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The Story So Far



Welcome back, dear readers, to the next installment of the Chosen for Greatness series. If you would like a brief refresher on the previous adventure of Ace Winters, you’re in the right place.

The world as we know it hides a dark secret. Demons and magic are real. Ace Winters discovers this on his twenty-first birthday, when he receives strange powers. The result is that he is stronger, faster, and heals quicker than a normal human.

This all comes to light when he is walking through the woods at night and runs into Juniper Martindale being attacked by a demon. She’s a witch, and the demon she is trying to chase off is unexpectedly strong. Ace is barely able to kill the demon.

They part ways — Ace totally confused — and agree to meet up the next day. When they do, Ace meets Juniper’s mentor — Beatrix Victoria. He learns that demons are real, some hiding in plain sight. They have jobs, own bars, and live whole lives. A lot are evil, but some are good, and others are in between. A decent amount are just pure monsters, unthinking. But it’s the thinking monsters that are the most dangerous.

Ace also learns that he is the Chosen of Galliyae. Galliyae is an old god, the last one around. She protects humanity by gifting her powers to her Avatar. Ace’s grandfather was the last Chosen, and failed to tell him anything before his death. Little is known about the Chosen — long thought to be a myth. But one piece of information they do find is that, as the Avatar of Galliyae, he will have a long life, and is expected to have many wives.

Now Ace has to learn what it means to be the Chosen. Except it turns out that a powerful demon named Pallatrox is planning to rip a hole into hell, using a ritual that involves killing the Chosen and taking Galliyae’s power. If he succeeds, then the world will be overrun with demons, ending life as we know it.

And if Ace dies before he completes the First Challenge, Galliyae’s power will be lost forever.

In the end, he risks everything to stop Pallatrox, and succeeds. He finds out that stopping the unkillable demon was the First Challenge, and he is gifted with stronger magic as a reward. He also receives a book, written by his grandfather, that explains what it means to be Chosen.

A bit late, but he’ll take it.

The Cast of Characters

Ace Winters — The hero of the story. After his parents died (murdered by Pallatrox, it turns out) he was raised by his grandfather (also murdered by Pallatrox). He’s adjusting to life with superpowers fairly well, although there is still a lot to learn.

Juniper Martindale — A witch by training. She is a student at the same university as Ace. After they met, they quickly fell head over heels for each other.

Rory Silver — Juniper’s best friend, a student by day and a demon hunter by night. She was kidnapped by Pallatrox to force Ace to attend the ritual. Afterwards, she started dating Ace, with Juniper’s approval.

Via Wilson — The childhood best friend of Ace. She’s a nerdy gamer girl who loves cosplay. After getting mixed up in the demon attack at the Farmer’s ball, she learned about the secret world, but isn’t sure yet what to think.

Beatrix Victoria — An English woman who owns a bookstore called the Veiled Volumes in town. In her forties, she’s an experienced witch and demon hunter, and trained Rory and Juniper. Ace hasn’t seen her in action, but she is confident and knowledgeable about the world in a way that the others are not.

Wren Harmonious — An ancient demon — one of the good ones. She was cast out of hell for unknown reasons, meaning she cannot die while on earth. (Normally, if a demon is killed on earth, they return to hell.) She helped Ace recover his grandfather’s sword.

Galliyae — the Goddess of Life and Fertility. She has been missing for centuries, along with all of her sisters. She was able to talk to Ace, briefly, when he completed the First Challenge.

King Baby — Juniper’s golden retriever. The best boy.

And that’s what you need to know for the next adventure of Ace.


Prologue



An Excerpt from Martin Winters’ Guidebook

Ace, my boy! I hope you’re enjoying learning all there is to know about being the Chosen of Galliyae. There is a lot to look forward to, and I know you’ll be amazing. You have a good heart, and I’ve tried my best to make sure you also have a good head on your shoulders.

I’m writing this section while you are off with that Via girl at the local comic convention — I’m increasingly happy that you two met, and I hope you two stay friends.

Maybe more.

And if you don’t bring me back that comic I asked for, we’re going to have words! I haven’t read it in a few decades. Losing my book and comic collection when that Harraf demon attacked my New York penthouse was terrible. My library had enough first editions to give a book nerd a heart attack.

And, yes, I know I can read it on the internet or a tablet, but it’s not the same thing as holding it in your hands. Call me old-fashioned if you want, but I was born when people were still getting the hang of the printing press, so if I want a physical copy, that’s my prerogative.

After all of my great advice about handling your powers, I think it is time to tell you about some of the dangers you may face. Being the Chosen comes with strength, speed, endurance, and all sorts of physical gifts.

What it doesn’t come with is an extra set of eyes in the back of your head. You might occasionally sense a demon — A tingle letting you know where they are. This is helpful, but not foolproof. The threats you face will not always be one or two demons requiring you to dispatch them.

Demons are wily. If given an advantage, they will snatch it up. And in larger groups, they have plenty of advantages.

Maybe a story will help illustrate the lesson better.

The year: 1772.

The place: Wallachia, in the Ottoman Empire. (If you look at a map now, it’s in Romania.)

The hero: Yours truly.

I was still a young pup, only one hundred and forty-two years old. A message reached me from a delightful princess I met while clearing out an infestation a few years before. I don’t think I have to tell you that if a princess asks for help, you jump to it!

At the time, I lived in London. I still own that flat, by the way. Lovely place. Anyway, I left to meet her, taking along two of my wives as well. Madelynn and Eliza. Madelynn loved to fight, and was a crack shot with both a musket and a bow and arrow. Eliza could speak almost any language, given enough time. A very talented tongue on her, if you know what I mean.

We crossed the continent and arrived to meet our host. Princess Zofia welcomed us with a large feast, and we felt right at home. There are very few things as fun as a royal party, especially before technology really kicked off. Really, all parties are great.

That’s my next tip — don’t forget to throw some fantastic parties.

The next day, she informed me of the issue she was having. A group of Terix demons had taken up residence in an abandoned temple.

Terix demons are no joke, Ace. At seven feet tall, they can go toe-to-toe with almost anything out there. Strong, fast, tough as hell. Normally they work alone. So finding a group working together did not bode well. I should have known to be careful, but I was only in my second century and some lessons you have to learn the hard way.

I prepared to face them. At the time, I had some enchanted chain mail that was incredible. Could stop almost any blade or weapon, and would even repair itself if I channeled magic into it. Unfortunately, I lost it in a bet during a poker game in Deadwood, South Dakota, in 1871, so you won’t be getting that from me. Sorry, but that man could play.

I did some other prep work as well. Terix demons hate the cold, so I spent a week traveling to a nearby wizard to learn a spell that would chill the entire temple.

Once ready, I set off to clear out the nest.

The temple was ancient — built long before the current rulers took over. It had been repurposed multiple times, but even at a glance, I knew it was designed for evil. It was huge, dominating, and made of dark stone.

With the element of surprise on my side, I decided to attack straight away. Casting the spell was a breeze, and the entire hill the temple rested on was covered with a thin layer of ice. Bursting through the doors, I found that the spell slowed the Terix demons — but not slow enough.

