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Synopsis

Rideshare driver Zara Okonkwo is desperate—working endless nights to pay for her mother’s cancer treatment. When a mysterious passenger offers her $500 to drive him to a cemetery at midnight, she accepts. But what she witnesses there changes everything: Sorin is a crossroads demon, collecting souls from people who traded them for impossible wishes. Her GPS is the only technology that works in the magical dead zones where deals are made, making her invaluable to him. As Zara becomes his regular driver, she witnesses desperate people sacrifice their eternal freedom for love, health, and survival. When she discovers that Sorin himself is enslaved—bound by an ancient contract to collect souls forever—she begins researching the one thing that could free him. But the loophole demands a terrible price: a soul freely given in love, replacing his in Hell’s service eternally. Will Zara sacrifice everything for a demon who’s shown her that even the damned can love?







Prologue

The rain came down in sheets.

Zara Okonkwo gripped the steering wheel of her Camry, watching the wipers struggle against the deluge. The rhythmic thump-thump-thump of the blades did nothing to clear the downpour—just smeared water across the windshield in streaks that caught the streetlights and turned them into jagged stars. Eleven-forty on a Tuesday night, and she was still five rides short of her daily goal. The hospital bill sat folded in her glove compartment, another reminder that sleep was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

Her phone chimed. New ride request.

She almost ignored it. The pickup location sat at the edge of town, near those abandoned warehouses where nothing good ever happened after dark. The kind of place where broken bottles glittered in parking lots and graffiti covered every surface. But the fare was decent, and the rent was due Friday. Her landlord didn’t accept excuses, only checks.

Zara’s thumb hovered over the decline button. Then she thought of her mother’s last hospital stay. The itemized bill that had run to seven pages. The collection agency calling twice a day.

She accepted the ride.

Twenty minutes later, she pulled up to a street corner that barely deserved the name. No streetlights. No working businesses. Just the skeletal remains of a strip mall that had died in the last recession and never recovered. The kind of intersection where the asphalt surrendered to gravel and weeds, where the city pretended it had no jurisdiction. Her headlights cut through the rain, illuminating a figure standing beneath a dead oak tree.

He wore a black coat that must have cost more than her car. Water slicked his dark hair back from a face that belonged on magazine covers—sharp cheekbones, full mouth, eyes she couldn’t quite make out in the shadows. Everything about him screamed wrong place, wrong time, yet he stood there like he owned the darkness itself. Like the rain was falling for his benefit, the wind blowing at his command.

Zara unlocked the doors. Years of rideshare driving had taught her to trust her instincts, and right now her instincts were screaming. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. Her mouth had gone dry. But she had bills to pay. Sick mothers didn’t cure themselves, and lupus medication cost more than most people’s mortgage.

The man slid into the back seat with liquid grace. No fumbling, no awkward maneuvering, no rainwater dripping everywhere like normal passengers. He moved like water finding its level, like gravity affected him differently than other people.

“Thank you for coming,” he said. His voice carried an accent she couldn’t place—European, maybe, but older somehow. Like he’d learned English from books written before she was born. Like he’d been speaking for centuries and had accumulated layers of pronunciation the way stones accumulated moss. “I know the location is… unconventional.”

“Where to?” Zara kept her eyes on the rearview mirror. She could see him properly now. Mid-thirties, maybe, though something about his face made age hard to pin down. Those eyes were gray—not blue-gray or green-gray, but the color of smoke, of storm clouds, of things that existed between states. They reflected the streetlights wrong, like polished metal instead of human wetness.

“The cemetery on Hollow Hill Road.” He settled back against the seat with a sigh that sounded like relief. Like he’d been standing under that dead oak for hours. “I have an appointment.”

Of course he did. Because normal people definitely had cemetery appointments at midnight in a thunderstorm. Zara pulled up the navigation on her phone, even though she knew the way. Hollow Hill Cemetery was where all the old money got buried, the place with marble angels and granite mausoleums that cost more than most people’s houses.

“That’ll be about thirty minutes.” Zara pulled away from the curb, watching the dead oak tree disappear in her mirrors. Its bare branches reached toward the sky like skeletal fingers. “Visiting hours are over, though. You know that, right?”

“The person I’m meeting doesn’t observe conventional hours.” The corner of his mouth lifted. Not quite a smile. More like the memory of smiling, like he’d forgotten how the expression was supposed to look. “Neither do I, for that matter.”

They drove in silence for a while. Rain hammered the roof, turning the world beyond the windows into a blur of darkness and scattered lights. The sound was hypnotic, relentless. It made the interior of the car feel like a bubble, a separate reality floating through the storm. Zara kept checking the mirror, but her passenger just sat there, perfectly still, watching the city slide past.

He didn’t fidget. Didn’t check his phone. Didn’t do any of the thousand tiny movements that filled empty space for normal people. Didn’t adjust his coat or crack his knuckles or tap his fingers against his thigh. He simply existed, as motionless as a photograph, and somehow that stillness felt more unnerving than any restlessness. Like he was conserving energy. Like he didn’t need to move unless there was a purpose to it.

Zara filled the silence with radio—some late-night talk show host discussing conspiracy theories. Normally she found it entertaining, but tonight the voice just felt like noise. She turned it off.

“You work late,” he said finally.

“Bills work overtime.” Zara navigated around a pothole the size of a small crater, feeling the Camry’s suspension groan. She really needed new shocks. Add it to the list of things she couldn’t afford. “Someone’s got to pay them.”

“Medical bills?”

Her hands tightened on the wheel. “How did you—”

“You have that look.” His reflection in the mirror remained unreadable. “Tired, but not from work. From worry. From watching someone you love suffer while you count dollars and pray they multiply. There’s a particular exhaustion that comes from choosing between medicine and rent. I’ve seen it before.”

Zara’s throat went tight. She didn’t talk about her mother with strangers. Didn’t talk about the lupus that had turned a vibrant woman who used to dance in the kitchen into someone who spent more time in hospital beds than her own. Didn’t talk about how she’d dropped out of nursing school to drive strangers around Atlanta at all hours because the medical bills kept coming and coming and coming, a tide that never receded. Didn’t mention the three jobs she’d cycled through before rideshare, or how she’d stopped buying groceries for herself so her mother could have fresh fruit.

“I don’t—” She stopped. Started again. “That’s none of your business.”

“You’re right. Forgive me.” He tilted his head, and in the mirror she caught a flash of something in those smoke-gray eyes. Regret? Recognition? Something older and sadder than either. “I overstep. An occupational hazard. I spend too much time with people in distress. Sometimes I forget that observation sounds like intrusion.”

“What do you do?” The question slipped out before she could stop it. Asking passengers about their jobs was usually a mistake—half the time you got life stories you didn’t want, the other half you got lies. But something about this man made her curious. Made her want to understand the wrongness that clung to him like expensive cologne. Like he was a puzzle she needed to solve, even though every instinct said to leave well enough alone.

“I’m a collector.” He pronounced the word carefully, like it meant something specific. “I facilitate… transactions. Help people settle their debts.”

“Like a loan shark?”

“Nothing so crude.” That almost-smile again. “Think of me as an intermediary. People make agreements, promises they later regret. I ensure those promises are kept. I witness the conclusion of contracts.”

The rain was letting up, the drumming on the roof fading to a steady patter. They’d left the city proper behind now, heading into the hills where houses spread out and trees grew thick. Where the streetlights gave way to darkness and the pavement got smooth, maintained by homeowners associations instead of the city. Hollow Hill Cemetery sat another fifteen minutes north, past the country club and the gated community where doctors and lawyers pretended they were better than their money.

“Sounds like a miserable job,” Zara said.

“It has its moments.” He shifted, and she heard the leather of his coat creak. “What about you? Is driving what you want to do? Or just what you must do?”

The question hit harder than it should have. Zara’s hands flexed on the wheel. “Does it matter?”

“It might. Want and must—they’re different things. Different debts. Different costs to the soul.” He paused. “I’ve found that people who do what they must often resent it, even when it’s necessary. Even when it’s noble. And resentment is a kind of poison.”

“Deep thoughts for a midnight ride.”

“It’s a philosophical hour. The time when most people are honest, at least with themselves.”

Zara didn’t respond. Couldn’t, because he was right. She did resent it. Resented the driving, the exhaustion, the way her life had narrowed to a single focus: keep Mom alive. Keep the bills paid. Keep moving forward even when forward felt like trudging through mud. She’d had plans once. Dreams. She was going to be a nurse, help people, make a difference. Now she helped people by driving them to airports and bars and booty calls, and the only difference she made was to her bank account.

The cemetery gates appeared in the headlights, iron bars twisted into elaborate patterns that looked beautiful and forbidding all at once. Angels and vines intertwined, creating shapes that seemed to shift in the moving light. A sign read VISITING HOURS: 8 AM - 6 PM in friendly letters that seemed absurd in the midnight darkness.

