she was already halfway through her excuse.


“Guys, sorry I’m late, traffic was crazy, and you wouldn’t believe what my dad—”


Her words stuck in her throat as she looked up. Her friend Alice was just stepping onto a platform that faced a wall of mirrors. Their eyes met in the glass, and Hadley’s heart nearly melted into a puddle at her feet.


Alice smiled, and her brown eyes glistened, complementing her snowy-white hair. Hadley barely noticed the dress. It was white, elegant, and pretty, but nothing compared to her friend.


“Oh, honey,” she said, placing a hand over her heart. “You take my breath away.”


“She does, doesn’t she?”


Hadley turned toward the voice. Alice’s mom, Judy, sat on one of the plush velvet couches in the middle of the room, staring at her daughter with pure adoration. It was the kind of look that gave Hadley a small pang of jealousy—the kind reserved for mothers looking at their daughters.


“Nice of you to join us,” said another voice, this one raspy and deep. Hadley smiled as a curvy redhead sidled up next to her. As usual, Soxie was dressed to the nines in high heels and a green designer dress that matched her eyes and showcased her fiery curls. She held two glasses of champagne and pressed one into Hadley’s hand.


“Aren’t you girls too young to be drinking?” said Judy, the accusation in her voice belying the innocent look on her face.


“Mom, it’s fine,” Alice insisted. “It’s just sparkling cider.”


Hadley glanced at Soxie, who subtly shook her head.


Judy made a tsk sound but didn’t press the issue. Instead, she stood and began to fluff the bottom of Alice’s gown, much to the seamstress’s chagrin. Alice mouthed “sorry” to the woman and shot her mother an exasperated look.


“Mom. She just finished pinning that.”


Judy kept fluffing, oblivious. “Well, I think this is just about perfect. Don’t you agree, girls?”


“Not yet.”


All heads in the room turned. Olivia stood in the doorway, her black hair, black dress, black tights, and dark makeup making her stand out like a human exclamation point. Draped across her arms was a delicate antique lace veil.


“Sweetheart,” said Judy, her face pinched. “I thought we talked about this.”


Alice looked at her mother and then at the seamstress. The woman took the hint and elegantly shuffled out of the room. Once they were alone, Alice lifted her dress skirt and stepped off the platform.


“Molly left it to me, Mom. I want to wear it.”


“But—”


“She’ll just wear it for the ceremony, Judy,” Olivia added quickly. “Then we’ll pack it up safe with the rest of Molly’s things.”


“It’s not that,” she objected. “I just thought it looked a little old-fashioned. You know, for a nineteen-year-old.”


Hadley winced at the obvious barb. It’s not like she didn’t agree—nineteen was kind of young to get married—but this was what Alice wanted. Besides, age didn’t really mean anything for this particular coupling. The groom might be nineteen, but he’d already been nineteen dozens of times. If Judy knew that little nugget, she’d probably spontaneously combust.


Olivia let out a startled laugh.


“I’m sorry, is something funny?” Judy asked.


Hadley glanced at Olivia, whose face turned beet red. If she was reacting to Hadley’s thought, she’d slipped by laughing out loud. It was rare for her to make that mistake, but even perfectionists weren’t perfect.


Judy’s lips drew into a thin line. Before the situation escalated, Alice stepped in and herded her mom toward the door.


“It’s nothing, Mom—inside joke. Why don’t you take off? Didn’t you want to get to the store before dinner? We’re just narrowing down bridesmaid dress options, so we can take it from here. We’ll see you at home.”


After a flurry of protests, Judy reluctantly took her leave. Once she was gone, Hadley kicked her legs over the back of the couch and slid down into the soft seat, her motorcycle boots making a loud thud as they hit the floor. She took a swig of ice-cold brut.


“Sparkling cider never tasted so good.”


Alice walked over and took the glass from her, downing the rest of its contents in one go.


“Thirsty?” Soxie asked her.


“You guys, she’s driving me crazy,” she burst out. “Seriously. Every five seconds, she makes a comment about how I’m too young, how we barely know each other, or worse, she drops little hints about how different David is from Colin. Can you imagine? It’s making my head spin. We either need to bring her in the loop or kill her.”


Hadley snorted despite how wrong the joke was. “Honey, you’re stressed. That’s normal, I think.”


The truth was she didn’t know what normal was anymore. None of them did—certainly not Alice. She was marrying her soulmate of two thousand years, who now resided in a different person’s body. That had to be the holy grail of abnormal. Hadley only wondered why her friend wasn’t more stressed.


Alice planted her hands on her hips and sighed. “Maybe we should have eloped.”


“And leave us to deal with Judy’s wrath? No thanks,” Soxie said. “I’d rather deal with the gods.”


“We already are,” Alice reminded her.


“Well, there you go. We don’t need to deal with both.”


Hadley shook her head and chuckled. Soxie had a point. Alice’s mom was a bit of a force, and they already had their hands full with the gods. Keeping them happy was hard enough.


“Happy?” Olivia scoffed. “I don’t think that’s the right word, Hadz. Let’s just see if we can keep them occupied. I’ll settle for that.”


“What are you talking about?” Soxie asked, her gaze flitting between them. Then her eyes narrowed. “Dammit, Diaz. Give us some context before you reply to someone’s thoughts. You know I hate when you do that.”