The leader, an ugly blue fellow, called out orders. I was only able to kill one before the group surrounded me. The ice didn’t work as well as I expected, for reasons I wouldn’t learn until after. (The leader knew magic himself, which was very unusual for the Terix.)

That left me alone with ten powerful demons. It was a struggle, and at various points I thought I would die then and there. How embarrassing — the Chosen falling to a Terix demon.

I killed one more, and cut the arm off another. Then the leader hit me with a gust of magical wind, pinning me to the wall. I was trapped, with nothing to help me break free. They prepared to kill me, and I said my final prayers to Galliyae.

Then the leader’s head exploded. Zofia had a premonition that something was wrong, so she, Madelynn, and Eliza rode to my rescue. After shooting the leader with her musket, Madelynn got to work with her bow. Eliza neutralized the spell and freed me, and Zofia was a good swordsman in her own right.

The leader was the brains of the operation, and without him to coordinate and cast, we killed the rest of the demons shortly.

After, we celebrated back at Zofia’s castle.

And therein is the lesson — a group of weaker demons can threaten you. Do not take them for granted. And if the demons are not weak… Well, be careful, Ace.

Be very careful.

Alright, that’s enough for today. I think I see Via’s car coming around the corner. Tomorrow I will share my recipe for pork chops.

Love ya, kid.


Chapter One



“Oh no! When did these trees get so scary? I hope a big, scary monster doesn’t jump out and scare me.”

The nervous-looking blonde woman stumbled through the woods. She wore a nice dress that highlighted her athletic figure, and had her heels clutched in her hands. Anyone looking would think she’d stumbled out of a party and took a wrong turn in the woods.

“I really don’t want a bear to be in these woods. Or even worse.”

“Then you picked the wrong forest, girlie,” a threatening voice said. She gasped and turned to look behind her.

A demon stepped out from behind a tree. It towered over the woman — not that it was hard, as she was quite short. The demon was lithe, with long arms. His chest was bare, revealing deep green skin with a rough texture almost like an elephant. He wore fur pants, and had bone spikes jutting from his elbows.

He stepped forward, an evil smirk on his face.

The blonde didn’t bat an eye.

“Just you?” she asked. She leaned to the side, checking to make sure there wasn’t anything else behind him. “Really?”

He stopped short. “What do you mean ‘just me?’”

The blonde sighed. “Look at those pants. Did you make them yourself?”

“Maybe… What’s wrong with my pants?”

“Who are you supposed to be? Demon Davy Crockett? Please tell me that you’re not the one causing problems out here?”

“Yeah!” The demon nodded. “This is my domain now. The entire park is under the rule of Xowet the Mighty.”

The demon looked at the blonde, who had a bored expression on her face. His anger warred with his confusion.

“What?” he asked.

“Sorry, it’s not you, it’s me. I just expected a little more after hearing all the rumors of a goat man attacking students out here,” the blonde said. “Are you sure there’s no one else out here? Maybe a little scarier? Don’t worry, I won’t tell.”

The demon grunted. “I’m plenty scary. I’ve slain dozens of beasts, humans, and other demons.”

“Alright,” she said. “You heard him.”

“Who are you talking to?” the demon asked. He looked all around, every direction except the one he should have checked.

That was my cue. I was hiding in the tree above the path. Dropping down to the dirt trail, I held my sword in front of me.

“She was talking to me,” I said.

The demon growled, raising his arms. Each hand had a long spike coming out of the knuckles. We might have surprised him, but Xowet the Mighty appeared ready to throw down.

“One sec,” I said, holding up a finger.

The demon glanced back and forth between me and the blonde, who was now holding up a knife of her own in each hand.

“What the hell?”

“Sorry, my shoulder stiffened up like something else,” I said. I rolled my off arm, feeling the muscles start to loosen up. “You took forever to find us, man.”

“You were looking for me?” I could see the demon was confused. “Who are you people?”

“I’m Rory Silver,” the blonde said. “Demon hunter, cheerleader, and all around smoke show.” She hooked a thumb over at me. “And that’s the Chosen of Galliyae.”

“Bullshit,” the demon growled. “A man with the powers of a god? How dumb do you think I am? The Chosen is a myth.”

“I think you’re pretty dumb. Where have you been, dude?” Rory said. “He’s been in town for months. Did you hear about Pallatrox?”

“The Unkillable?”

“That’s the one.”

Snorting, the demon said, “Yeah, I’ve heard of him.”

“He killed him.”

The demon looked over at me, questioning. I shrugged. “Yup.”

“Well, damn,” the demon said. “I wondered why it was so easy to get this prime piece of real estate.”

“Yeah, so we’re going to have to kill you now,” Rory said.

“Really?” the demon asked.

“‘Fraid so,” I said.

He looked back and forth between us.

“Uh, pass.”

Apparently, Xowet the Mighty wasn’t quite as dumb as he looked. He turned and sprinted away through the forest. I’ll give him one thing — he was fast. In seconds, he was disappearing through the trees at the speed of an Olympic sprinter.

“Come on,” Rory complained. She pulled out her phone and dialed someone. When they answered, she said “Juniper, we’ve got a runner. He’s heading towards campus.”

“I’ll chase him,” I said. And then I ran after the demon.

The demon was right about the Chosen of Galliyae having the powers of a god. I was her Avatar on earth, granted strength, speed, endurance — lots of great things, really. Even with those gifts, the demon pulled ahead. I worried that I might lose him, and if he made it to campus, he might do some serious damage. Even if he didn’t, a monster running around wouldn’t be great and could scare some people.

I raced through the trees. Branches whipped past, and I ducked and weaved but still took a few in the face. The path was easy to follow, as the demon didn’t bother with any of that, and just smashed through leaving an easy trail of destruction to follow.

“Hey! Wait a minute,” I shouted. “Maybe we can talk about this.”

“No way!”

He looked over his shoulder to check where I was, and ran square into an oak too thick to break down. He tumbled over, rolling and getting back to his feet.

I leveled my sword at him, preparing to use a spell to finish him off. But he recovered faster than I expected and ducked behind the tree before running off.

“Dang it.” I had to sheath my sword to keep chasing him.

We were nearing the edge of the park. I could see the pedestrian bridge that spanned the four-lane road. The road separated the woods from the main campus, and if he got there, I might lose him. Or, worse, he could kill someone. I couldn’t rely on discretion from a demon that just carved a new path through the forest.

He broke out of the trees. Xowet looked back at me, a cocky grin on his inhuman face, the road behind him thankfully empty late at night.

“Mul!”

A bright spark of light lanced out from the top of the bridge. It flew straight at the demon. He dove to the side, and the spark hit the ground, burning a perfectly round circle of grass about a foot wide.

“Shoot!”

I heard the faint voice of Juniper Martindale. She stood on top of the bridge, her red hair billowing in the breeze.

She was a witch, and as I started catching up with the demon, she cast another spell. Her hands waved in a circle, her fingers arching and twisting. Magical energy swirled around her. When she finished, her hands glowed, and she pointed at the demon.

“Kešda!”

Vines burst out of the earth around Xowet the Mighty. They wrapped around his arms and yanked him back to the ground, slamming him onto his back.

“Thanks, Juniper,” I said to myself.

“Curse you, witch,” the demon shouted.