Zara pulled up to the gates, her headlights illuminating the chain wrapped around the bars. A heavy padlock gleamed in the light. “We’re here. Though I don’t know how you’re getting in. Place is locked up tight.”

“I have a key.” The man reached for the door handle, then paused. His fingers rested on the chrome, pale against the dark interior. “Would you wait? Thirty minutes, maybe forty. I’ll pay triple the fare.”

Every instinct she’d honed over three years of night driving screamed at her to refuse. To take her money and go, leave this strange man with his cemetery appointment and his unsettling stillness. The rational part of her brain was throwing up red flags. Midnight. Cemetery. Stranger. This was how horror movies started. This was how women ended up on true crime podcasts.

But triple fare meant the electric bill. Meant another week of her mother’s medications. Meant maybe, possibly, getting a little bit ahead instead of constantly treading water.

“Fine,” she said. “But I’m keeping the meter running.”

“Naturally.” He stepped out into the drizzle, his coat swirling around him like something alive. Then he turned back, leaning down to look through the open door. Water dripped from his hair but somehow didn’t touch his face. “What’s your name?”

She shouldn’t tell him. Every rideshare safety video said never give personal information. Never let passengers know anything real about you. But her mouth was already moving, driven by something she didn’t understand. “Zara.”

“Zara.” He repeated it like he was tasting the syllables, testing their weight. Like her name was a vintage wine and he was determining its quality. “Strong name. African?”

“Nigerian. My father’s side.”

“Beautiful.” He smiled—a real smile this time, small and genuine. “I’m Sorin. Thank you for the ride. For waiting.”

He closed the door gently—none of that passenger slam that made her wince—and walked toward the cemetery gates. Zara watched him approach the locked entrance, curious despite herself. He’d said he had a key, but those gates looked like they needed more than a key. The chain alone looked industrial-grade.

Sorin touched the iron bars.

They swung open.

No key. No visible lock. No unwrapping of chains. Just his hand against metal, and the impossible gates yielding like he’d whispered the right secret. Like the cemetery had been waiting for him, had recognized him.

Zara’s breath caught. She’d seen that wrong, had to have. The rain, the darkness, her exhausted brain playing tricks. But Sorin walked through without looking back, and the gates remained open behind him, an invitation into darkness she had no intention of accepting. The chain lay on the ground, still locked, still secure. Impossible.

She locked her doors. All of them. Checked twice.

Pulled out her phone to scroll through social media, tried to pretend the last five minutes hadn’t happened. But her hands were shaking, and she kept looking up at the cemetery, at the stone angels and marble crosses barely visible beyond the gates. The sculptures looked different in the darkness, their benevolent expressions turned sinister by shadow. She could see a path winding between graves, disappearing into clusters of trees.

What kind of appointment happened at midnight in a graveyard?

What kind of man could open locked gates with a touch?

She thought about driving away. Should drive away. Her finger hovered over the app’s cancel ride button. But nine hundred dollars. Triple fare. That was real, even if nothing else made sense.

The minutes crawled past. Fifteen. Twenty. Zara told herself she’d leave at thirty, triple fare or not. Told herself that money wasn’t worth whatever strangeness was happening beyond those iron bars. She counted the seconds, watched the meter tick up, tried not to think about impossible things.

At twenty-three minutes, her phone rang. Her mother’s nurse, the night shift woman who was usually unflappable. Zara’s heart seized.

“She’s fine,” the nurse said immediately. “Vitals are good. But she’s asking for you. Having one of her bad nights, anxiety-wise. Can you come by tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Zara managed. “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

She ended the call and pressed her forehead against the steering wheel. Her mother was fine. For now. For tonight. But there would be other nights, other calls, until eventually there wouldn’t be.

Unless there was another way.

The thought came unbidden, unwelcome. She pushed it away.

Then she saw him.

Sorin walked back through the gates with another figure beside him. Smaller, older—a woman hunched inside a raincoat, moving with the careful steps of someone who’d lost faith in their own balance. Sorin held her elbow, guiding her with surprising gentleness. The same gentleness her mother’s nurses used, that particular careful touch that spoke of fragility.

They stopped just outside the gates. Spoke words Zara couldn’t hear through the glass and rain. Then the woman reached up, touched Sorin’s face with one trembling hand, and collapsed.

Zara was out of the car before conscious thought caught up. Running toward them, her nurse training flooding back despite two years away from textbooks. Check airway, breathing, circulation. Call 911. Start compressions if needed. Her feet splashed through puddles, her breath coming fast, adrenaline overriding fear.

But when she reached them, Sorin was already lowering the woman gently to the wet ground. His face held no alarm. No surprise. He looked… sad. Regretful. Like he was watching something inevitable and unwelcome. Like he’d seen this a thousand times and it never got easier.

“Is she—” Zara dropped to her knees beside the woman, fingers searching for a pulse. The woman’s skin was cool, waxy. Nothing. No flutter in the carotid. “We need an ambulance. Now.”

“We don’t.” Sorin’s voice was soft. “She’s gone.”

“You don’t know that. I’m trained, I can—” Zara positioned her hands for compressions, found the right spot on the sternum. Started to push.

“Zara.” He caught her wrist. His hand was cold, far colder than the rain could explain. Cold like metal. Cold like stone. “She’s gone. She was always going to be gone. Tonight, this moment. It was arranged.”

“What are you talking about?” She jerked away from his grip. “People don’t just arrange when they die. That’s not how—”

“It’s exactly how.” Sorin stood, brushing rain from his coat with careful fingers. “Seven years ago, Margaret Chen made a deal. Seven years of health after her diagnosis. Seven years to watch her grandchildren grow, to travel, to finish the novel she’d always dreamed of writing. In exchange, her soul at the end of that time.”

The world tilted. Zara sat back on her heels, staring at the dead woman, at the peaceful expression on weathered features. Margaret looked content. Satisfied. Like she’d just finished a good meal and was ready for sleep. “You’re insane.”

“I’m a demon.” He said it matter-of-factly, like announcing his profession at a dinner party. Like saying he was an accountant or a teacher. “A crossroads demon, specifically. I broker contracts between Hell and mortals desperate enough to bargain. Margaret wanted seven years. She got them. Tonight, the debt came due.”

Zara laughed. Couldn’t help it. The sound came out high and sharp, edging toward hysteria. “Demons. Right. And I suppose you’re going to tell me that woman sold her soul to the devil.”

“Not the devil. Devils are middle management at best.” Sorin looked down at Margaret’s body with something that might have been respect. “She made her deal with me. They all do, in this territory. I offer the contract, they sign, I collect when the term expires. Tonight I collected.”

“By meeting her in a cemetery at midnight? By—” Zara’s voice cracked. “By killing her?”

“By being present when the contract executed itself.” He crouched beside Margaret, closing her eyes with careful fingers. Reverent, almost. “I don’t kill them. The terms do. Seven years of borrowed health, then the bill comes due. All I do is ensure the transfer happens correctly. That the soul goes where it’s owed. I’m a witness and a facilitator, not an executioner.”

This wasn’t happening. Couldn’t be happening. Zara had driven thousands of passengers, and sure, some of them were weird, but none of them had been actual demons claiming to collect actual souls. That wasn’t real. Wasn’t possible. Demons were fairy tales. Hell was a metaphor. Souls were philosophical concepts, not tradeable commodities.

Except Sorin had opened locked gates with a touch.

Except Margaret Chen had collapsed the moment she touched his face.

Except everything in Zara’s rational, skeptical, science-minded worldview was screaming that something impossible was standing in front of her, wearing an expensive coat and looking at her with ancient, smoke-gray eyes.

“I need to call 911,” she said faintly. “There’s a dead woman. We have to—”

“They won’t find a body.” Sorin straightened. “Give it thirty seconds.”

Zara looked down. Margaret’s corpse was dissolving. Not rotting, not decaying—simply fading, like a photograph left in the sun. The colors washed out first, turning sepia and then gray. Then the details went, the wrinkles smoothing, the features blurring. Then the substance itself began to go, becoming translucent, then transparent, then nothing. Until nothing remained but wet pavement and the smell of rain and something else. Something like ozone. Like the air after lightning strikes.

“Where—” Zara couldn’t finish the question. Her tongue had gone numb. Her brain was trying to reboot, to find some framework that could accommodate what she’d just witnessed.

“Hell has her now. Along with seven thousand, three hundred and eight others I’ve collected over the centuries.” Sorin’s voice held no pride. Just exhaustion. The weariness of someone who’d been doing the same job for too long. “I don’t enjoy this, if you’re wondering. But we all have our debts to pay. Even demons. Especially demons.”