Olivia responded with a bored shrug.


“Sorry, Sox,” Hadley intervened. “I was just thinking about our god problem. You know, the usual.”


Soxie gave her curls an irritated flip. “Whatever. It’s not a problem if they stick to our dreams.”


“If being the operative word,” said Olivia.


“If?” Alice repeated, looking suddenly anxious. “You think they’re no longer interested in our dreams?”


The conversation had derailed, and even though Hadley didn’t technically start it, she felt responsible. “Listen, I’m sorry I brought it up. Maybe we shouldn’t worry about the gods until they give us something to worry about.”


Rather, let’s not worry about something we have zero control over, she really wanted to say.


Olivia gave her a pointed look but chose to stay silent this time. Hadley couldn’t read her mind, but she knew what she was thinking. Today wasn’t about their god problem. Today was about Alice.


Hadley quickly rearranged her face, attempting to look more like a doting bridesmaid, and her friends did the same. Soxie joined her on the couch, and together, they watched as Olivia pinned the delicate veil to Alice’s hair. The white of the lace blended with her white locks, giving her an angelic appearance. When she finished, Olivia rested her hands on Alice’s shoulders and spoke to her reflection.


“Persephone knew,” she said softly. “She knew all along you’d end up together, that Cithaeron would find you. She planned for this. I think it’s her way of saying she’s sorry.”


A sad, almost invisible smile appeared on Alice’s face. “You’re probably right,” she said, pausing to finger the wispy lace. “It just makes me sad to think of her buying this, knowing she’d never get to see me wear it.”


Hadley looked down. This had to be hard for Alice. Her Aunt Molly—who was really the goddess Persephone—had given up her existence to save Alice and destroy the Mirror Realm. They’d all believed it had been a split-second decision, but being the goddess she was, maybe she’d known all along it would end up the way it did. Hadley noticed Olivia nod solemnly in agreement and decided it was time to change the subject.


“Well, I think the veil is perfect and timeless,” she declared, sitting up. “You look beautiful, Alice. The groom won’t know what to do with himself.”


Alice’s face lit up. Then she turned around, her gown’s skirt billowing as she moved. “It’s not too ice princess or snow queen?”


“Don’t be silly. You look like an angel.”


“I do not,” she laughed, fiddling with a strand of white hair. It was only last year that it had turned white—thanks to all the demons she ashed—but Hadley could barely remember what she looked like before. As far as she was concerned, Alice was born with white hair, and it suited her.


“But the dress,” Alice continued. “You think he’ll like it?”


“Ali, you could walk down the aisle in a bright green elf costume,” joked Soxie. “All that lucky bastard will see is you.”


Alice dipped her head. “Thank you. I love you guys.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Soxie said. “We know.” Then she stood and made her way to Alice, her stiletto heels click-clacking as usual as she crossed the floor. She grabbed hold of Alice’s heart-shaped face and gave her a big smooch on the lips.


“Just remember,” she said with a knowing smirk. “You promised no babies for a while. None of us is ready for that.”


They all laughed, and on cue, the seamstress entered the room, no doubt having waited until it sounded safe to do so. Soxie and Olivia took seats on the opposite couch from Hadley, and the scene turned into a typical bridal fitting, the conversation moving to safer topics like cake, party favors, and band choices.


Instead of participating, Hadley found her mind drifting. Once she got a better look at Alice’s dress, she couldn’t stop staring at it. The design was more modern, but it reminded her of another dress, one she had tried on when she was seven years old. She’d been playing in the attic when she came across it. Not a fan of dresses, she normally avoided them. But this had been her mother’s, so she’d felt compelled to try it on. Caleb, ten at the time, had come looking for her and found her crying on the floor in a heap of white silk.


“What’s wrong, Haddy Bear?” he’d asked.


She’d wiped her snotty nose with the sleeve of the dress and looked up. “Do I have to wear a dress when I get married?”


Caleb had laughed. “Don’t be stupid. What makes you think you’re ever getting married?”


A familiar ache gripped her chest, and she quickly cut the memory short. She was usually better at keeping intrusive memories at bay, but seeing Alice in her wedding dress wreaked havoc on her emotions. Her leather leggings squeaked subtly as she stood to excuse herself.


“I’ll be right back,” she announced, not waiting for a response before hastily exiting the room.


She darted through the maze of mannequins and pushed the front doors open, eager for some fresh air. A mid-winter chill greeted her despite the unrelenting desert sun. She squinted as her eyes adjusted to the brightness. The bridal shop was located in a posh outdoor shopping mall, the kind that sold three-hundred-dollar jeans and handbags with certificates of authenticity. It wasn’t her jam, but she appreciated the ambiance. Flowering desert plants lined the walkways, and cool jazz pumped through hidden speakers. She dodged a group of chatty shoppers and looked for a place to sit down. She spotted a pair of teak lounge chairs in the shade, but one of them was occupied. Before she could make her escape, its occupant spotted her and waved. She reluctantly lifted her hand and walked over.


“You’re not supposed to be here,” she said as she fell into the seat next to him. “Did Judy see you?”


“No, thank god. And I won’t tell if you won’t.”