The vines didn’t last long, especially when he managed to get one of his spikes into one. They quickly fell away.

But the spell did its job because I caught up with the demon. Not wasting time drawing my sword, I kicked the demon in the side. He rolled across the grass, roaring in pain. When he came to a stop, he slowly rose to his feet.

“I won’t be defeated by a child like you,” he said.

“We’ll see about that,” I replied.

I pulled my sword out, holding it at the ready. He eyed it, before shifting his stance. In a flash, he was on me, the spikes on his knuckles slashing through the air.

Blocking one, I ducked under the other. He’d gotten close fast enough my sword wouldn’t do much. I elbowed him in the side, getting a grunt of pain in return.

He spun, managing a roundhouse kick that I did not expect. His heel had a small spike on it, and it came straight for me. I threw myself out of the way, but the sharp spike cut a slash across my chest.

Xowet grinned.

“Now you will feel my wrath.”

He lunged for me, aiming a knuckle spike for my throat. I stepped to the side and punched at the side of his head. It connected, and he stumbled away.

“Mul!”

This time the spark passed through the air where I’d just knocked the demon out of. It sizzled by my face, missing me by an inch or less. The stubble on my cheek singed off.

“Watch out!” I yelled.

“Sorry!” Juniper shouted.

“Ahahah,” the demon laughed. “Now I know you didn’t kill Pallatrox. This is amateur hour.”

THUNK

A knife grew out of Xowet’s thigh. He roared in pain. I looked back at the woods and saw Rory standing there, holding more knives in each hand.

“How’s this for amateur hour?” she taunted.

Two more knives flashed out, although now that the demon knew where she was, he batted them away.

“A lucky shot.” The demon backed up, limping.

I recognized the opportunity when I saw it. Gripping my sword, I shouted, “Mul!” and slashed diagonally across.

A gout of flame in a crescent shape launched out of the tip of the sword. It grew in intensity as it flew towards the demon.

“Aw, shit,” he muttered.

The flame hit him in the chest, burning him and cutting him in half at the same time. The two parts of his body collapsed to the ground where they burned away in seconds, leaving only a smoking pile of ash.

“Holy crap,” I whispered.

“Whoa,” Rory said. She walked up and glanced down at the remains. “You didn’t leave much of him. Did you mean to do that?”

“Uh, kinda.”

My powers got a boost when I defeated Pallatrox and completed the First Challenge. As the Chosen, I had to face five Challenges, and each time I would receive a gift. Galliyae boosted my magic, and while I’d practiced without the sword, this was my first time using both together with an actual target. I’d never seen that particular spell consume the entire body of a demon.

Footsteps behind me startled me out of my thoughts. I quickly sheathed my sword, and spun. Luckily, it was just Juniper.

“Whoa, Ace, that was a big one,” she said. Rory giggled, and Juniper rolled her eyes. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Rory.”

“Never,” the blonde replied.

“That’s that, I guess,” I said.

We all looked down at the ashes, already starting to blow away in the wind.

Juniper grimaced. “Do we have to clean that up?”

Seeing as no one else was around, and it just looked like a pile of ash, we all decided to let nature handle this one.

“Alright.” I put an arm around each of the women. “Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter Two



The next morning came all too soon. I woke up with a hard pressure on my chest. Opening my eyes, I saw a familiar golden face above me, staring and smiling.

“Hey, King,” I grumbled.

“Mbmbmb.”

I looked over at my other companion in the bed. Juniper was clearly still mostly asleep. In the morning light, she looked lovely. Her cute, round face was framed by her bright red hair. Her golden retriever, King Baby, The First of His Name, pawed me again.

“Alright, alright,” I whispered.

I decided to let my girlfriend get some extra sleep. Using magic was difficult and draining — at least when you didn’t have my particular gifts. After the outing last night, she’d need a while to recharge.

So I pulled on some shorts and leashed up King Baby. We walked around the neighborhood, and he did all he needed to do. By the time we got back, my phone was vibrating with messages from Rory.

Rory: When are we getting to the Veiled Volumes?

Rory: Bea is up my butt about last night already.

Ace: Juniper’s still asleep. Tell her an hour.

Rory: Did you show her your other magic last night?

Ace: No, she was zonked.

Rory: What a waste! I told you that you should have come back with me last night.

Ace: Next time.

Rory: I’m going to hold you to that!

Rory: And make you hold me.

I had to laugh at Rory’s persistence. The fact was that I was dating both of them, and they knew it. Since Galliyae was the goddess of Life and Fertility, part of my responsibility as the Chosen was to make plenty of heirs, and that generally involved having multiple partners. The two women were best friends when we met, and it naturally evolved into a relationship with both.

Needing to report the patrol from the night before, I knew that it was time for Juniper to wake up. So I gave King Baby some water and his food, and set about making breakfast for the slumbering redhead.

She had some bacon in the fridge, so I stuck that in the oven before finding her pancake mix. A few dirty bowls and pans later, and I had a feast ready for the witch.

Right on time, she stumbled out of her bedroom.

“Something smells good,” she said with a yawn.

Even sleepy, Juniper looked fantastic. She had on a loose shirt that draped across her shapely breasts in very interesting ways. Under that, she wore a pair of short sleep shorts, letting me get a peek at her nice legs. She caught me staring and blushed.

“What’s the occasion?” she asked.

“We need to get over to Bea’s,” I explained. “I figured a hearty breakfast would help with any magic dregs you were feeling.”

“Ooo, pancakes!” She hurried over to the table and sat down. She shoved a bite in her mouth before looking up at me. After swallowing, she said, “Have I told you I love you?”

“I don’t mind hearing it again,” I said. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and then joined her for the meal.

A little over a half hour later, we set out for the Veiled Volumes. Both of us walked almost everywhere, and this was no different. It was delightful to be out in the crisp winter air without a care in the world, walking hand in hand with a woman I loved.

Our destination sat in a strip mall, nestled between a few seedier convenience stores and a laundromat. The plain sign above read, “The Veiled Volumes.” Even though there was a sign in the window saying the store was open, the closed curtains and door gave a distinctly different impression.

The bell over the door rang as we stepped inside. Rory beat us there, and sat on the counter. She wore a tight red sweater and jeans, and her face lit up when she saw us.

“Hey guys,” she said.

“Oh, good, you’re finally here,” a crisp British voice said.

The voice belonged to Beatrix Victoria, who stepped out of her office, a large tome open in her hands. She wore a professional business suit, which flattered her curves. Her serious face was amplified by the wire rim spectacles on her nose.

“Rory informed me you faced quite an unusual demon last night.”

Juniper nodded, dropping my hand and shifting into work mode. “He was fast! With lots of spikes.”

“And a terrible sense of fashion,” Rory added.

“Did he look anything like this?” She set the book on the counter.

We gathered around. The yellowed pages let me know that the book was old — probably hundreds of years old. It had gilded lettering and looked like it was written by hand. On the right-hand page was a painting of a demon. It had spikes on the knuckles and heel, and outside of the outfit — this one was nude — it matched our foe.

“That’s him,” I said.