Zara stood on shaking legs. Backed toward her car. This was a nightmare, had to be. She’d fallen asleep at the wheel, was dreaming all of this. In a moment she’d wake up at a red light with horns blaring behind her. Wake up in her bed. Wake up in a world where demons weren’t real and souls stayed in bodies.

“I’m sorry,” Sorin said. “You weren’t supposed to see that. You were supposed to wait in the car, take your triple fare, go home. But you tried to help.” Something shifted in his expression. Something like wonder. “You saw a stranger dying and you tried to help. That’s… rarer than you’d think.”

“Stay away from me.” Zara fumbled for her car door. Her hands wouldn’t work properly. “I’m leaving. I’m going to forget this happened. You’re just some crazy person and I never saw—”

“You won’t forget.” He didn’t follow her, didn’t move at all. “Humans who see past the veil, who witness the machinery of the supernatural—it changes you. Opens your eyes to things you’ll never unsee. You’ll start noticing things. People who don’t cast shadows. Reflections that move wrong. The world has layers, Zara. You’ve just seen through the first one.”

“I don’t believe in demons.” Her hand found the door handle. Cold metal. Real. Solid. “I don’t believe in souls or Hell or any of it. There’s a rational explanation for what I just saw.”

“Believe what you need to.” Sorin reached into his coat, pulled out a wallet. Expensive leather, well-worn. “But take this. Triple fare, as promised. And Zara?” He met her eyes across the rain-slicked distance between them. “When you start seeing the others—the vampires and werewolves, the fae and ghosts and things without names—remember that most of them are far less polite than I am.”

He set a stack of bills on the ground where Margaret had fallen, then turned and walked back through the cemetery gates. This time they swung shut behind him with a sound like a sigh, like the world exhaling something it had held too long. The chain wrapped itself back around the bars, the padlock clicking shut with a sound that shouldn’t have been audible from this distance.

Zara stood frozen. Shaking. The rain had stopped completely now, leaving the night crystal-clear and cold. Stars were visible overhead, more than she’d ever seen in the city. The air smelled clean. New. Like the storm had washed everything away and left a blank slate.

She should drive away. Should leave the money, leave this place, leave the impossible thing she’d witnessed. But her feet carried her forward instead, and her hands picked up the bills, and her mind counted them automatically.

Nine hundred dollars. Exactly triple the fare.

Cold money. Wet with rain. Real.

The bills were hundreds. Crisp. New. Sequential serial numbers. Fresh from a bank, or Hell’s printing press, or wherever demons got their cash.

Zara got back in her car. Started the engine. Drove home through streets that looked exactly the same as they had an hour ago but felt fundamentally different. Like someone had rewritten the rules of reality while she wasn’t looking. The same traffic lights. The same buildings. The same late-night convenience stores with their fluorescent glow. But now she looked at every shadow differently. Wondered what might be hiding in them.

When she finally pulled into her apartment parking lot, dawn was breaking over Atlanta. Pink light touched the skyline, turned the city soft and golden and ordinary. But Zara knew better now. Knew that ordinary was just a curtain drawn over something stranger. The sunrise looked the same as every other sunrise, but it felt different. Like a mask.

She sat in her car, watching the sunrise, and wondered what other impossible things were hiding in plain sight.

Wondered if her mother’s lupus was natural, or if somewhere in the city another demon was collecting debts.

Wondered if she’d just driven into a world she could never leave, even if she wanted to.

The money sat on her passenger seat—nine hundred dollars that felt like both salvation and curse. Evidence that the supernatural existed. That souls were real and tradeable. That everything she thought she knew about the universe was wrong. She picked up the stack, fanned it, watched the bills catch the dawn light. They looked so normal. So mundane. Just paper and ink, the same as any other money.

Zara picked up one of the bills. Held it to the light. Regular paper, regular ink. The watermark was right. The security strip was right. Nothing special or magical about it except where it came from.

Who it came from.

She thought about Sorin’s face when he’d watched Margaret dissolve. That sadness. That exhaustion. We all have our debts to pay, he’d said. Like he was trapped too. Like collecting souls wasn’t his choice. Like he was as bound by the contracts as the people who signed them.

Demons were supposed to be evil. Weren’t they? That’s what every movie, every book, every religious text said. Demons tempted. Demons destroyed. Demons were the enemy of everything good and human.

But he’d been kind to Margaret. Gentle. Respectful. And he’d warned Zara about what came next. About seeing past the veil. That wasn’t the action of something purely malevolent. That was something more complicated. More human, almost.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her mother’s nurse: Your mom had a good night. Vitals stable. She’s asking for you.

Zara closed her eyes. Let the relief wash through her. Her mother was okay. For now. For another day, another week, another uncertain stretch of borrowed time.

Just like Margaret Chen had borrowed seven years.

The thought sent ice through her veins. If demons were real, if they made deals, if they offered impossible things in exchange for souls…

She could have more time with her mother. Could have her mother healthy again. Could have the vibrant, dancing, laughing woman back instead of the pale shadow in the hospital bed. Seven years. Ten years. Whatever she wanted, probably. Just sign on the dotted line and watch the miracle happen.

No.

She wouldn’t think about that. Couldn’t think about that. There had to be another way. Had to be something between watching her mother fade and selling her soul to Hell. Science would find a cure. The treatments would work. They’d figure it out. They had to.

But as Zara climbed the stairs to her apartment, as she counted the money again and tucked it into her mother’s medical fund, she couldn’t shake the memory of Sorin’s smoke-gray eyes.

The way he’d looked at her when she tried to save Margaret.

The way he’d said her name, like it meant something.

The way he’d known about her mother without being told.

She fell asleep wondering if she’d see him again. If she wanted to. If that triple fare was a gift or a hook, bait for something larger. If he collected souls for Hell, what did that make her? Someone who’d benefited from a demonic transaction, even if she hadn’t signed anything. Was that enough to damn her? Or was she already damned just by knowing, by seeing, by accepting money that had come from the other side of the veil?

In dreams full of smoke and shadow, she saw gates that opened at a touch, bodies dissolving into light. Saw her mother’s face, healthy and whole, asking what price Zara had paid. Heard Sorin’s voice saying we all have our debts, over and over until the words lost meaning and became just sound, just rhythm, just the heartbeat of a world she’d never known existed.

When she woke six hours later, the money was still real. The memory was still vivid. And somewhere in Atlanta, Zara was certain, someone else was making a deal at a crossroads, signing away pieces of their soul for temporary salvation.

She got up. Made coffee. Counted the nine hundred dollars one more time.

And tried to figure out how to live in a world where demons were real, souls were currency, and nothing would ever be simple again.




Chapter 1

“Standard Terms & Conditions: The Contractor agrees to provide services as specified for a period of seven (7) years from date of signing. Upon expiration of term, full payment becomes due. No extensions. No refunds. No exceptions.” — Crossroads Contract, Clause 3.2

Three days after the cemetery, Zara still hadn’t told anyone.

Who would she tell? Her mother, fighting lupus with every ounce of strength she had left? Hey Mom, guess what—demons are real and they collect souls in exchange for miracles. That would go over well. Just what Eleanor needed to hear while her kidneys were failing and her joints felt like broken glass. Tyra, her best friend since high school? Tyra barely believed in astrology, let alone actual Hell. She’d spent twenty minutes last month arguing that Mercury retrograde was pseudoscience. Demons wouldn’t even make it past her opening skepticism. The police? Right. Officer, I witnessed a supernatural transaction and the body dissolved into nothing. They’d laugh her straight into a psych eval, probably call it exhaustion-induced hallucination. Maybe they’d be right.

So she kept it to herself. Drove her routes, delivered her passengers, pretended the world made sense.

The nine hundred dollars helped. She’d paid down a chunk of her mother’s hospital bill—enough to stop the collection calls for a week or two—bought groceries that weren’t ramen or day-old bread from the discount rack, even splurged on new windshield wipers so she could actually see through Atlanta’s perpetual rain. Normal things. Human things. Things that had nothing to do with demons or souls or deals made in darkness.

But at night, when the rides slowed and Atlanta’s streets stretched empty beneath flickering streetlights, she found herself looking. Watching. Searching for signs of the impossible.

She saw plenty.

The woman at the bus stop on Ponce whose eyes reflected light like an animal’s—that yellow-green flash when headlights caught them, the kind cats and dogs had but humans definitely didn’t. The man in the business suit who cast no shadow despite standing directly under a lamp, briefcase in hand, checking his phone like everyone else at three in the morning. The teenage girl who walked three feet above the sidewalk, her sneakers never quite touching concrete, bobbing along like she was on invisible wires. Things Zara’s brain would have dismissed a week ago as tricks of light, exhaustion, stress-induced visual artifacts.

Now she knew better.

Now she saw them everywhere, and once you started seeing, you couldn’t stop.

You’ll start seeing the others, Sorin had said. Vampires, werewolves, fae. He hadn’t been lying. Had probably understated it, actually, because the creatures she saw defied categorization. Things with too many joints. People whose skin shimmered like heat mirages. Shadows that moved independently of their casters.