She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “Deal. But you might want to think about giving your bride-to-be some space, Colin. This whole stalker thing is getting old.”


“I’m picking up my tuxedo, thank you very much. And it’s David,” he corrected her, lowering his voice. “You have to start calling me David. It’s been almost a year, Hadz.”


She bit the inside of her cheek and opened her eyes. Sun peeked through the fronds of the palm leaves above. They swayed gently in the breeze, helping calm her frayed nerves. Too bad the guy next to her had the opposite effect.


“I thought we agreed we could still call you Colin in private.”


“If you haven’t noticed, this is a public place.”


She rolled her head to the side and glared at him. David’s green eyes stared back at her. No matter how many times she looked at him, she still saw the old David. The one whose soul was probably annoying the crap out of Hades in The Underworld this very second.


“Whatever you say, Cithaeron.”


She watched with satisfaction as his eyes clouded dark, the way they always did when he heard his true name spoken.


He blinked a few times until they were green again, then gave her a withering look. “Thanks for that. It’s not a parlor trick, by the way.”


“I enjoyed it,” she shrugged.


He let out a frustrated sigh and leaned back. “As much as I hate to ruin your fun, it’s better if you call me David from now on. If Alice can do it, so can you.”


She smiled sideways, amused by his naivete. “There are a lot of things Alice can do that I can’t do. That none of us can do.”


“Can we please not talk about it? Let me marry her first. Then we can worry about stolen souls and restless gods.”


Her hands gripped the armrests. It was the elephant in the room, the one they had all been ignoring for months, ever since Cithaeron showed up in David’s body. The gods had given them a gift. It was only a matter of time before they expected something in return.


Hadley closed her eyes again, trying to empty her mind of all things god- or goddess-related. But all she could picture was the Realm, that impossible, beautiful place they once called their second home. She missed those mirrors, the feeling of flipping and flying through space and fighting evil, one demon at a time. They’d had a common goal then. A purpose. With the Realm gone, it was hard to know what that purpose was now, other than being a direct conduit for the gods. Luckily, and at least for now, it was only through their dreams. But restless gods sometimes made for restless nights.


“What are you thinking about?” the man she now had to call David asked.


“Like you care,” she laughed. “I’ll let you know if it has anything to do with Alice, though.”


She heard him slap the side of his chair and stand. “That’s not fair, and you know it.”


Her eyes popped open, and she jumped to her feet, eager for a fight. This fight. “What’s not fair?” she snapped. “That since day one, you’ve treated us like a chore you got stuck with? That no matter what we did, it was never enough? If it weren’t for that girl in there,” she stopped to point to the bridal shop, “I guarantee you wouldn’t be here. Now that the Realm is gone, you’d have left us. And you know what? That’s fine. But don’t pretend we’re best friends. You treated us like a job because that’s what we were to you. A job.”


“Hadley, I—”


She put her palm up, signaling for him to be quiet. “Save it. I had a brother, and he already let me down. I was never going to give you that option.” And then, as she walked away, she couldn’t help but stop and say over her shoulder, “I buried you in that desert too, you know. It wasn’t exactly the highlight of my life. But I guess you wouldn’t know anything about it because you never bothered to ask.”


A passerby stopped and gaped, but Hadley didn’t care. She’d said what she needed to say, and she was done with this conversation.


“I’ll see you back home, David.” Then she turned, plastered a smile on her face, and walked back into the store to try on some bridesmaid dresses.













chapter 2





By the time they got home, the sun had begun its descent behind the mountains, casting the Roxland mansion in all its sprawling, golden glory. As Hadley maneuvered her car down the drive, she let her eyes wander to the barn where the horses were now tucked into their stalls, then to the pool where she and the girls had spent many a summer’s night staring at the sky. Out here, near the mountains, there was less light pollution, so the stars were brighter. But never quite as bright as those they used to encounter in the Realm. She frowned, irritated with her rambling thoughts. First her brother, and now the Realm. What was with her today?


“Your brother?” asked Olivia from the back seat. “That’s why you were late today. Your dad is giving you grief about him again, isn’t he?”


Hadley’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the steering wheel. She wasn’t in the mood to get into it.


Not now, O.


Olivia acknowledged her by giving her shoulder a quick squeeze. Meanwhile, Alice and Soxie were too busy chattering away to catch on. Despite it not belonging to her, Soxie was offering her uncle’s private jet for Alice to use on her honeymoon.


“We can’t possibly,” Alice demurred.


“What are you, a nineteenth-century debutante? We can’t possibly,” Soxie teased. “Of course you can, Miss Daniels, right after the Netherfield Ball.”


Alice reached back to slap Soxie’s arm. “You know what I mean. We don’t need a fancy vacation, and we certainly don’t need to bother Mayron for his jet. Plus, I don’t think he’s warmed up to the whole David thing yet.”


“Have any of us?” asked Soxie.


Hadley giggled. “Not me. He was hard enough to like when he was Colin.”


“Well, the dogs don’t mind him,” Olivia piled on. “But they might be the only ones.”


Everyone laughed except for Alice. Hadley glanced over and tapped her on the arm.


“Hey, you know we’re just kidding, right?”