“Interesting.” Beatrix hummed in thought for a moment. “He was an Alalad Demon. They normally stay in colder climates. For one to be this far south, even in the winter, raises some interesting questions. Did you happen to retrieve any of the spikes? They are useful in some concoctions.”

Rory laughed. Beatrix raised an eyebrow. Juniper shook her head, which left it to me to explain, “I hit him with the spark spell. Except it was more of a blast of fire. And then the remains burned to a crisp after.”

Beatrix rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Every day is an adventure with you, Ace.”

“It was really impressive,” Juniper added. “I didn’t even know the spell could be that powerful. Consuming the body after the fact is a pretty powerful upgrade.”

“A year ago, I would have told you that was impossible,” Beatrix said. “Now, who knows. Just be careful where you aim it.”

“At least we didn’t have to dispose of a demon body late at night,” Rory said. “Yuck.”

Turning to Beatrix, I said, “It doesn’t do that in practice. I think it only amps up when there’s a valid target. Not that I’m going to go around testing it if I can help it.”

“In any case, I plan to report this newest demon sighting to others. If more activity turns up, it might point to something more serious.”

“Who would you report it to?” I asked. I knew Beatrix had other connections in the supernatural world, but she’d never shared much about it. Owning the bookstore was only part of her life, which apparently involved being a demon hunter in this part of the world.

“There is a loose network of others like me around the globe,” she explained. “We have a forum online where we occasionally share news like this.”

“Sick,” I said. “Can I get an invite? It’d be fun to meet more people who do this.”

“Unfortunately, the forum is run by a very private person, and all invites come through them. I will ask, but don’t hold out hope. While you are not demonic, you are a bit unusual, Mr. Winters, which might be a barrier.”

“Fair enough.”

Rory hopped down from the counter. “Need anything else, Bea?”

“That is quite enough, I think.”

“Great. I’ve got class in a few minutes, and need to jet.”

I checked my phone, and realized I was also very close to being late. “Same!” I shouted. I kissed Juniper on the cheek, before Rory and I ran back to campus.

“Try to keep up,” the blonde shouted.

She put everything into the run, trying to race me back. I matched her pace easily, and then turned to run backwards, blowing her a kiss.

“Show off,” she grumbled.

“God powers,” I teased.

We got back and had to split up, as my class was in a different building. “Meet you for lunch?” I asked. The blonde threw me a thumbs up. I waved goodbye and made my way to class.

I slipped through the door just as the professor walked up to the podium. With winter came a new semester, and this was only the third class. It was a required class for everyone’s degree, and I’d put it off until my junior year because it sounded like a drag — Math in Contemporary Issues. I was glad to not be late already.

“Pssst.”

A familiar mane of brunette hair, the ends dip-dyed red, stuck out on the back row. It belonged to Via Wilson, my childhood and current best friend. I slid past a couple of grumpy students to the seat next to her. She pulled her backpack off it.

“Thanks,” I whispered.

“You’re late,” she replied with a glare. The stern expression on her cute face made me smile. “Getting busy with your girlfriends?”

“We had to meet with Beatrix. There was a bit of a demon fight last night,” I said. Nervousness shot across her face. “Nothing like the Farmer’s Ball. No need to worry.”

Via found out about my powers and demons on the same night I fought Pallatrox. It scared her, although she’d mostly come around on the subject since then. She also knew about my harem.

There’d always been some affection between the two of us — more than what two friends would have. Either the time wasn’t right, or I was dating someone, or it just wouldn’t work, so we never ended up dating. I was open to dating her now, but she was adamant that she didn’t want to be a part of a harem.

She told me often enough that I started to question whether that was true or not. She doth protest too much.

“Okay, good,” Via said, relieved that another world ending demon wasn’t coming for the school. At that point, the professor coughed, looking at both of us.

We got the message loud and clear. The class dragged by — even if this was supposed to be math for non-majors, the teacher did not know how to talk to people who didn’t live and breathe quadratic equations. When it finally ended, we felt like we’d escaped another terrible fate.

I think I would have preferred fighting a demon.

“You getting lunch?” Via asked when we stepped out of the class building into the warm sunlight.

“I promised I’d meet Rory,” I said. “You can come.”

“Oh, I can, can I? How generous.”

I bumped her shoulder with mine. “It’s not like that. It’d be great to have you there, Via.”

“It’s great to have me anywhere,” she said with a grin. “Alright, let’s go. But you’re buying! You still owe me for ruining that ranked match last week. We almost got up to Diamond!”

“You’re going to hold that over my head for the rest of my life, aren’t you?”

She laughed and agreed. The cafeteria was only one building away, so before I knew it, we were sitting at a table, eating cheap food.

“So, tell me about this demon you killed.” Via just blurted it out in the middle of the cafeteria. I looked around, worried someone overheard.

“Come on, Via, don’t advertise it,” I said. “It’s not public knowledge.”

“Who cares, Ace? Everyone will just think I’m asking about a video game or D&D or something.”

And it seemed like the perky gamer-girl was right. No one spared a second glance our way. I wasn’t sure if I was happy about it, or if I should be offended I looked that nerdy.

“Alright, fine. Just try to keep it down.”

“Does it even matter? Who would believe it?”

“Almost no one at the school,” I admitted. “But that doesn’t change the fact that demons would have a problem with me. If they know who I am, they might try to attack me. Or people I care about.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay. Secret identity rules, I get it. We’ll talk in code. Tell me about that sniper you totally killed last night.” She munched on a fry.

I filled her in on the night, and she was definitely excited about it. “When can I come on one of these things?”

“Come on what things?” Rory set her tray down next to Via, hopping into the seat.

“Oh, hey, Rory,” Via said.

Tensions between Via and my girlfriends had thawed, but they weren’t totally warm yet. I was just ready for it to be normal. What’s wrong with wanting my best friend and my harem to get along?

Is that too much to ask?

“Via wants to come on patrol,” I explained.

“Ooo, I could use another strong lady out there,” she said. “I bet you’d look good with an ax or a mace.”

“I did have this two-handed mace for a cosplay I did a couple years ago,” Via said. “I thought it looked pretty badass.”

“I bet!”

“It really did,” I said. “You were that orc paladin, right? Big horns and such?”

Via nodded. “But I think I’d rather do some spells, to be honest. If magic is real, that’s where I want to be. Isn’t that what everyone wants?”

Rory and I shared a look at that.

“What?” Via asked, glancing back and forth between us. “What did I say?”

“Uh, magic isn’t always easy,” I explained. “Some people have trouble getting started, and not everyone can do it.”

“You can,” Via said. “How hard can it be?”

“She’s got a point there, Ace,” Rory said, getting in on the teasing. “You practically do it by accident all the time.”

“Hardy-har. I got these gifts, sure. But it’s still tough for me, and I’m on easy mode. I just don’t want you to get your hopes up, Via.”

Rory sighed. “It’s true. I’ve never been able to do it, and probably never will. But if you have the ability, I bet Juniper will help you.”

“Fine. I’ll put in the hours and become the most powerful witch in the world. Until then, I want to go on a patrol.”

“You need something to protect yourself with,” I said. “So either learn magic or Rory teaches you how to use a mace. She knows her stuff.”

The gamer-girl turned excitedly to the cheerleader. “You can teach me?”