Thursday night—three days, fourteen hours since the cemetery—Zara picked up a fare in Midtown. Young professional, late twenties, headed to a bar in Little Five Points. Normal ride. Normal passenger. She wore a pencil skirt and blouse, carried a laptop bag, looked like a thousand other Atlanta office workers heading out after a long shift.

Except the woman’s reflection in the rearview mirror didn’t quite match her actual face. The reflection was older, harder, with eyes that had seen too much. Lines around the mouth that weren’t there in the flesh. And when she smiled at something on her phone, her teeth looked sharp. Not vampire-fangs sharp, but wrong. Too pointed. Too many of them.

Zara white-knuckled the steering wheel and said nothing.

Made small talk about traffic and weather like her passenger wasn’t two different people simultaneously. Like reality wasn’t fracturing in her rearview mirror.

The passenger got out at her destination, left a decent tip, never noticed Zara’s hands shaking. Because that was the thing about the supernatural world, apparently—it existed right alongside the regular one. Overlapping. Interweaving. Hidden in plain sight for anyone who knew how to look. Most people didn’t know how to look. Didn’t want to know. The human brain was excellent at filtering out impossibilities, at maintaining comfortable illusions.

Zara had lost that filter. That comfortable blindness. Every shift now was a parade of horrors masquerading as normalcy, and she couldn’t unsee any of it.

Friday morning she drove to the hospital for her mother’s appointment. The oncology wing always smelled the same—antiseptic and despair, with undertones of the flowers people brought to remind themselves that life and growth still existed. Carnations wilting in plastic vases. Lilies that smelled like funerals. Zara hated it. Hated the too-cheerful paintings on the walls—sunsets and meadows, scenes of health and vitality in a place where bodies betrayed their owners. Hated the hushed voices, the way hope and grief mixed in the air until you couldn’t tell them apart. Hated how familiar it had all become, this place of last resorts and diminishing returns.

Her mother sat in the waiting room, reading a magazine she’d probably read three times before. Eleanor Okonkwo had been beautiful once—still was, in the way that bone structure and grace survived what illness stole. High cheekbones, elegant neck, eyes that still sparked with intelligence even when pain dulled everything else. But lupus had carved away the soft parts, left her angular and fragile, a sketch of herself. Her clothes hung loose. Her wedding ring—she still wore it, though Zara’s father had been gone ten years—spun around a finger that had grown too thin to hold it properly.

“Baby.” Eleanor looked up, her face transforming with a smile that made Zara’s chest ache. “You didn’t have to come. I know you worked late.”

“I wanted to.” Zara dropped into the plastic chair beside her mother, taking her hand. Cold fingers, prominent veins, skin like tissue paper. When had her mother’s hands become so small? When had the woman who used to carry Zara on her shoulders become this delicate thing that might break if held too tight? “How are you feeling?”

“Oh, you know. Living the dream.” Eleanor squeezed Zara’s hand. The grip was weaker than it had been last month. Everything was weaker than it had been last month. A slow decline, incremental losses that added up to catastrophe. “Dr. Kapoor thinks the new treatment might be helping.”

Dr. Kapoor had said the same thing about the last three treatments. Zara had learned to hear the subtext beneath medical optimism: We’re trying. It’s not enough. We’re running out of options. I’m sorry.

“That’s good,” she said, because what else could she say? Actually, Mom, I met a demon who could cure you in exchange for your soul, want me to make a call? “That’s really good, Mom.”

They sat in silence for a while, Eleanor flipping through her magazine without really reading, Zara watching the other patients. An older man with an oxygen tank, the plastic tube cutting into his nostrils, each breath a visible effort. A woman about her mother’s age, bald from chemo, wearing a brilliant purple scarf tied with defiant elegance. A teenage boy trying to look brave while his parents tried not to cry, all three of them maintaining the fiction that everything would be fine. All of them lying to each other out of love.

All of them fighting. All of them losing, inch by inch, cell by cell.

Zara thought about Margaret Chen. Seven years of health after her diagnosis. Seven years to write her novel, watch her grandchildren, travel to all the places she’d dreamed about. Seven years of actually living instead of just surviving. All it had cost was her soul.

Was that really so expensive? If you got seven good years, seven years of being whole and healthy and present—wasn’t that worth whatever came after?

“Zara?” Her mother was looking at her with concern, head tilted in that way she had, the way that said she could read Zara’s thoughts written across her face. “You okay? You seem distant.”

“Just tired.” The lie came easily. She’d gotten good at lying lately. Good at pretending everything was fine when nothing was fine, when the world had revealed itself as something stranger and more terrible than she’d ever imagined. “Long week.”

“You’re working too hard.” Eleanor closed her magazine, her expression turning serious. That mom-look, the one that said she was about to dispense wisdom whether Zara wanted it or not. “Baby, I know the bills are piling up, but you can’t drive yourself into the ground for me. You need to live your life too. You’re twenty-six years old. You should be dating someone, going out with friends, figuring out what you want to do with your future.”

“This is my life.” Zara tried to smile, knew it came out wrong. “Making sure you’re okay. That’s what matters.”

“That’s not—” Eleanor stopped as a nurse called her name. She stood slowly, movements careful, each shift of weight a negotiation with joints that felt like they were full of ground glass. She touched Zara’s cheek, her palm cool and dry. “We’ll talk about this later. You need more than hospital waiting rooms and night shifts, baby. You deserve more.”

Zara watched her mother walk toward the examination rooms, each step a negotiation with pain and fatigue. The slight limp Eleanor tried to hide. The way she gripped the wall for balance. The careful placement of each foot, like the floor might give way beneath her.

Twenty-six. That was young, supposedly. Time to make mistakes, take chances, figure out who she was supposed to become. Her friends from high school were getting married, starting careers, buying houses. Living the lives they’d planned in yearbook pages and late-night conversations.

Instead she was here. Driving strangers around Atlanta at midnight, counting pills and co-pays, watching her mother fade like a photograph left in the sun.

Like Margaret Chen had faded from cancer.

The memory hit visceral and immediate. Margaret’s diagnosis, the years of fighting, the slow decline that illness brought. Where did people go when they died? Was Hell really worse than ceasing to exist? At least Hell implied continuation, consciousness, some form of existence beyond the final breath.

Zara pulled out her phone. Opened the rideshare app, checked her stats. Forty-three rides this week. Decent tips. Five-star rating maintained through exhaustion and existential crisis. Everything normal and ordinary and insufficient, because no amount of driving was going to cure lupus, and they both knew it.

The math was simple and terrible: her mother was dying, and Zara couldn’t earn enough money fast enough to stop it.

Her phone buzzed with a new ride request.

She stared at the screen. The pickup location was the same corner where she’d gotten Sorin. The dead oak tree, the abandoned warehouses, the place where asphalt surrendered to gravel and weeds. The place where her world had split open and shown her what lurked beneath.

Her thumb hovered over the decline button.

But the fare was high—suspiciously high for a ride that didn’t even list a destination yet. Triple what it should be. And something in her chest pulled tight, a feeling like recognition, like inevitability. Like she’d been waiting for this request since the moment she’d driven away from the cemetery three days ago.

Zara accepted the ride.

She left a note for her mother with the reception desk—Had to take a fare, call me after your appointment—and drove across Atlanta with her heart hammering. Told herself she was being ridiculous. It wouldn’t be him. Couldn’t be him. Demons didn’t use rideshare apps. They probably had their own transportation. Probably teleported or flew or materialized from shadows or whatever supernatural creatures did when they needed to get from point A to point B.

But when she pulled up to the dead oak tree, Sorin was waiting.

He wore different clothes—dark jeans that fit like they’d been tailored specifically for him, a charcoal sweater that probably cost more than her rent, leather boots that had the worn-in look of quality and age. But the wrongness was the same. That impossible stillness, like he was a painting of a person rather than an actual living thing. Those smoke-gray eyes that had seen too much for any human lifetime to contain. The way the shadows seemed to gather around him, like darkness recognized one of its own.

He slid into the back seat like they’d planned this. Like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Hello, Zara.”

Her name in his mouth sent something electric down her spine. Fear or anticipation, she couldn’t tell. Maybe both. Maybe they were the same thing. “You can’t just—people don’t—” She stopped, started over, trying to organize thoughts that scattered like startled birds. “You could’ve called. Or texted. Normal people text.”

“I’m not normal people.” He settled back against the seat, watching her in the rearview mirror with an intensity that made her want to squirm. “And I thought this might be easier than showing up at your apartment unannounced. Less frightening.”

“How do you even know where I live?”

“I’m a demon. Finding people is part of the job description.” He tilted his head, and in the mirror she caught something that might have been amusement in his expression. “But I didn’t come to frighten you. I came to apologize.”