Instead of answering, she turned to look out the window, fingering the ring on her left hand—a simple gold band with a delicate mother-of-pearl butterfly. It wasn’t a traditional engagement ring, but then again, Alice and David weren’t a traditional couple. Hadley watched her twist the little butterfly back and forth as an uncomfortable silence descended on the car.


She turned into the circular drive and caught Olivia’s eye in the rearview mirror.


I think we went too far.


Olivia made a face and leaned forward. “Alice, is everything okay? We were joking.”


“No, you weren’t.”


Hadley pulled to a stop and put the car in park. Alice immediately unbuckled her seatbelt and gathered her things. It was uncharacteristic of her to shut down like this. Something was up. Before she could exit the car, Hadley took a firm hold of her wrist.


“Honey, what’s going on?”


Alice refused to look at her. “Nothing. Everything’s perfect.”


“It’s not, though. You’re obviously upset.”


“Yeah,” agreed Soxie. “Talk, Daniels.”


With a heavy sigh, Alice closed her eyes and slumped back in her seat. “I’m not upset. I promise.”


Hadley shot a worried look at the back seat. If only Olivia could read Alice’s mind—or even David’s—they wouldn’t have to go through this song and dance.


“Whatever it is, you can talk to us,” she said, loosening her grip. “About anything.”


Alice opened her eyes and twisted around. “Even David?”


“If you insist,” Soxie groused.


“See, this is what I’m talking about,” Alice said with a huff. “He’s trying, Sox. I just wish you guys could cut him a little slack.”


“That’s asking a lot.”


“Fine,” she relented, throwing her hands up. “I get it. He’s the worst, and you’ll never think otherwise.”


Hadley would love to agree, but instead, she moved her hand to Alice’s shoulder. “Why are you worried about Coli—” She stopped, catching herself. “I mean David. Why are you worried about him? Did something happen?”


Her gaze lowered. “No. Nothing like that. It’s just, sometimes I feel like I’m in the middle. I know you’ve had your issues with him, and I know it’s not easy accepting him as David. But imagine what it’s like for him.”


“Alice, Cithaeron’s lived at least forty, maybe fifty lives,” said Olivia. “He knows how to acclimate to a new body. Why do you think this one is any different?”


Alice shrugged and fidgeted with the straps of her bag. “I’m not sure. He hasn’t said anything, but I get the feeling he struggles with it sometimes. And believe it or not, he does care what you guys think.”


Soxie sat back and blew an errant curl from her face. “So you want us to be nice to him.”


Alice gave her a sheepish look. “Could you? Just until the wedding. Then you’ll only have to see him when you visit us in Sedona.”


Hadley resisted the urge to object. She hated it when the subject of Sedona came up. They all did. But they also wanted Alice to be happy, even if it meant her moving two hours away.


“Sure thing,” she forced herself to say. “We’ll do our best.”


Alice gave her a grateful smile and looked to the back seat for confirmation. She received two unenthusiastic grunts of assent.


“Thanks, guys,” she gushed. “I appreciate it.”


Hadley gave her a loving pat on the cheek. “Consider it your wedding present.”


Everyone laughed, and the mood lifted. Then Hadley quickly shooed them out of the car just as the front doors of the main house opened. Three frenzied Dobermans flew down the granite steps like racehorses clearing the starting gate. They barked and howled and spun in circles as if their humans were coming home from war and not a three-hour trip to the mall.


David stood at the top of the stairs, eyes trained on his bride-to-be—his soulmate. Hadley watched as Alice stepped into his arms. He didn’t look like a man struggling. He looked like David. Tall, dark, and—Hadley was loath to admit—handsome, with sixteen hundred years of knowledge crammed into his brain. Not to mention a fiancée who worshipped the ground he walked on.


Hadley studied his chiseled face, feeling more than a little annoyed. How exactly was he the victim here? As far as she was concerned, he’d won the lottery. He got his life back, and he got the girl. What more did he want? But she’d promised she’d play nice, so when he looked in her direction and waved, she put a fake smile on her face and waved back.


“Hi, you lucky jerk,” she said through her teeth.


A dog’s head suddenly popped up in the window, obscuring her view. She winced as paws scraped her car door. “Get down!” she yelled, hitting the horn.


Schlemmer—or Fred or Ginger, she couldn’t always tell them apart—just barked and slobbered at her through the glass. The other two ran loops around the car while Soxie and Olivia attempted to get them under control.


Hadley dropped her head onto the steering wheel, waiting for the chaos to subside. Eventually, the dogs followed everyone inside, allowing her to circle back toward the garage.


After pulling into her spot, she turned off the ignition and waited as the heavy doors rolled down behind her. They screeched like banshees, in desperate need of some WD-40. Normally, she’d take care of it, but ever since David moved in, she’d made a point not to fix them. It gave her a certain amount of joy knowing the sound traveled through the floorboards to his room above the garage.


She glanced at the ceiling. Crap. That qualified as mean, didn’t it?


With a resigned sigh, she got out, grabbed a can of WD-40 from the workbench, and spent the next ten minutes dealing with the garage doors.


“You’re welcome,” she muttered at the ceiling.