“Bonk ‘em on the head. There. Lesson’s done.” She held out her hand. “Money, please!”

“It’s a little more complicated than that,” I said. “I think. I haven’t actually used a mace.”

Just then, a familiar face walked by. It belonged to Taylor, a short, curvy girl with black hair. She strolled by with a few of her friends, and when she spotted me, she said, “Watch out for your shoes, girls. Ace is here. He’ll probably try to steal them.”

The other girls chuckled as they left.

“What was that about?” Rory asked.

Via chimed in. “Yeah. Dish! I thought she was super into you. I want the scoop on the drama.”

“Oooo, is she my competition?” Rory spun around in her seat to give Taylor a more appraising once over.

“There’s no competition, Rory. I’m sure she’s not going to let it go. At the Farmer’s Ball, I might have used her heels as projectiles to try and interrupt Pallatrox’s spells.”

Rory giggled, and Via nodded. “Then that’s pretty fair. I’m on Taylor’s side. If a guy stole my shoes, he’d be lucky if all I gave him were some harsh words.”

“For real. Someone takes my shoes, and they find out about all the knives. Okay,” Rory said, leaning back and stretching. As she arched her back, her breasts were on full display in her tight sweater. Judging by the smile on her face, that was the point. “I need to get to class. Ace, want to walk me?”

“Ugh, you just had him all night,” Via said. “Give him a bit of a break. I wanted to go to that career fair. Ace, why don’t you come with me?”

Stuck between my friend and my girlfriend, I didn’t know what to do. Rory once again came to my rescue. “Alright, Via. He’s all yours. See ya later, babe.” She blew me a kiss and skipped out of the cafeteria.

“Great,” Via said. “You heard her. You’re all mine. Let’s go! I want to see if I can find a good internship for the semester. And you need one too.”

She grabbed my hand and dragged me to my feet. After we cleaned up our trays, we walked over to the career fair. The event happened every semester, and normally took place in the Green Building. But after Pallatrox’s attack on the building, the ballroom was still being repaired. So we ended up in the basketball team’s practice gym.

The room was full of well-dressed business people sitting behind folding tables. A few had poster board signs explaining what their company did. With no music playing, I could hear a lot of quiet conversation and the squeak of shoes on the slick floor.

“Lots of options,” I said.

“Where should we start?”

“I’m not really looking for something.”

Via gave me a look. “Really, Ace?”

“I already have a full-time internship.” When she didn’t realize what I meant, I added in a whisper, “The demon hunting.”

“Oh, right. Well, help me find a good one!” Via skipped away, heading straight for a booth with a big TV screen and a cluster of nerds around it.

It turned out to be a programming company — not the video game company that Via hoped for. We proceeded to make our way around the gym, mostly talking to underpaid assistants who didn’t seem terribly enthused about their companies.

Halfway through, we bumped into my friend Davis. He was one of the stars of our football team, and while our social circles didn’t normally cross, we took a robotics class together and hit it off.

“Yo, Ace, my man,” he said when he saw me. “How’s it hanging?”

“Pretty good, Davis.” We bumped fists. “You remember Via, right?”

“Hell yeah. Good to see you. You two having any luck around here?”

I shook my head. “I’m mostly along for the ride. Nothing is grabbing me.”

“I was really hoping for something cool or well paid,” Via said. “That’s not asking too much, is it?”

Davis gave a hearty laugh. “Not at all.”

“What are you doing here, anyway?” I asked. “I figured you’d be going pro.”

“Man, where were you when my dad was on my case? That’s not in my future, to be honest. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to, but I don’t think I’m good enough. It got me a ride to college, so I can’t complain.”

“Dang. Well, I’m rooting for you,” I said.

“That’s why this guy’s the best.” Davis threw his arm around my shoulder. “You need to lock him down, Via. He’s a catch.”

“I think someone beat me there,” Via said.

“Oh?”

I grinned. “I’m doing alright.”

A big grin spread across the guy’s face. “Love to hear it. Hey, it was good to see you two. I need to run. I might not be going pro, but that doesn’t mean I can skip off season workouts.” Davis gave me a high five and started walking off.

He stopped a few feet away, and turned back around. “If you’re looking for a well-paid job, Via, check out that booth near the water fountains. They’ve got a weird name, but I think they actually pay their interns.”

“Thanks, Davis,” Via said.

We parted from the football star and headed for the booth. The folding table had a nice white covering, and they had a few signs with their name on it.

“Culcate?” Via whispered. “What the hell is that?”

I shrugged. “Let’s find out.”

Two people sat behind the table. One was a man in his early thirties, wearing an impressive suit and tie. He had a bit of gray on his temples, and oozed confidence. The other was a woman, a few years younger, but just as commanding in her pantsuit. They both perked up when they saw us approach.

“Welcome,” the woman said. Her eyes were focused on me. “Are you interested in hearing more about Culcate?”

“I guess so,” Via said. “I haven’t heard of you.”

The woman nodded, finally looking at Via. “That makes sense. We’re a consulting firm, so if we make headlines, we’re doing something wrong.”

“A consulting firm?” I asked. It sounded vaguely familiar.

“That’s right. Companies hire us for our expertise. We help them develop new strategies, plan out marketing campaigns, hire executives, anything they need someone specialized for, but don’t want to hire a full-time person.”

I realized where I knew the term from. “Oh, you guys are the ones that come in and do layoffs, so executives don’t have to feel bad about it.”

The man smiled, a predatory grin, and spoke for the first time. “Yes. We make necessary cuts. It’s part of the job.”

The woman cut in. “But that’s only a part of our business. I’m Gretel, and I’m managing our internship program this semester. We normally only work with MBA's, but we want to start recruiting the next generation and guide them in ways that help us and them. We pay well, and any intern will get a wide range of experience. Even if you would rather not be a consultant when all is said and done, you’ll have a lot of exposure to other industries to find out where you might fit in.

“I should point out that our staff often go off to very senior positions at other companies, much faster than working your way up the chain the old-fashioned way. We even have alums in the government. And you would not believe how powerful our Partners are. We expect this crop of interns to lead to some exceptional people, and I bet you would make a delightful addition to our team.”

“So, are you interested?” She didn’t take her eyes off me as she made her pitch.

“Sorry, I’m too busy for another job this semester,” I said.

“That’s too bad,” Gretel said. “You are just the sort of student we’re looking for.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said.

Via stepped forward. “I’m totally interested. I’d love to apply.”

“Of course, dear,” Gretel said. She looked between us. “Are you a couple, perchance?”

“Best friends,” Via explained.

“Excellent. Well, here is our application…” She trailed off.

“Via. Via Wilson!” They shook hands.

The man smiled again. “We look forward to hearing from you.”

With that, we left the booth. Via was ecstatic to have the application, and decided she didn’t need to see any other booths.

“Thanks for coming, Ace,” she said as we stepped outside. “I’m going to fill this out right away! Wish me luck!”

The nerdy girl ran off without another glance back. I hoped it worked out for her. With everything going on, Via needed a bit of good fortune.


Chapter Three



Our southern California town didn’t get much winter weather — even with the mountains nearby. The most that came our way was some rain and a bit of cold. That Saturday we had neither, just a crisp, clear day with plenty of sun. That meant it was a perfect day to get some magic practice in with my lovely witch girlfriend.