That caught her off-guard. Demons apologized? That seemed fundamentally wrong, counter to every bit of mythology and folklore she’d ever absorbed. “Apologize?”

“For the other night. You weren’t supposed to see Margaret’s collection. Weren’t supposed to be exposed to any of this.” His expression shifted, something that might have been regret crossing his features. Real regret, not the performative kind people used to smooth over social friction. “I’ve spent centuries being careful, maintaining the veil between worlds. Keeping the supernatural hidden from human eyes. Then you tried to help a dying stranger, and everything I’d worked to keep separate collided.”

Zara’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “So you’re sorry I’m a decent person?”

“I’m sorry you’re paying the price for it.” Sorin leaned forward slightly, elbows resting on his knees. Close enough that she could see him clearly now, not just his reflection. Up close he looked more human—or maybe that was the wrong word. More real. More present. The kind of face you’d remember, not because it was supernatural but because it was striking. “You’re seeing them now, aren’t you? The others. The supernatural world bleeding through.”

She didn’t answer. Didn’t need to. He could probably read it on her face, in the tension of her shoulders, in the way her eyes kept flicking to shadows and reflections.

“It won’t stop,” he said quietly. “Once the veil lifts, it doesn’t fall again. You’ll see us everywhere now. Walking beside humans, living in the spaces between normal and impossible. And most of my kind aren’t interested in keeping humans safe. Most of them see you as food, entertainment, or opportunity. Nothing more.”

“What do you want?” The question came out sharper than she’d intended, edged with three days of accumulated fear and sleeplessness. “If you’re not here for a ride, why are you here?”

Sorin was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice carried something she hadn’t heard before. Uncertainty. Hesitation. Things she wouldn’t have thought demons capable of. “I’m not entirely sure. Part of me thinks I should warn you—stay away from crossroads, don’t make deals, don’t trust anything that offers miracles. Part of me thinks…” He trailed off.

“Thinks what?”

“That you might understand.” He met her eyes in the mirror, and the intensity there made her breath catch. “The other night, when you tried to save Margaret even though she was already gone—that’s not common. Most humans see supernatural events and run. Self-preservation wins out over compassion every time. But you ran toward danger. Tried to help. That’s…” He paused, searching for words. “That’s remarkable.”

“So?”

“So I’ve been collecting souls for three hundred years, and in all that time, very few people have surprised me.” Something shifted in his expression. Something almost like wonder. “You surprised me, Zara Okonkwo. And I’ve spent three days trying to figure out why I care about that.”

Zara didn’t know what to do with that information. Didn’t know what to do with any of this—the demon in her back seat, the confession hanging between them, the way his words made her feel seen in a way that was uncomfortable and compelling all at once. Like he’d looked past her surface and found something worth noticing in the depths.

“Where do you want me to take you?” She reached for the navigation, for something concrete and actionable. Something normal. “You requested a ride.”

“I did.” Sorin leaned back again, and the loss of that intensity felt like pressure releasing. “But I don’t actually need transportation. I needed an excuse to see you that wouldn’t be too alarming. Turns out I’m terrible at this.”

“At what?”

“Making friends. Maintaining social connections. Being anything other than a harbinger of debt collection.” He said it lightly, but something sad lived beneath the words. A loneliness that resonated in Zara’s chest like a struck bell. “Three hundred years is a long time to spend alone, Zara. Even for demons.”

The honesty in his voice hit her sideways. She’d spent the last three days thinking of him as something other—supernatural, dangerous, incomprehensible. A creature from a world that operated on different rules. But the loneliness in those words was achingly familiar. How many nights had she driven through empty streets, surrounded by people but utterly alone? How many times had she wanted someone to talk to who understood what it felt like to be trapped by circumstances beyond your control? To watch time slip away while you fought battles you couldn’t win?

“I’m not sure we should be friends,” she said carefully. “You collect souls for Hell. I’m trying to save my mother’s life. Those things don’t exactly align.”

“No,” Sorin agreed. “They don’t. But you’re in the supernatural world now whether you want to be or not. And you need someone who can teach you how to navigate it. How to recognize the dangerous ones. How to protect yourself when something decides you look interesting.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because—” He stopped. Started again, and this time his voice was softer. “Because you tried to save Margaret. Because you looked at a dying woman you’d never met and your first instinct was compassion. And because if I don’t help you, someone else will find you. Someone who won’t care about keeping you safe. Someone who’ll see a human with clear sight as an opportunity to exploit.”

Zara’s phone buzzed. A text from the hospital: Your mother is ready to be picked up.

Reality crashed back. The hospital, the bills, the normal human life she was trying desperately to maintain. All of it felt very far away with Sorin sitting in her back seat, offering forbidden knowledge and impossible friendship. Offering things she shouldn’t want but did.

“I have to go,” she said. “My mom needs me.”

“Of course.” Sorin reached for the door handle, then paused. “But Zara? If you need me—if you see something you don’t understand, or if someone threatens you—here.” He pulled a card from his wallet, leaned forward to hand it to her.

She took it automatically. Heavy cardstock, expensive. The kind of business card CEOs carried. No business name, no title. Just a phone number embossed in silver ink that caught the light like mercury.

“Call,” Sorin said. “Day or night. I’ll come.”

Then he was gone, stepping out of the car and vanishing before Zara could blink. Not walking away. Actually vanishing, there one second and gone the next, like someone had erased him from reality with a thought.

Zara sat alone in her car, staring at the card in her hand.

She should throw it away. Should pretend this conversation never happened, that she’d never met a demon who collected souls and apologized for exposing her to the supernatural. Should go back to her normal life—or what passed for normal these days.

Instead, she tucked the card into her wallet.

Right next to her driver’s license and the photo of her mother from before the lupus, when Eleanor’s smile had been full and unguarded and real.

Then she drove to the hospital to pick up her mother.

Eleanor was waiting outside the oncology wing, looking smaller than she had that morning. Diminished somehow, like the appointment had carved away another piece of her. The appointment had gone poorly. Zara could read it in the set of her mother’s shoulders, the way she clutched her purse like it was the only thing keeping her upright, the careful blankness of her expression that meant the news was too terrible for tears yet.

“Baby.” Eleanor’s smile was strained. “Sorry to make you come back.”

“Don’t apologize.” Zara helped her mother into the passenger seat, noting how carefully she moved. Bad pain day. Worse than usual. “What did Dr. Kapoor say?”

Eleanor was silent until Zara got into the driver’s seat. Then she spoke, her voice flat. Matter-of-fact. The tone she used when the news was too terrible for emotion, when feeling anything would break the fragile dam holding everything together. “The treatment isn’t working. My numbers are worse. The inflammation markers, the kidney function—all of it trending the wrong direction.”

Zara’s hands stilled on the steering wheel. “But he wants to try something else, right? There are other options?”

“He wants to try something else.” Eleanor looked out the window at the hospital parking lot, at all the other cars full of other sick people and their desperate families. “But insurance won’t cover it. They’ve denied the claim twice. And without insurance…” She stopped.

“What?”

“It’s forty thousand dollars, Zara. For a treatment that might not even work. That probably won’t work, if we’re being honest. Dr. Kapoor was very careful with his language, very measured, but I’ve been doing this long enough to read between the lines.”

Forty thousand dollars.

The number hit Zara like a physical blow. Air left her lungs. The parking lot seemed to tilt. She had nine hundred in savings—Sorin’s blood money from the cemetery. She could maybe scrape together another few thousand if she sold everything she owned and worked every hour of every day for months. Her car was worth maybe three thousand on a good day. Her laptop, her phone, her furniture—none of it added up to forty thousand.

It wouldn’t be enough. Would never be enough.

“We’ll figure it out,” she heard herself say. “There are payment plans, medical loans, fundraising—”

“No.” Eleanor turned to face her, and her eyes were fierce despite the exhaustion. That stubborn fire that had kept her alive this long, that refused to be extinguished no matter what the disease took. “You are not going into debt for me. You’re not sacrificing any more of your life for treatments that probably won’t work anyway. I’m fifty-three years old. I’ve had a good run. I got to raise you, watch you grow up into this amazing woman. That’s more than some people get.”

“Mom—”

“Listen to me.” Eleanor took Zara’s hand, gripped it with all the strength she had left. “I need you to promise me something. When the time comes—and it’s coming, baby, we both know it—I need you to let me go. Don’t bankrupt yourself trying to buy me another few months of pain and hospitals. Don’t put your whole life on hold. Promise me.”

Zara couldn’t speak. Her throat had closed around words too big and terrible to say out loud. The parking lot blurred. Her eyes were burning.

“Promise me,” Eleanor repeated.

“I promise,” Zara lied.

The words tasted like ash. Like betrayal. Because she had no intention of keeping that promise, and they both probably knew it.