When she finished, she made her way to the other end of the garage, aka the showroom. A sitting area in the center boasted four sleek leather chairs and a coffee table overflowing with automotive magazines. Surrounding the sitting area, each with its own spotlight, was Mayron’s collection of classic cars. They were in mint condition and made her dinged-up Volkswagen convertible feel like a junker in comparison. There was a ’63 Aston Martin DB5, a ’61 Austin-Healey 3000, a ’64 Jaguar XKE, and Hadley’s least favorite, a ’67 Ford Mustang Shelby GT500, dark blue with white racing stripes. It was a gorgeous car, but she could barely bring herself to look at it. It reminded her too much of her mother.


Taking a seat facing away from the Shelby, she took out her phone and stared at the lock-screen photo of her and the girls. It helped psych her up for the thing she’d been avoiding all day. With a deep breath, she unlocked the phone and brought up the latest text from her dad.


Dad: Caleb was sentenced today. The judge gave him ten years. Thought you should know.


Her eyes slitted. She hadn’t spoken to her brother in years. What did her dad expect her to do with this information? Send him a cake with a file baked in? She furiously typed a response.


Hadley: Why are you telling me this? I don’t want to know.


She hit send, enjoying the whoosh sound her phone made as her words flew through the ether. Knowing her dad, he’d wait a couple of days before responding. He usually did when he didn’t like a message. Well, let him chew on that one for a while.


Happy to have checked that chore off her to-do list, she settled in and quickly fell into a social media black hole. The mindless scrolling helped override all the heavier thoughts rattling around in her brain.


“There she is, on her phone again.”


Hadley jumped in surprise and looked up. Barry, the former chauffeur, had snuck up on her from who-knows-where, wearing coveralls and holding a socket wrench in one hand and a car manual in the other. She quickly shoved her phone into her back pocket and stood.


“Hi, Barry. Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.”


“I gathered,” he said, his Scottish accent stronger than ever. “A grizzly bear coulda snuck up on ye.” Then he pointed the manual at her. “Ye better be careful, or the FaceTok will rot your brain!”


She laughed. “Nice try, Barry. But even you posted your wedding pictures on Facebook. Speaking of, shouldn’t you be helping Judy with dinner?”


He pretended to look behind him, then put a finger to his mouth in a “shhh” gesture. “My wife dunna like me foolin’ around with her recipes. I thought I’d tinker with the Beast instead.”


Hadley followed his gaze to the corner where a 2009 Bentley Arnage sat hidden under a cloth tarp. The car was retired last year when Barry married Alice’s mom and retired himself.


She eyed the socket wrench. “Need some help?”


Over the years, Barry had come to rely on her help in the garage. Spending part of her childhood in her grandfather’s chop shop had taught her a thing or two about cars.


He smiled wide. “Was hopin’ you’d ask.”
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An hour later, she made her way upstairs to clean up before dinner. Morgan, the house manager, passed her on the second-floor landing as he headed home for the night. He took one look at her, shook his head, and laughed. She threw him a sarcastic nod and continued up the stairs.


Pots and pans clanged in the kitchen below as Judy prepared dinner. A suspicious smell traveled up the stairs, making Hadley wonder what was on tonight’s menu. Alice’s mom tried her best, but they’d all have been better off if she’d let her husband do the cooking.


Hadley skipped up the last few steps and turned toward her bedroom on the third floor, stopping when she caught a glimpse of herself in the hallway mirror. Her face was smudged, and she’d managed to get grease in her hair. She wrinkled her nose. No wonder Morgan had laughed. She was a mess.


With a sigh, she pushed her hair back, wondering if it was time for a change. Every year, it turned a darker shade of blond. Compared to Alice’s white hair, Hadley was practically a brunette. Not that she cared. Being blond had never been the fun it was advertised to be. Plus, hers was getting too long to deal with, almost to the middle of her back now. She looked down to search for split ends when she noticed a big grease stain that slashed right across the middle of her T-shirt.


“Damn,” she said to herself. “I just bought this.” With a frown, she grabbed the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head.


Her reflection, however, did not.


She froze, staring at her image in the glass. The same image that should have taken off its T-shirt. But instead of standing there in a sports bra holding a greasy shirt, the Hadley in the mirror was still wearing it.


She blinked and stepped back. Her image just stared at her, like it was waiting for her to do something. Seconds ticked by as she held its gaze. Surprisingly, she didn’t feel scared. Whatever this was, it didn’t have a demon vibe. She’d chased down enough demons in the Realm to know what that felt like.


But she was definitely confused.


The Realm was gone, and the only person who still had the ability to manipulate mirrors was Alice. So what was going on? She timidly leaned forward.


“Hello?” she whispered. Her reflection didn’t react. It just stood there, looking like it wanted to take off its T-shirt but couldn’t. Hadley scowled. This shouldn’t be happening. She glanced to her right and left, confirming no one was around. Then she stuck her thumbs in her ears, wiggled her fingers, and pushed out her tongue. It was childish, but if something was watching her on the other side, she figured this was better than flipping it the bird.


Her image didn’t move. She leaned back and folded her arms. Now what?


A loud meow rang out behind her, and she whirled around. Alice’s cat, Boop, sat at her feet, eyeing her with his usual feline disdain. Her eyes immediately began watering.


“Go away. You know I can’t pet you.”