While there was plenty of privacy on the roof of Rory’s apartment, the way magic worked made it a less than ideal place. The further off the ground someone casting was, the harder spells became, and on the roof of Rory’s eight-story apartment, it took serious effort to connect to my magic.

We’d used it out of necessity before, but now we returned to the hedge maze behind the local museum. They’d recently renovated the entire place, replacing the statues from our first date with a new series of artwork.

These statues were concrete, still abstract, but they had an ominous vibe to them. The shapes felt like hands or people reaching out of the ground, trying to free themselves. There wasn’t anything noticeably off about them, the artist was just very successful at capturing an eerie mood — if that’s what they were going for.

The back park of the museum was always sparsely attended, and now even less people came. We found a small clearing in the back with only one obelisk in the corner.

Each of our practices started with grounding ourselves — both literally and metaphorically. I spread a blanket out and we sat down across from each other. Juniper had on a pink sweater, with flowers stitched across it. She looked good, but luckily, it covered enough of her that I could focus on the work.

To center ourselves before starting casting spells, we took the time to talk and catch up. I filled her in on Via’s hot and cold turns.

“She’s just figuring herself out, Ace,” Juniper said when I finished.

“I know, I just wanted to give you a heads-up in case she was weird the next time you see her. Also, she’s definitely going to ask you for magic lessons.”

“Oh boy. That’ll be complicated. I hope she can actually use magic. It’d be fun to have another witch sister around.”

“A sister? You don’t like the magic we make?”

Juniper swatted me playfully on the arm. “It’s different between the two of us, in more ways than one. Having someone who’s more my equal would be nice.”

“What about Beatrix?”

“Bea? She can cast, and is way more powerful than me. That makes it more of a mentor-mentee type thing. I know I’d have to teach Via, but if she takes to it, we’d be a lot closer in level. And with Bea, she’s always doing so much, so even if we wanted to just commune with magic, I doubt she would have the time for something so frivolous.”

“She’s busy? I never see anyone in the store.”

Juniper chuckled. “She does a lot more than run that store. There’s a very small amount of people who actually need a store like that. I’ve seen people come from Canada to buy things from her.”

“Really? How does it stay in business?”

“Have you ever looked at the prices, Ace?”

“Can’t say that I have. The only times I’ve looked at the books are when one of you is shoving one in my face and asking questions.”

The redhead rolled her eyes. “Those grimoires she sells go for thousands of dollars. She only needs to sell a few a year to cover her rent. And she does ship a lot, too. One of a kind unique spell books aren’t going in the mail, but the ones that are less rare and can do that. And occasionally she delivers them herself.”

“That’s some service.”

“For big spenders, making sure the book is protected until it gets to them is pretty important.”

That all made a lot of sense. Magic — real magic, not the stuff in Vegas — wasn’t widely known, and considering my grandfather turned out to be a secret billionaire, money might not be an issue either.

Juniper went on. “Most of what Beatrix does is handle demonic problems.”

“Her forum of demon hunters?”

“Exactly. Until you came along, she was the big bad for demons all along the west coast.”

It felt like I was learning more and more about the reserved shop keep every other sentence. “Really?”

“Yup! You should see her really let loose.”

“That’s hard to believe.” When I thought about the stuffy bookstore owner, powerful demon slayer definitely didn’t come to mind.

“Haven’t you noticed the bracelet she wears?”

“Uh…” I looked bashfully at my girlfriend. “She wears a bracelet?”

“Of course you’re probably looking somewhere else.”

I blushed a bit. Beatrix was beautiful, and her rack of alchemy supplies was not the most interesting one in the store, to me. “Guilty.”

“I don’t blame you. But maybe we should work on your perception. Next time you see her, actually look at what she’s wearing, not what it’s hiding. She’s got a bracelet that’s made out of multiple strings of protection. Like the one I gave you at the Farmer’s Ball.”

Before facing Pallatrox, Juniper made me a bracelet that stopped one death blow. I slipped it on Rory right before a demon shot her in the chest with a gun. She walked away without a scratch, although the bracelet lost all of its magic saving her.

A bracelet with more than one of those implied the chance that Beatrix would be risking death repeatedly.

“She needs it?”

“Not only does she need it, but those things take a lot of time, power, and money to make. I haven’t looked closely, but it’s got to have at least seven or eight beads on it. Meaning that many death blows that it can stop.”

“Dang,” I said. I realized I never followed up on the bracelet with Juniper. “Speaking of, that bracelet saved Rory’s life. It wouldn’t be a bad thing to have one for everyone, right?”

“Yeah, sure, but they’re hard to come by. It requires the hair of a Yil-Aer demon. That’s both expensive and really rare.”

“Well, baby, you’re dating a billionaire, so I can pay for it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Only technically a billionaire.”

My grandfather left his entire estate to me. At first, that meant only a small house and a bit of cash. Later his lawyer visited and revealed that I would get all of his vast wealth once I became the Chosen. Since he lived for hundreds of years and occasionally got prophetic visions, he’d amassed a fortune to rival a small nation.

But Juniper was right. I was only a billionaire on paper. The majority of the money wouldn’t be accessible until I passed the fifth and final Challenge. After clearing the First Challenge, I gained access to more of it, although only a small percentage.

Still, a small percentage of a few billion was millions of dollars. I would happily give it all if it meant that the people I loved were as safe as possible.

“Well, let me pay for it. It can’t be that expensive if you could afford one before.”

“That’s sort of true. Beatrix provided the ingredient for me to learn to make it. Right now, the hair is almost impossible to find. Because of how useful the hair is, Yil-Aer are very rare. If one pops up, they get hunted quickly by half the demon hunting world. They have a lot of hair, though, so if one does get caught, there’s a big influx, so I can probably snag a few. Or Beatrix will do it on my behalf, anyway.”

“Great,” I said. “Then send me the bill whenever it happens. Or, if we’re free, maybe I can be the person to hunt it down.”

“After what you did to the demon the other night, we might want to let someone else do it so there’s actually some hair left over.” She smiled. “I do appreciate you trying to look out for us.”

“I know all three of you have been doing this since long before I knew anything about it, but it doesn’t change the fact that it’s dangerous and I want to protect you if I can.”

She took my hand in hers, running her thumb along the back. “I know, Ace. And you are. More than you know.” Giving me another smile, Juniper put on her serious teacher face. “But now we need to practice some magic.”

“Yippee,” I deadpanned.

While I loved practicing magic with Juniper, it was mostly the spending time with the sexy redhead that I enjoyed. Working on strengthening my magic was a chore, and at times more difficult than I liked to admit.

Even with my new power boost from Galliyae, I still lacked consistency and struggled when learning new spells. My sword was a cheat code — one I relied on a lot — but without it, I needed to be able to cast as well. And to expand my repertoire beyond throwing fire at something. Big swatches of fire solved a lot of problems, but not all of them. Sometimes I needed a screwdriver, not a hammer.

That reminded me of how the fight with Xowet the Mighty actually went. “What about that vine spell you used the other night? That one looked really helpful.”

