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Chapter One

Dying really sucks.

The gunshot wound in my stomach had started out sharp, but the pain had spread and dulled and grown until I no longer knew exactly where it hurt. The bang of gunshots filled my small apartment, and the attackers were in the bedroom working at getting through the master bathroom door where Gunnar, my boyfriend, had taken refuge.

I’d been making breakfast when a group of three men had busted through the front door like a salesman who didn’t take no for an answer, firing before asking questions. The fact Gunnar always took longer to get ready meant he’d been in the bathroom—his poor time management had saved him, it seemed.

I clutched my wound to hold the blood inside, but it had all the effectiveness of eating soup out of a colander. 

I’d do anything to change this.

The thought came to me like a dream, something I wanted with all my heart. I’d survived twenty-five years in the most dangerous area in society, and a group of idiots had killed me? Everything faded around me.

Is this it? The big dirt nap I always knew I was headed toward? 

I blinked slowly, a new darkness surrounding me, but the pain gone. It felt like a bad trip, like the world jarring forward around me.

Four towering shadows approached me, somehow darker than the surrounding blackness. Their silhouettes weren’t human, somehow larger and sharper and far more terrifying.

The shadows closed in on me, their details coming into focus until they took on the forms of four normal men.

“That was quite the wish, Lochlin!” said one man, using my name despite me not recognizing him. He had bright violet hair, cut short and messy, with matching-colored eyes and dressed like a college student, in a loose T-shirt and a pair of jeans with holes in the knees. He had sneakers on and a damn near maniacal smile. He might have been handsome if less strange. “It takes a lot to draw even one of us, yet you called all of us. This is a first!”

“Move aside, Yazmor, you raving lunatic,” snapped another man as he pushed past the violet-haired man who was apparently named Yazmor. The new man narrowed his dark brown eyes. “You don’t look special. I mean, the green hair is odd and distasteful, but that doesn’t make you special.”

I pulled backward, not caring for his closeness. Sure, who didn’t fantasize about strong, brooding men breaking in and doing filthy things to them?

I’d had my share of those, but these four seemed rougher than I wanted. Besides, his insult of my hair made me roll my eyes. I dressed how I wanted, not how some random man thought was pretty, which was why I adored my dyed green hair and nose ring. I wasn’t into men who were mean to me, so he could take his tsundere comments and shove them.

“Who the hell are you and how do you know my name?” I asked.

Another moved from the others, piercings in his nose, lip and eyebrow, and tattoos on his exposed throat and arms. He wore a T-shirt and jeans as well, but where Yazmor looked eccentric, this man appeared downright dangerous. He grasped my chin in a harsh grip, forcing my eyes to his. The shocking blue of them was bright as he stared at me. “Hale.”

I frowned. “What is that? Some weird greeting?” 

“My name, you idiot, and we know your name because you summoned us.” After a moment, he released me and turned back toward the others. “Looks normal enough.”

“She can’t be normal,” the calm man who had approached me earlier said. “She drew us four here, after all.”

“You’re always so suspicious, Tyrus.” Yazmor bounced his weight from foot to foot like a little kid after way too much sugar.

“All men are smart and suspicious or foolish and dead.”

“Well, you are dead, so…”

And that was about the time I decided to nope out of the situation.

I shook my head and turned to walk away, to opt out of this entire mess. Weird ass men who claimed to be dead and a magically healed wound—nope. My options were either I’d gotten shot, and this was the final sparking of my dying brain, or I’d gone completely insane. Neither seemed great, which meant I went for the third one.

Which was to rage quit.

Except, before I took more than a few steps, the last man, the one who hadn’t spoken, appeared right in front of me. He seemed even more terrifying than the others as he towered over me. Was it because of his silence?

Silence was more dangerous than noise. A dog who snarled and showed his teeth gave me a good warning. A dog who lunged without a sound was far more likely to take a finger.

This man was the lunging type.

Still, I didn’t shrink back from him. I was dead as they’d implied. What more could they do to me?

His gaze moved to my cheek, to my tattoo there. I had an angel wing on one side and a demon on the other, both small and going from the top of my cheek to my temple. “Why would you do this to your face?” His voice was rough and accented, though I couldn’t place the accent.

“Because it’s my face.”

He had amber eyes and black hair which was pulled half up to keep out of his face. He wore a suit, but the style looked antiquated despite the fabric appearing new and the entire thing well-tailored. “Why wings?”

“Why not?”

That wasn’t the truth, of course, but I lied as easily as I spoke. Revealing too much was dangerous, and I sure as hell didn’t trust these men enough to tell them anything that personal.

He narrowed his eyes until the amber nearly disappeared. “Let me guess—you want to live?”

“Is that an option?” I asked.

“Of course it is!” Yazmor came up between me and that last man to speak. He threw his arm around my shoulder, his tone so friendly as to have veered deep into creepy. In fact, if we were in the real world, I’d have considered either a kick to the balls or a restraining order—though I suspected the kick would do more. Still, he held me tight, no matter my glare. “You did call us here, so clearly, you’re willing to trade. Given the awful state you were in—you know, what with all the bleeding—I’d figure you’d want to live. Maybe an extra decade in exchange for your soul?” 

“Why do you think you get to make the deal?” Hale came over and roughly knocked Yazmor away, though he didn’t sidle up to me the way the purple-haired man had. Instead, he wrapped his fingers around my arm in a tight and rather threatening grip. “You get to pick one of us, whichever you want, to make the deal with. So pick and set your terms.”

“My terms?”

Hale frowned, then look toward the man who had asked about my tattoo. “Is she stupid, Gorrin? Because if she’s stupid, you take her. Stupid annoys me.”

“I’m not stupid,” I argued. “Anyone would have questions.”

“No? Then pick me.” Hale pulled me closer. “Pick me, and I’ll save your life, and in return, you’ll give me your soul.”

I yanked away. I was much too old to fall for scary looking bad boys who made big promises. I’d been down that road a time or two already, and for what?

For a whole lot of nothing. They tended to be like flaccid dicks—they promised a good time but rarely delivered. 

“I don’t think living is worth that,” I said quickly. “I was told that the juice has to be worth the squeeze, and you are so not worth the squeeze.”

Gorrin, the man who had asked about the tattoos, let out a soft, unexpected chuckle. “Well now, how many people are willing to talk back to Hale like that? Maybe she is more interesting than I first thought.” He stared at me as if I were a pet who had learned a new and unexpected trick.

“Flattery won’t get you anywhere. Life is great but getting enslaved for eternity isn’t worth a few measly extra years.”
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