He glared at her, then leaped forward and wrapped himself around her ankle like a furry black snake. She yelped and hopped back, pressing her hand into the mirror for balance. Before she could scold him, he let go and darted down the hall into the safety of Alice’s bedroom.


“Yeah, that’s right,” she called after him. “You’d better run!” Despite being allergic, she used to love cats. Until she met that one.


She turned back to the mirror just in time to watch herself sneeze into it. Droplets sprayed the glass, distorting her image. But at least it was the right image. She hurriedly wiped the mirror with her T-shirt, confirming her reflection did the same. Then she turned her head from side to side and made a funny face, just to be sure. Frozen Hadley was gone, and the mirror was working properly. All was well.


Except it wasn’t. She knew better than that.


Olivia, where are you? Something just happened.


Olivia didn’t always hear her telepathically. It depended on how far away she was and what she was doing. But Hadley figured it was worth a try.


The house PA system suddenly crackled to life, startling her. “Hadley, I’m in the kitchen. I’ll be right up.”


Hadley nodded to herself, then slung her T-shirt over her shoulder and headed to her bedroom. When she got there, she shut the door behind her and leaned against it, rubbing her nose. As she waited for Olivia, she stared at the bedroom she now called her own. The furniture was clunky and claw-footed, and the floral wallpaper gave off Regency-period vibes. It wasn’t her style, but the fireplace made it cozy, and the en suite bath was a white marble Shangri-La—a far cry from the bachelor pad she grew up in. More importantly, she liked knowing Olivia was next door, and Soxie and Alice were across the hall. It made it easier to close her eyes at night.


A loud knock behind her head startled her.


“Hadz, it’s me. Open up.”


She pushed off the door and turned around to open it. Olivia stood on the other side, her olive complexion somewhat pale.


“This is not good,” she said, shouldering past.


Hadley swept her arm in an exaggerated gesture. “Please, do come in.”


Olivia walked to the fireplace and flipped it on. Then she stepped back and stared into the flames. Hadley watched her begin to chew on her thumbnail.


“O?”


“My reflection just did something weird, too.”


Hadley tossed her T-shirt aside and pulled her hands down her face. “Ugh. What did it do?”


“Same as yours,” she replied. “It got stuck.”


Hadley sank onto her bed and fell back. “What about Soxie and Alice?” she asked the ceiling.


“If it happened to us, I’m sure it’ll happen to them. Something’s going on.”


“I figured,” Hadley said dryly. “But I don’t think it’s necessarily bad. At least, I didn’t get a bad feeling from it. Did you?”


“No, but it shouldn’t be happening. Not with the Realm gone.”


Hadley lifted her head. “So I guess this means we’ll be putting school on hold for another semester.” They were already a year behind their peers, but after the events of last year, they’d needed a break. Now, it would seem, they might be getting a longer one. Hadley didn’t mind. She’d been thirteen years old when the demi-goddess Philautia made her a huntress. It was part of her identity now. She’d never put much thought into being anything else.


Olivia ignored her and continued staring into the fireplace as if the answers lay in its flames.


Hadley rolled off the bed and grabbed her robe. “I was kidding, by the way. I wasn’t planning on registering, anyway. Was thinking I’ll go into the family business. Any interest in joining?”


Olivia nodded, muttering to herself as her brilliant mind attempted to solve the puzzle of the frozen mirrors. When she got like this, Hadley could press a bullhorn to her ear, and she wouldn’t hear it, let alone read her mind.


“Okay, then. Good talk,” she said before leaving her friend to her thoughts and closing the bathroom door behind her.













chapter 3





Olivia was gone by the time Hadley finished showering. Hair still damp, she threw on some cargo pants and a tank top, shoved her feet into a pair of flip-flops, and headed downstairs.


When she got to the first floor, the old grandfather clock in the foyer gonged, and all three dogs sat on the marble tile, staring at the entrance to the parlor room. Hadley paused at the bottom of the stairs. Why were the doors to the parlor room open? It was everyone’s least favorite room in the house. Not just because it was pretentious and stuffy but because of what happened there last year. Nobody wanted to spend time in a place where a man, possessed by a god, tried killing his own daughter. Hadley shivered, reliving the awful moment. She’d been sitting in the library across the way when she’d heard the dogs snarling and a terrifying scream—


“Whoever you are, you’re early. I’m told dinner isn’t quite ready.”


Hadley’s breath caught as she recognized the voice. Of course. There was only one person who spent time in that room, because nothing phased him. A herd of Jumanji rhinos could stampede through the hall, and he’d probably just step aside and carry on. She’d seen a thing or two in her nineteen years. But she’d never seen a human quite like Soxie’s mysterious uncle, Mayron Roxland III.


She heard what sounded like ice tinkling in a glass, then, “For heaven’s sake, don’t just stand out there like a moron. Come in. I’d like to have a word with you.”


The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. It irked her that she’d encountered demons—actual Underworld demons—for years yet was still more scared of Uncle May. She steeled herself and tucked wet hair behind her ears. Then she hopped down, patted one of the dogs on the head, and joined Mayron in the parlor room.


He sat on a chair in front of the fireplace, sifting through a stack of mail. She stepped further into the drafty room, hugging herself for warmth.


“Hi, Mayron,” she said as politely as she could. “I didn’t know you were home. When did you get back?”