“Oh, yeah, that was a nice one, right? I found it in an old book a week or two ago. It took me a while to get the fingers right, but when he kept dodging around, I thought it was worth doing a live test.”

“You found it? Beatrix didn’t teach it to you?”

“Nope,” Juniper said with a grin. “That’s a Juniper discovery. I mean, I did use her extensive library, but I think I should get the credit.”

“I agree.”

“Okay, let’s get to work.”

Juniper walked me through the hand movements of the spell. It took both hands, which meant I’d probably only ever use it with my sword, which had the handy ability to take the place of those movements. But if I didn’t learn it this way, I might struggle to cast it, or put too much power into it and cover the whole forest with vines. Neither were good in a life or death situation.

This spell required more general hand movements and placements than some spells, and relied less on perfect finger placement, which was a big relief. I didn’t have nearly enough dexterity in my fingers for a lot of these spells, so any I could get away without was a big win.

“Okay, you want to start out like this,” Juniper patiently explained.

Following her lead, my right hand waved in a large circle. Each rotation I would shrink the size of the circle. My left hand made a series of shapes that all seemed like they were vines themselves, which made it easy to remember, even if I didn’t get it perfect.

“No, no,” Juniper interrupted. “Your middle finger stays at thirty degrees, but your ring finger bends like you were doing.” She used her hands to reshape mine. Her soft skin would have been distracting if I weren’t already feeling sore and fatigued.

“Got it,” I said. With her guidance, I could feel exactly what I was doing wrong, although I wasn’t sure if I could do it right.

We continued working through the exercises until she was satisfied. “Now, I’m going to demonstrate the spell again. Let’s aim at that statue.” She nodded to the obelisk. “The vines fade when I dismiss them with my mind, or after a few minutes. The length is based on the power you put into it, but don’t put too much if your target is able to break them. Then all that effort is wasted. You’ll be tapped out and they’ll cut straight through.”

She stood and moved through the motions. Juniper was normally bubbly and bouncy — even a bit awkward at times. When she started casting, all of that fell away. She moved with grace and determination. As I watched her, I realized just how impressive she was. Her motions were on another level. I lucked into raw power from a goddess, but she put in the work, and it was readily apparent.

Finishing the motions, she said, “Kešda!”

Vines burst from the ground around the statue. They wrapped around the concrete creation. It rocked, briefly, before steadying. I breathed a sigh of relief — if we broke it, we’d never be able to come back to our practice space.

“See,” Juniper said. She smiled, stretching ear to ear. “Easy peasy! Now, when they fade away, I want you to try it.”

“You really are incredible, Juniper,” I said. She blushed. “I mean it.”

“Thanks, Ace. Now, enough buttering up the teacher. Get to casting.”

I looked at the statue right as the vines crumbled away. They fell to the ground before turning into dust. That blew away on the wind, leaving the statue and ground looking as pristine as before she cast the spell.

“Just don’t put too much power into it,” Juniper added. “With your… talents, you might actually knock it over.” My sword was laying on the ground near me, so I bumped it further away with my foot. Just to be safe.

Spreading my feet, I lifted my hands and attempted the spell. I tapped into my power as faintly as possible. When I hit the end of the motions, I said, “Kešda!”

Nothing happened.

“That’s okay,” she said. “Just try again.”

We repeated the process three more times, all with the same result.

“Hmmm.” She studied the statue and me. “I think all of those motions were right. How did it feel that time?”

“Pretty good,” I answered. “Except for the lack of vines.”

“Okay, I want you to up the power. Slightly. Ten percent more.”

“I’ll try,” I said. My power was more of a flood or not there, so inching up the amount was difficult. I knew it was necessary, but it didn’t mean I liked it.

The boosted power didn’t work either. We continued for another half hour, trying the motions and slightly upping the power each time.

Finally, I felt a tingle as I finished the spell. Small vines, barely more than short cut grass, surrounded the statue.

“I did it!”

“Yes, you did,” she said. “Good work! That gives me a sense of how much more you need to put into it. This one takes a lot more than the spark spell.”

“I was starting with less than I use for that, so that makes sense.”

“Alright, then, another try!”

“You want me to cast again?”

She nodded. “See, it’s already faded.”

I checked the statute, and sure enough, it was clear again. But I got the spell working, which was a good sign.

Juniper kept coaching me. “Keep how much power you used that time in mind, Ace. Reach inside you and add the same amount again.”

“Won’t that be too much?”

She scrunched up her eyes, thinking about it. “I don’t think so. If you even wrap the whole thing up, I’ll be surprised.”

Following her advice, I attempted to raise my power level again. It felt like pouring water out of a pitcher, and trying to pour one more milliliter per second. My hands flowed through the motions, easier after dozens of reps. I reached the end and shouted “Kešda!”

Dozens of thick vines shot out of the ground, quickly wrapping around the stone statue. They were longer and stronger than any Juniper did that day, and the expensive art work looked like it was about to topple to the ground.

“Ace! End the spell!”

I dismissed the vines immediately. It felt like a tug on my chest, and I could cut it off with only a thought. The magic plants vanished, but too late. The statue started tipping over.

Leaping into action, I darted to the side and got my shoulder under the edge of the obelisk. It crunched into me — easily weighing hundreds of pounds. It would have squished me like a bug before I was chosen.

As it was, I kept my feet.

Barely.

I grunted and pushed. Juniper started towards me, but through gritted teeth I warned her to stay back. It took everything I had, but I righted the statue. It shuddered back into place.

Panting, I sat down hard on the grass.

“Okay, that might have been a bit too much power,” Juniper said. I stared at her, and she broke down into giggles.

“You think?”

I couldn’t help but smile. Everything worked out in the end.

“With how strong that was, I imagine you’ll be able to stop a lot of different demons in their tracks.”

She sat down next to me. I looked over at the redhead and asked, “Do they hurt?”

“Does what hurt?”

“The vines? When they tie someone up?”

Juniper shook her head. “As long as they don’t hit their head on a rock or something, they should be fine. I practiced a couple times on Rory.”

“Oh?”

“For non-damaging spells, sometimes she lets me.”

“So she let you tie her up.”

The redhead blushed. “Not like that.”

“But it could be.”

She was confused. Quickly, I moved through the motions and cast the spell. This time I used the right amount of power. Vines snaked out and pulled Juniper onto her back.

“Ace!” she gasped. I rolled on top of her, my legs straddling her hips. “Oh, I see what you mean.” She bit her lip, looking up at me. “You’re right. There might be some fun applications of this spell.”

I leaned down and kissed her. She tried to push into me, but the vines kept her restrained.

At least until they crumbled.

We didn’t stop kissing. Our tongues played with each other, and the heat was rising. Right up until we heard a group of people chatting and heading our way.

“Dang.”

“We should skedaddle,” she whispered. With the mood killed, we both ran out the back exit.

Even with the interruption, it ended up being a pretty great day.


Chapter Four



Screams echoed through the empty hallway. I twisted in circles, trying to figure out where I was and how I got here.

The plain walls and nondescript doors weren’t familiar. While I couldn’t be sure, I didn’t think I was on campus.

Another pained scream rocketed down the hallway.

I reached for my sword, but it was gone. Looking down, I didn’t even have my scabbard or the custom belt on.