They drove home in silence. Zara helped her mother up the stairs to the apartment—third floor, no elevator, a climb that got harder every week—got her settled on the couch with tea and her medication. The same routine they’d developed over months. The same careful choreography of illness and care. Acted normal. Acted like the world hadn’t just tilted on its axis for the second time in a week.

But when Eleanor fell asleep—exhausted from the appointment, from the pain, from the constant effort of just existing—Zara sat on her balcony and pulled out Sorin’s card.

Heavy cardstock. Silver embossed numbers. A direct line to a demon who brokered deals between Hell and desperate mortals.

Don’t make deals, he’d warned her. But he’d also given her his number. Had looked at her with those ancient eyes and offered help. Had spoken about loneliness and understanding like he actually cared whether she survived the supernatural world he’d exposed her to.

What would Sorin ask for in exchange for forty thousand dollars? A year of her life? Five? Or would he skip the formalities and go straight for her soul?

Margaret Chen had gotten seven years. Seven years to live instead of just surviving. Was that worth eternal damnation?

Zara didn’t know. Wasn’t sure she wanted to find out.

But she kept the card. Tucked it back into her wallet, right next to her driver’s license and the photo of her mother from before the lupus, when Eleanor’s smile had been full and unguarded and real.

Just in case.

Just in case desperate became unbearable, and she ran out of other options.

Her phone buzzed. New ride request.

Zara looked at the pickup location—a bar in Virginia-Highland, normal and mundane and blessedly ordinary—and almost declined. She was exhausted. Emotionally wrung out. Her hands were still shaking from the conversation with her mother, from the impossible number hanging over them like a guillotine blade.

But bills didn’t care about emotional exhaustion, and her mother’s medication wouldn’t pay for itself.

She accepted the ride.

Drove across Atlanta as the sun set, painting the city in shades of orange and gold that made everything look beautiful and temporary. The passenger was human, actually human—she checked carefully, watching reflections and shadows and all the tells she’d learned in the last three days. He spent the whole ride talking on the phone about a work project, some presentation that wasn’t going well. Normal. Ordinary. The kind of fare she used to take for granted.

But when Zara dropped him off and checked her mirror, she saw someone standing on the corner behind her. Tall, pale, too thin to be healthy. Watching her car with eyes that reflected streetlight wrong—that yellow-green flash, predator eyes. Not Sorin. Someone else. Something else.

The figure smiled, showing too many teeth, and vanished between one blink and the next.

Zara’s hands shook as she pulled back into traffic.

You’ll see us everywhere now, Sorin had said. And he was right. The supernatural world was bleeding through, showing itself in shadows and reflections, in things that moved wrong and people who weren’t quite people. A constant parade of impossibilities that she couldn’t unsee, couldn’t ignore.

She drove three more fares that night. All human. All normal. But between each ride she saw them—the others. A woman with feathers instead of hair, walking down Peachtree like that was perfectly reasonable. A man whose skin seemed to shift like smoke, there one moment and translucent the next. Things that defied categorization, that shouldn’t exist but did, moving through Atlanta like they owned it.

Maybe they did. Maybe the supernatural world had always been the real one, and humans were just tourists, oblivious to the true nature of the city they called home. Oblivious to the predators walking among them.

By the time Zara pulled into her apartment parking lot, it was past midnight and she was exhausted in her bones. The kind of tired that sleep wouldn’t fix. But when she checked her phone, she had enough in fares to cover groceries for another week. Small victories. Insufficient progress. The math still didn’t work. Would never work. Forty thousand dollars sat between her mother and survival, and Zara was earning a hundred dollars at a time.

Eleanor was still asleep on the couch, her breathing labored, her face tight even in sleep. Pain followed her into dreams now. Zara covered her with a blanket, kissed her forehead—skin too warm, low-grade fever that never quite left—and went to her own room.

Sorin’s card sat on her nightstand where she’d left it.

She picked it up. Turned it over in her hands. The numbers caught the light, silver against black, a phone call away from salvation or damnation. One conversation. One deal. One terrible bargain, and her mother could have seven years. Seven years of health. Seven years of dancing in the kitchen and traveling and being the woman she used to be.

All it would cost was Zara’s soul.

Don’t make deals.

But what if a deal was the only option left? What if letting her mother die was the alternative? What if watching Eleanor fade, week by week, pain by pain, until there was nothing left—what if that was worse than Hell?

Zara set the card down. Turned off the light. Lay in bed staring at the ceiling, watching shadows move across the plaster. Shadows that might be natural, might be supernatural, she couldn’t tell anymore. The world had become uncertain, permeable, full of things that shouldn’t exist.

She wouldn’t call. Not tonight. Maybe not ever.

But she didn’t throw the card away either.

And in the darkness, surrounded by the sounds of her mother’s labored breathing from the other room, Zara wondered how long she could hold out before desperation won.

How long before the mathematics of dying made selling her soul seem reasonable.

How long before love overcame every instinct for self-preservation, and she dialed those silver numbers and begged a demon for a miracle.

Outside her window, Atlanta gleamed and sprawled, full of lights and life and things she’d never noticed before. Somewhere out there, Sorin was collecting another soul. Someone else’s seven years were expiring. Another contract was coming due.

And somewhere in the city, someone desperate was making a deal they’d regret for eternity.

Zara closed her eyes and tried not to imagine herself joining them.




Chapter 2

The hospital bill sat on Zara’s kitchen counter like an accusation.

Four pages. Single-spaced. Line items that read like a foreign language—hematology panel, comprehensive metabolic, immunosuppressive therapy—each one with a number attached that made her stomach clench. Numbers that might as well have been written in blood for how they made her feel. The total at the bottom was highlighted in yellow, as if the billing department wanted to be absolutely certain she couldn’t miss it: $127,438.62. Past due.

Insurance had covered some of it. Her mother’s Medicare picked up more. But the gap between what they owed and what Zara could pay was a chasm she couldn’t cross, no matter how many hours she drove or how many passengers she shuttled across Atlanta. She’d done the math a dozen times, each calculation coming up the same: impossible.

She’d been staring at it for twenty minutes, drinking coffee that had gone cold in her hands, when her phone rang.

Tyra. Thank god.

“Please tell me you’re free,” Zara said by way of greeting. “I need to get out of this apartment before I do something stupid.”

“Define stupid.” Tyra’s voice was warm, familiar, the auditory equivalent of a hug. The sound of someone who still lived in the normal world, where problems had rational solutions. “Because if you mean day-drinking at that place with the good wings, I am extremely free.”

“I can’t drink. I’m driving tonight.”

“Then I’ll drink and you can watch me make poor decisions. Come on. You sound like you need this.” Tyra’s voice softened. “You sound like you’re about to break.”

She was. Needed it desperately. Needed to be around someone normal, someone who existed in the regular world where bills and bad news were the worst things you faced. Not demons and soul contracts and creatures that shouldn’t exist. Not impossible choices and silver-embossed phone numbers that promised salvation at an unspecified price.

“Give me thirty minutes,” Zara said.

She left a note for her mother—still sleeping, the pain medication keeping her under, her breathing shallow and labored even in rest—and drove to Tyra’s favorite wing place in East Atlanta. The parking lot was half-empty, the lunch rush long over, the dinner crowd not yet arrived. Perfect timing for the kind of conversation that required privacy and fried food. The kind of conversation where you could fall apart a little without an audience.

Tyra was already at a booth, her braids swept up in an elaborate bun that probably took an hour to perfect. She looked good. Happy. Put-together in that effortless way that came from not spending every waking moment fighting losing battles. Like someone whose biggest problem was deciding between hot or BBQ sauce.

Zara slid into the booth across from her and felt the tension in her shoulders ease slightly. Just being near Tyra helped. Normal. Ordinary. A reminder that life existed beyond hospital corridors and supernatural revelations.

“Okay,” Tyra said, bypassing greetings entirely. She leaned forward, her expression serious beneath the carefully applied makeup. “What’s wrong? And don’t say nothing because you have that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where you’re about to shatter into a million pieces but you’re holding it together through sheer stubbornness.” Tyra reached across the table, squeezed Zara’s hand. Her grip was warm, solid, real. “Talk to me. What happened?”

Where to start? With her mother’s prognosis? The impossible bill sitting on her counter like a death sentence? The fact that she’d spent the last week seeing supernatural creatures everywhere she looked, or that a three-hundred-year-old demon had given her his phone number and she was actually considering using it? That she was one moment of weakness away from making a deal that would damn her for eternity?

“Mom’s treatment isn’t working,” Zara said finally. Because that was the truth, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. The safe truth, the one that didn’t involve admitting she’d lost her grip on reality. “And the next option costs forty thousand dollars that we don’t have.”