“I wasn’t aware my arrival required an announcement,” he answered smoothly. “I will be sure to alert you going forward.”


She coughed and cleared her throat. “No, no, of course not. You don’t have to—I mean, this is your house. You can do whatever you want.”


“That’s very generous of you.”


Her cheeks flamed as she searched her brain for something to say. A dog whimpered behind her, and another sneezed.


“So, you said you wanted to talk—how did you know it was me?”


He set the pile of letters on the table next to him and picked up his drink. “I didn’t. Any of you will do.”


She winced. “Understood. So, what can any of us do for you?”


His head flew up, and cold eyes regarded her. His dark hair and features complemented his tailored blue suit. Hadley didn’t think of him as handsome—she tried not to think of him at all—but in the few times she’d been in his presence, she definitely found him striking. Like a scorpion, or a viper.


“For starters,” he said, his voice low and menacing, “you can explain to me what that woman is cooking in there. It smells like death.”


A laugh escaped her. “Don’t worry. Judy only cooks one night a week. Unfortunately, that’s tonight.”


“Lucky me,” he mused as he took a sip of his drink. “I must remember to make myself scarce on Wednesdays.”


Hadley nodded, wondering if that meant he was planning to be here the other six nights of the week. The thought did not sit well. She took a step back and regrouped.


“Well, if that’s all—”


“It is not.”


The dogs chose that moment to hightail it down the hall toward the kitchen. She glanced over her shoulder, sad to see them go.


“At some point,” he began, “we will need to discuss the extent of my involvement in your various . . . activities.”


Her stomach knotted. “I thought you spoke with David about that stuff.”


He chuckled and moved his glass to mix the ice. “Ah yes, David. He does have all the answers, doesn’t he? Smart and charming young man too. One might say he’s just as charming as his predecessor, Colin. You remember Colin, don’t you? I believe I helped you and my niece cover up his unfortunate demise.”


Her mouth suddenly felt dry, just like the desert they’d buried Colin’s body in. Sure, she could tell him they’d really sent a god back to The Underworld, but it wasn’t her place to divulge that information. “It’s complicated. I wish I could explain, but I can’t.”


He flicked his hand dismissively. “I’m not interested in your explanation. I have a responsibility to my niece, and as long as I believe you and the others—David included—have her best interests at heart, I will continue supporting you in your endeavors, and look the other way. But there are limits to my generosity.”


Hadley couldn’t believe she was standing here having this conversation. It felt way above her pay grade. “I really think you should talk to Soxie or David about this. I’m just—”


“Just what?” he cut in. “An innocent bystander who knows nothing about it? I’ll have you know, I went to great lengths to have your presence scrubbed from CCTV cameras all over Lyon. My Interpol contacts still have questions I cannot answer, and I lost two of my best people after a woman in my custody disappeared into thin air. So please do me the courtesy of dropping the act, Hadley.”


Hadley blanched. She wasn’t sure she’d ever heard him say her name. He knew who she was, of course. This had basically been her and Olivia’s second home since the day they became huntresses. But Mayron had never been more than a spectral figure, appearing once in a blue moon to pay the bills or get them out of a sticky situation. So why was he suddenly asking questions?


And then his words hit home.


A woman in my custody.


“Molly!” she blurted out. “You’re talking about Molly. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?”


His eyes flashed with surprise. But before he could answer, Judy’s voice screamed through the home’s PA system, announcing that dinner was ready.


They looked at each other, and Mayron did something she’d never seen him do. He smiled. It wasn’t scary, but it wasn’t warm either. It felt like the kind of smile you’d get from an android.


“Perhaps we’ll continue this conversation another time,” he said, his tone curt. “Our dreadful meal awaits.”


Then he stood, buttoned his jacket, and strode out of the room. She waited until he turned the corner before falling into the chair he’d vacated. She looked at his half-drunk scotch and considered tossing it back. Instead, she slowly rose and headed for the dining room, making a mental note to take the back stairs from now on.
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Dinner was as expected. Bland and burnt. But they all pretended to like it, even Mayron. Hadley kept her eye on him throughout the meal, but he never once looked in her direction. It made her think he’d already forgotten their conversation, which was unfortunate, because it would stick with her for a while.


After the dishes were washed, and the leftovers were “accidentally” dropped on the floor, Judy and Barry retired to their quarters in the guest house, and Mayron disappeared into his rooms in the east wing. Still hungry, Hadley grabbed a stale baguette and a block of cheese before heading to the library.


Unlike the parlor room, the library was cozy and comfortable, and easily Hadley’s favorite room in the house. It was old school, with floor-to-ceiling bookcases, a rolling ladder, heavy brass lamps, and of course, a fireplace, because whoever designed this place must have been perpetually cold.


When she walked in, Alice and David were sitting on one of the two leather couches in the middle of the room, Soxie and Olivia on the other. She took a bite of cheese, then a bite of bread, and made her way to her usual chair by the fire. The dogs were lined up in front of it, toasting themselves like fat seals on a beach. She nudged one of them aside and sat down.


“Classy,” Soxie said, nodding at her snack choice.


“Wha—?” she said, chewing. “I’m still hungry.”