Tyra’s expression crumpled. “Shit. Z, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine. It’s the opposite of fine.” Tyra pulled out her phone, already pulling up her banking app, her fingers moving with purposeful determination. “Look, I don’t have forty thousand, but I can lend you something. Two, maybe three thousand? It’s not much, but—”

“No.” The refusal came out sharper than Zara intended. She softened her tone. “Thank you. Really. But I can’t take your money.”

“Why not? That’s what friends do. We help each other.” Tyra’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. “You’ve been there for me through every breakup, every job crisis, every stupid thing I’ve done. Let me be here for you now.”

Because accepting help meant admitting she couldn’t fix this alone. Meant acknowledging that all her sacrifices—dropping out of nursing school, working herself to exhaustion, putting her entire life on hold—weren’t enough. Would never be enough. Meant facing the fact that love and effort and sheer determination couldn’t overcome the mathematics of medical bankruptcy.

“I’ll figure something out,” Zara said.

Tyra studied her for a long moment, then sighed. The kind of sigh that held years of friendship, of knowing when to push and when to let go. “You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met. You know that, right?”

“I’ve been told.”

The waitress came by. Tyra ordered wings and a margarita. Zara got water and pretended her appetite hadn’t vanished the moment she looked at that hospital bill. Pretended that food was still something that mattered, that her body’s needs registered as anything more than distant obligations.

“So,” Tyra said once the waitress left, clearly trying to shift to lighter topics. “How’s the driving going? Any weird passengers lately?”

Zara nearly laughed. Weird didn’t begin to cover it. “A few. You know how it is.”

“I really don’t. The weirdest thing in my life is my coworker who microwaves fish in the break room.” Tyra leaned forward, grinning with determined cheerfulness. “Come on. Give me something. I need to live vicariously through your adventures. My life is boring as hell.”

Adventures. Right. If only Tyra knew. If only she could see the things Zara saw now—the woman with feathers instead of hair, the man who cast no shadow, the creatures that walked through Atlanta wearing human faces like masks.

“There was this one guy,” Zara heard herself say. “Picked him up late at night, took him to a cemetery. He was… unusual.”

“Unusual how? Hot unusual or serial killer unusual?”

“Both, maybe.” Zara thought about Sorin’s smoke-gray eyes, the way he moved like smoke given form, the impossible stillness that marked him as other. “He was very polite. Well-dressed. European accent. But there was something off about him.”

“Off how?” Tyra’s eyes gleamed with interest. This was the kind of story she loved—mysterious strangers, late-night encounters, the promise of romance or danger or both.

How did you explain that someone felt wrong in a way that transcended normal human wrongness? That they moved too smoothly, spoke too carefully, existed at an angle to reality that made your instincts scream? That they’d been collecting souls for three centuries and offered friendship like it was something precious and rare?

“Just off,” Zara said. “Anyway, he tipped well.”

“Did you get his number?” Tyra waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Because you need to get back out there. When’s the last time you went on an actual date? Like, with someone who isn’t your mother’s doctor?”

“I don’t have time for dating.”

“You don’t make time for dating. There’s a difference.” Tyra’s expression turned serious, the playfulness draining away. “Z, I know you’re dealing with a lot. Your mom, the bills, all of it. But you can’t put your entire life on hold indefinitely. You’re twenty-six. You should be—”

“Living my life, I know.” Zara had heard this speech before. From her mother, from Tyra, from the small voice in her own head that wondered what she’d become if she wasn’t defined entirely by caretaking and survival. If there was still a person underneath all the accumulated weight of responsibility. “But this is my life right now. This is what I have to do.”

“Does it have to be only you, though?” Tyra accepted her margarita from the waitress, took a sip, her eyes never leaving Zara’s face. “Your mom has other friends. People who could help. You don’t have to carry all of this alone.”

But she did. Because her mother’s friends were aging themselves, dealing with their own health issues and fixed incomes. Because the social services were overwhelmed and insufficient, a labyrinth of forms and waiting lists that led nowhere. Because at the end of the day, the only person Zara could truly rely on was herself.

Except that wasn’t quite true anymore, was it?

Sorin had offered help. Had given her his number, told her to call if she needed anything. And he wasn’t human, wasn’t constrained by the limitations of money or medical science. He brokered deals with Hell. Could probably cure lupus with a snap of his fingers if the price was right.

Don’t make deals, he’d warned. But he’d also made it clear that the option existed. That salvation—damnation—was just a phone call away.

“Earth to Zara.” Tyra waved a hand in front of her face. “You okay? You zoned out there.”

“Sorry. Just tired.”

“You’re always tired.” Tyra’s voice held gentle accusation, concern wrapped in frustration. “When’s the last time you slept more than five hours? When’s the last time you did something just for yourself?”

Zara couldn’t remember. The days blurred together—driving, hospital visits, bills, medications, more driving. Sleep happened in the margins, insufficient and interrupted by anxiety dreams where hospital bills grew teeth and her mother dissolved like Margaret Chen, colors washing out until nothing remained.

The wings arrived. Tyra dug in with enthusiasm while Zara picked at a fry, her thoughts circling back to the hospital bill. The impossible number. The deadline that was approaching faster than she could outrun it.

What would happen if she didn’t pay? Would they cut off her mother’s treatment? Send the bill to collections? She’d heard horror stories about medical debt, people losing everything to illness, homes foreclosed while loved ones suffered, bankruptcy as the final insult added to injury.

“Hey.” Tyra’s voice cut through the spiral. “Seriously. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

Zara looked at her best friend. Tyra, who worked a steady nine-to-five at a marketing firm. Who had health insurance and a 401k and an apartment she didn’t share with her dying mother. Who lived in the normal world where the worst thing you faced was microwaved fish and bad dates. Who still believed that problems could be solved through effort and optimism.

What would Tyra do if Zara told her the truth? About the supernatural world, the demons and vampires and things without names? About Sorin’s offer, his warning, his impossible loneliness? Would she believe it? Or would she smile kindly and suggest therapy, add Zara’s breakdown to the list of tragedies she was juggling?

“I’m just scared,” Zara said quietly. Because that, at least, was completely true. The most honest thing she’d said all day. “I’m scared that I’m going to lose her, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.”

Tyra’s hand found hers across the table. “I know. I’m scared for you too. I hate watching you go through this.”

They sat like that for a moment, hands clasped, the weight of unspoken fears hanging between them. The restaurant noise faded—clinking glasses, muted conversations, kitchen sounds—leaving just the two of them in their bubble of shared grief.

Then Tyra squeezed her fingers and pulled back, her expression determinedly cheerful. The mask sliding back into place. “Okay. New rule. For the next hour, we’re not talking about medical bills or dying or any of the sad shit. We’re going to eat wings, and I’m going to tell you about the absolute disaster of a date I had last week, and you’re going to remember what it’s like to be a normal person having a normal conversation.”

Zara tried to smile. “Okay.”

And for an hour, she did her best. Listened to Tyra’s story about the guy who’d brought his mother on their first date—not as a joke, not by accident, but because he thought they should meet early since “things were getting serious.” Laughed at the right moments. Gasped appropriately. Pretended that normal was something she could still access, a costume she could wear even if it didn’t fit anymore.

But underneath the conversation, under the laughter and the familiar rhythm of friendship, her mind kept drifting back to Sorin’s card. The phone number embossed in silver. The promise of help from someone who existed outside the normal rules.

Call, he’d said. Day or night. I’ll come.

When they finally left the restaurant, the sun beginning its descent toward the horizon, Tyra hugged her tight. “You’re going to get through this. I know it doesn’t feel like it, but you are. You’re the strongest person I know.”

Zara wasn’t strong. She was just stubborn. There was a difference. Strength implied choice. Stubbornness was just the inability to give up even when giving up was the rational option.

She drove home as the sun started its descent, painting Atlanta in shades of amber and rose. The city looked beautiful in this light. Deceptive. Like everything was fine, like suffering was just an illusion that would vanish with the right angle of sun. The buildings glowed golden, the traffic moved in orderly streams, and if you didn’t look too closely you could believe that beauty meant something.

Her phone buzzed with a ride request. She should accept it—needed the money, needed to keep moving. Every declined ride was money left on the table, and she couldn’t afford to leave anything behind. But exhaustion sat heavy in her bones, and the thought of making small talk with another stranger made her want to scream.

She declined the ride.

Pulled into her apartment complex just as twilight settled over the buildings. The parking lot was mostly empty, her neighbors still at work or out living their lives. Normal lives. Uncomplicated lives. Zara sat in her car for a moment, gathering the energy to go inside and face her mother and the hospital bill and the slow collapse of everything she’d worked so hard to maintain.

Then she saw him.

Sorin stood near the stairs to her apartment, hands in his pockets, looking exactly as out of place as a demon should in a run-down complex where the paint was peeling and the landscaping had surrendered years ago. He wore dark jeans and a black t-shirt that somehow still managed to look expensive, every line of him screaming money and otherness, his hair catching the last of the daylight like spun shadow.

Zara’s heart kicked against her ribs. She got out of the car slowly, hyperaware of every step between them. The distance seemed both too much and not enough.

“I thought you said showing up unannounced would be frightening,” she said when she was close enough that they wouldn’t have to shout.

“I did. Then I did it anyway.” Sorin’s expression was unreadable in the fading light. “May I come up? I promise I’m not here to collect anything.”

She should say no. Should maintain boundaries between the human world and the supernatural, between her normal life and whatever this was becoming. Every instinct for self-preservation said to refuse, to keep the demon at arm’s length, to not invite trouble across her threshold.

But curiosity won out over caution. It usually did.

“Fine. But my mother’s home, so—”

“She won’t see me.” Sorin said it casually, like invisibility was a parlor trick. Like rewriting perception was no more difficult than putting on sunglasses. “Unless you want her to, I can make myself unnoticeable to anyone but you.”

Right. Because he was a demon, and normal rules didn’t apply. Reality was just a suggestion for creatures like him.

Zara led him upstairs, acutely conscious of his presence behind her. He moved quietly, no footsteps on the stairs, no sound of breathing. Just this sense of something following, patient and inevitable as a shadow. As death itself.

Her mother was awake when they entered, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and a book. She looked up, smiled at Zara. That tired smile that took visible effort, that cost something each time.

“Hey baby. How was Tyra?”

“Good.” Zara glanced at Sorin, who stood near the door, completely visible to her but apparently unnoticed by Eleanor. Like he existed in a frequency her mother couldn’t perceive. “She says hi.”

“Tell her I said hello too.” Eleanor marked her page, set the book aside with careful movements. “I was thinking about dinner. Maybe that soup you like? I could—”

“Mom, you should rest. I’ll make dinner.”

“I’m not helpless yet.” But Eleanor stood slowly, wincing, one hand pressed to her lower back. “Okay, maybe a little helpless. Soup sounds good.”

She shuffled toward her bedroom, movements careful, each step a negotiation, and closed the door behind her. The soft click of the latch sounded final.

Zara turned to Sorin. “My room. Now.”

He followed her down the narrow hallway to her bedroom—barely big enough for a double bed and a dresser, decorated with nothing except a few photos and the textbooks from nursing school she couldn’t bring herself to sell. Evidence of the life she’d planned, the future she’d abandoned. She closed the door and rounded on him.

“What are you doing here?”

“Checking on you.” Sorin looked around her room with what might have been curiosity. His gaze lingered on the nursing textbooks, the photos of her and her mother from better days. “I wanted to make sure you were managing. After everything.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You’re drowning.” He said it gently, without judgment. Just observation, the kind a doctor might make about a patient’s vital signs. “I can see it, Zara. The weight you’re carrying. The way you’re holding yourself together through sheer force of will. And I know—” He stopped, seemed to reconsider his words. “I know what it’s like to feel trapped by circumstances you can’t control.”

“You’re a demon. You can probably do whatever you want.”

“You’d think that, wouldn’t you?” Something bitter crossed his face. “But we all have our chains. Mine are just older than yours. More ornate. But still chains.”

Zara sat on the edge of her bed, suddenly too tired to stand. The day’s weight pressed down on her shoulders like physical mass. “Why are you really here? What do you want from me?”

Sorin was quiet for a long moment. Then he sat beside her—not too close, respecting the space between them, leaving a careful gap that felt like consideration. “Honestly? I’m not sure. I’ve been thinking about it all week, trying to understand why I can’t stop wondering if you’re okay. And I think…” He paused. “I think it’s been a very long time since I met someone who reminded me what goodness looks like.”

“I’m not good. I’m just trying to keep my mother alive.”

“That’s what goodness is. Not some abstract virtue, not halos and hymns. Just love, expressed through action.” Sorin’s voice was soft, almost reverent. “You’re killing yourself for someone you love. That’s not nothing. That’s everything, actually.”

Zara looked at him. Really looked, at the lines around his eyes that suggested age beyond his apparent thirty-something years, the careful way he held himself, like someone who’d forgotten how to relax. The sadness that lived in his expression when he thought no one was watching. “How long have you been doing this? Collecting souls?”

“Three hundred and twelve years.” He said it like someone else might say three hours. “I made my own deal, back when I was human. Traded my soul for my sister’s life. She was dying of plague—the real plague, the one that wiped out half of Europe. And I was desperate. I’d watched our parents die, watched our neighbors pile bodies in the street. When the crossroads demon offered me terms, I didn’t hesitate. Thirty years of life for her, my service for eternity.”

“That’s—” Zara’s throat tightened. “That’s not fair.”

“Deals with Hell rarely are.” Sorin’s smile was humorless. “But I’d do it again. She lived. Got married, had four children, died peacefully at sixty-seven with her grandchildren around her bed. That’s worth an eternity of this. Some days I even believe it.”

The parallel wasn’t lost on Zara. She thought about the hospital bill, about her mother’s declining health, about how far she’d go to buy Eleanor more time. How much she’d sacrifice. What she’d trade if the terms were right.

Everything. She’d sacrifice everything.

The knowledge sat cold and certain in her chest.

“Is that why you warned me?” she asked. “Not to make deals? Because you know how they end?”

“I warned you because you deserve better than what I got.” Sorin turned to face her fully, and the intensity in his gaze made her breath catch. “You’re young. You have your whole life ahead of you. Decades to fall in love, make mistakes, find out who you’re supposed to become. Don’t trade eternity for a handful of years, no matter how desperate you feel.”

“But what if that’s all I have left?” The words burst out before she could stop them. “What if desperate is all there is? What if I’ve already lost everything that matters?”

Sorin didn’t answer immediately. His gray eyes searched her face, and she had the uncomfortable sensation of being seen—truly seen—in a way that went beyond surface observation. Like he could read the desperation written in her bones, the calculations she’d been making in the dark hours of the night.

“How bad is it?” he asked finally. “Your mother’s condition.”

Zara could have deflected. Could have said it was fine, that they were managing, that everything would work out somehow. But sitting here in her tiny bedroom with a demon who’d sacrificed his own eternity for someone he loved, the truth felt easier than lying. Felt necessary, even.

“Lupus. It’s destroying her kidneys, her joints, everything. Her immune system thinks her body is the enemy and it’s winning.” She heard her voice go flat, the tone she used when emotions threatened to overwhelm. “We’ve tried every treatment insurance will cover. Methotrexate, hydroxychloroquine, immunosuppressants that made her sick in different ways. Now the doctor wants to try something experimental, but it costs forty thousand dollars and we don’t have it. We don’t even have half of it.” She heard her voice crack and hated the weakness in it. “She’s giving up. Told me not to go into debt trying to save her. But I can’t just let her die when there might be something that could help.”

“Forty thousand dollars.” Sorin repeated the number thoughtfully. “That’s nothing. Easily obtained.”

“Not for us.” The words came out bitter. “For us it might as well be forty million.”

“For me, though.” He met her eyes. “I could have that for you by tomorrow. Tonight, if you needed it.”

Zara’s heart stuttered. Here it was. The offer. The temptation. The first step down a road that led to damnation. “In exchange for what?”

“Nothing.” The word hung between them, impossible and too good to be true. “I’m not offering a contract, Zara. I’m offering help. As a friend.”

“Demons don’t have friends.”

“Maybe not. But I’d like to try.” Sorin’s expression was earnest in a way that made him look younger, almost human. Almost like the man he’d been three hundred years ago, before Hell claimed him. “Let me help you. No strings, no deals. Just one person helping another.”

It was tempting. God, it was so tempting. Forty thousand dollars. Her mother’s treatment. A chance, however small, to buy more time. To see her mother smile without pain behind it. To have conversations that weren’t about symptoms and medications. To watch her dance in the kitchen one more time.

But Zara knew better. Had learned in the last week that the supernatural world operated on rules she didn’t understand, and nothing came free. There was always a cost. Always strings, even when they claimed there weren’t. Especially when they claimed there weren’t.

“I can’t accept that,” she said quietly. “I appreciate the offer, I do. But I can’t take money from a demon and pretend there won’t be consequences.”

“What if I promise there won’t be? What if I give you my word—which is binding, for creatures like me—that there are no hidden terms?” Sorin leaned forward, urgent now. “I can’t lie about a contract, Zara. It’s literally impossible. The magic won’t allow it. So when I tell you there are no strings, you can believe me.”

“Why?” Zara stood, needing space, needing to think. The room felt too small suddenly, the walls pressing in. “Why would you do that? You don’t know me. You don’t owe me anything.”

Sorin stood as well. “Because three hundred years is a long time to be alone, Zara. A long time to collect souls and watch people suffer and never form a connection that matters. Never have a conversation that isn’t about terms and payment. Never look at someone and see anything but desperation and fear.”
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