Soxie raised an eyebrow in disapproval, but Alice eyed the bread and cheese like it was made of gold. Hadley broke off a hunk of each and tossed them to her.


“Thank you,” she said, sighing with delight as she snarfed them down. David watched his fiancée with an amused, starry-eyed look on his face. When she was finished, he reached up to brush a stray crumb from the corner of her mouth. Hadley couldn’t argue that it was a touching moment, if maybe a little saccharine for her taste. After taking one last bite of her own, she tossed the rest of her makeshift meal on the floor. The dogs devoured it in less than a second.


“Hadley, that’s not good for them,” scolded Olivia.


“Don’t tell me they’re lactose intolerant.”


“I bet you fifty bucks Schlemmer is,” said Soxie.


At the sound of her name, Schlemmer’s head popped up, nubby tail wagging and floppy ears at attention.


“You know Schlemmer has allergy issues,” said Olivia, calling the dog to her. Schlemmer jumped onto her lap like she was a Pomeranian and not a muscly, eighty-pound guard dog. Olivia grunted at the weight but allowed the dog to settle in.


“She definitely has issues,” agreed Soxie. “At least Fred and Ginger don’t sneeze when someone closes a door too hard.”


“We’re not here to talk about the dogs.”


Hadley bristled at David’s snippy, authoritative tone. But he was right. This wasn’t a social gathering. She sat up and leaned over the arm of her chair.


“Sox, Alice, your reflections got stuck too?”


They nodded.


David sat forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Theories?”


They all looked at each other, waiting for someone to speak up. When no one did, he stood and moved to the game table by the window, his thinking spot. He folded his arms and stared into the night. The voice and body might be different, but his mannerisms were the same. Hadley could almost see the old Colin standing there in the same black T-shirt and slim-fit jeans, ready to read them the riot act.


He turned his head to the side. “And how long before your reflections returned to normal?”


“Not until I made physical contact,” answered Olivia.


“Same,” Soxie and Alice said in unison.


Hadley perked up. Physical contact? She replayed the mirror event in her mind, and recalled how she’d leaned into the glass when Boop attacked her. She’d fixed the glitch without even knowing.


“I think it’s more than a glitch, Hadz,” Olivia remarked.


Hadley kicked her feet up to rest them on Fred’s rump. “But we all agree it didn’t feel threatening,” she countered. “Maybe it is some kind of glitch, or malfunction. What if it’s because of something we’re doing?”


“Or not doing,” added Alice.


David spun around, his face taut. “Meaning?”


Alice nodded toward the fireplace. They followed her gaze to the mirror that hung above it.


“No,” said David. “This has nothing to do with the dagger.”


“How do you know?”


“I just do.”


Hadley narrowed her eyes. David had always been cryptic when it came to the dagger. No one argued it wasn’t dangerous. It once belonged to a goddess of vengeance—a Fury. A weapon like that needed to be handled with care. But his insistence that it remain locked up had always felt suspect.


“Philautia used the dagger to create the Realm,” she said pointedly. “Don’t you think that means it could have something to do with our reflections getting stuck?”


David gave her a stern look and gestured to the mirror above the fireplace. Or rather, what lay hidden behind it. “It stays in the wall safe. That’s final.”


Her jaw tightened. “Fine. Then what about the compasses?”


“What about them?”


“They belong to us. Why do they have to be in the safe too?”


“If you’re not using them, they’re better off locked away.”


“He’s right,” Olivia chimed in. “They might not have any use outside the Realm, but we can’t risk losing them just because we want them around as keepsakes.”


Hadley reluctantly agreed. The idea of losing her compass was unimaginable. But she hated not having it with her all the time. It was more a part of her than her iPhone. And that was saying a lot.


“Okay, so what are our options?” Soxie asked the room. “Do we assume it’s a glitch and just wait for it to fix itself? Or do we take action?”


“What kind of action?” asked Alice.


“Well, like you said, maybe the mirrors are getting stuck because of something we’re not doing,” she said, pausing to address the room again. “So, what have we not been doing?”


Hadley considered their lives for the past few months. They’d been hosting the gods in their dreams, and so far it was manageable—depending on the god. It wasn’t hunting demons and saving the world, but it was something. So what was the glitch telling them? What were they missing?


Olivia suddenly leaned forward, startling the dog in her lap. “Alice, when was the last time you practiced projecting an image onto a mirror?”


Alice sat at attention and began absently pulling on the ends of her snow-white hair. She glanced at David before answering. “I thought we decided I shouldn’t do it anymore—that it was a waste of time.”


“We never decided that,” Olivia clapped back. “That sounds more like a David decision.”


Hadley watched the color fade from Alice’s cheeks. Her ability to project images onto mirrors had never amounted to more than a fun magic trick, but it was a mystery they’d been working hard to solve. At least they had been, until wedding planning and normal life got in the way.


“It wasn’t just David,” Alice said defensively. “We decided together.”


Soxie made a loud pfft sound. “I see, so the two of you decided something that concerns all of us, without consulting us first.”


“That’s right,” confirmed David, doubling down. “And I stand by our decision. The Realm is gone, and the gods are happy. I didn’t see any reason to keep messing around with something we don’t understand. Ever heard the phrase, ‘Don’t wake a sleeping dragon?’”
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