Where could it be?

What was happening?

The last thing I remembered was crawling into bed with Juniper after a long day of spell casting.

Then it hit me.

This was another vision.

The first came from Galliyae. It warned me of Pallatrox’s imminent arrival and led directly to the First Challenge. That meant this was most likely a sign of another Challenge. She was giving me a glimpse of an upcoming fight or threat.

But where was I?

I decided to follow the screams. Running down the hallway, I got lost in twists and turns. All of the hallways were identical. Seconds turned to minutes. I ran for what felt like an hour without ever reaching anything that could scream.

When I tried the doors, they were all locked. My incredible strength didn’t help, either. When I smashed through one, I just ended up in another identical hallway. The geography didn’t make sense, either, as each hallway ran in both directions as far as I could see, and as soon as I stepped through the door, it stretched behind me.

Finally, I found a corner. Taking a step around it, everything shifted. Suddenly I stood in the woods.

I was off the beaten path, that was for sure. It didn’t feel like the park near the university.

You must be prepared.

A faint voice reached me. I recognized it instantly. It belonged to Galliyae, the goddess who gave me my powers.

“Prepared for what?” I asked.

“Prepared to get your ass kicked,” a heavy, masculine voice answered from behind me.

Turning, I found a large demon standing behind me. He had six inches on me, easy. His blue-gray skin gave him a natural camouflage in the darkening woods — or it would have, if he didn’t have on a pair of khakis that stood out, odd on a demon.

“Looks like we’re doing this,” I said.

The demon grinned, revealing sharp fangs. He lifted his hand, and I saw that he held a large mace.

“Don’t let him bonk you on the head,” I muttered.

Instinctively, I reached for my sword. It was still missing. That made the demon chuckle. I knew an armed, tough demon would be very dangerous, so I started casting the spell Juniper taught me. But as my hand passed my face, I found myself back in the hallways I’d been stuck in earlier.

“We don’t know where it is,” Juniper said.

The three of us were walking together, although I could see a window in the distance, it felt different from the first visit.

Juniper wore a familiar outfit, but Rory had on a black leather jacket, covered with zippers and straps, that I’d never seen before. Before I could ask about it, she stopped and looked around the empty hallway.

“And no one is here, so it makes sense to split up,” Rory said.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Ooo, that door looks special,” the blonde said.

She reached for it right as I shouted, “Wait!” Rory didn’t stop, and when the door swung open, I saw Via sitting alone in an office chair.

“Via?”

I glanced at Juniper to confirm we were seeing the same thing, but she was gone. I was still in the same building, but it all felt wrong.

Via spun around in her chair, a happy grin on her face.

“What’s going on?” I asked. But the nerdy girl didn’t hear me, or if she did, she ignored me.

What is happening should be impossible.

“What do you mean?” I tried to communicate with Galliyae. Her voice was faint, almost a whisper, or like she was talking to me across a cavernous room. Again, she didn’t respond. I sighed, returning to Via, only to find the chair empty.

“Where did she go?”

I walked back out the door, and found myself in the endless hallways again. Wherever I walked, I was returned to the identical hallways. Time stretched on, and I started to wonder if I was stuck in the dream as well.

“This feels like magic. I’m sure Juniper would get me out of here in a split second,” I grumbled. The doors continued leading in circles. I felt trapped. Unlike the first prophecy, this one didn’t shift around nearly as fast.

The floor rumbled.

No! This is my vision.

Suddenly I found myself back in the woods.

“How much further is it?” Rory asked. I was back with my girlfriends, hiking through the woods in the late afternoon.

“About ten steps less than the last time you asked,” Juniper shot back.

The area wasn’t familiar, much like earlier. I was looking for any clues I could find — hints of when or what was coming. The two women wore warmer clothes, so I assumed it was still wintertime.

Things are getting worse, Ace Winters.

“What can I do?” I wondered.

The other two didn’t react to my comments. Then I stepped past a tree, and found myself back in the office building, but not in the hallways.

The room I was in was a conference room. Three demons stood on the far side of the table, wearing suits. Through the window behind them, I could see the town. A few buildings stuck out, and I made a mental note to figure out where this place was.

A symbol on the wall caught my eye. I didn’t recognize it, but it stood out. It was a circle with four diagonal lines across it, all in blue.

A clue.

“Ready to die?” The front member of the group licked his fangs and crouched, ready to pounce.

“Uh, later,” I said. I turned and ran out the door.

I ended up back in a long hallway. In the distance, I saw Via stop in front of a door. She pulled it open, and then something reached out and grabbed her.

“No!” I shouted.

Only one step later, and I was standing at the edge of the road between the university and the park. The demon from before, Xowet, stood crouched. I looked over to see Juniper standing on the bridge, wearing the same clothes as that night. No one moved.

I realized they were frozen, still, and not even breathing.

I must be quick. Do not interrupt.

Galliyae’s quiet voice reached me.

Everything hangs in the balance, Ace Winters. This Challenge is not fair. Neither was your last. But know that I am with you.

I chose you for a reason. Trust your heart.

And find me.


Chapter Five



The haunting dream stuck with me the next day. I couldn’t shake the feeling, and wanted to clear things up. I tried to work off some of the nervous energy with exercise, practicing magic on my own, and even walking through the park.

Nothing worked.

The day stretched on and on. Since I planned on patrolling with Rory that night, I got to the Veiled Volumes early to speak with Beatrix.

When I entered, she stepped out of her back office before stopping. She was clearly surprised to see me walk into the store alone and early. Behind her wire-rimmed glasses, Beatrix took me in for a moment.

“Ah, Mr. Winters. What brings you in?”

I decided to cut to the chase. “I had another vision.”

“Indeed?”

The store was lined with bookshelves, filled with apparently pricey volumes. A few tables in the middle held ingredients for spells and potions. And to one side was a set of comfier chairs where we sometimes held our meetings. She gestured to one and sat across from me.

“Are you sure it was another prophecy from Galliyae?”

“Absolutely. She spoke to me this time.”

“Curious. Alright, considering how helpful the previous one ended up being, we should scour this one for details. Walk me through what you saw.”

She pulled out a notebook and pen. I filled the British woman in on as many details as I could remember. They felt seared into my mind, so I was sure I didn’t miss anything important. As I spoke, she took notes.

When I finished, she sat back in her chair. She tapped the pen against her chin, deep in thought.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“I’m sure you are right that it was another vision. It felt the same?”

“Mostly?”

“What do you mean?”

“The last one went by quickly. It felt like ten or fifteen minutes, tops. This one lasted so much longer. I was honestly surprised when I woke up and it was just a normal night’s sleep. I can still feel the hallways that went on forever. It felt like a trap. Maybe I will walk into one in the future.”

Beatrix didn’t say anything for a moment.

Clearly she had an idea in mind, and I was curious. “What?”

“I think you just might be correct, Mr. Winters. Do you mind assisting me with something?”

“Sure. Just point the way.”

She stood. “It’s in the back.” Beatrix led me back to her office and library room.

Beatrix both worked and lived in the building. She had a small apartment above the store, and the back area was filled with rarer volumes.

She crammed plenty of books into the space. The shelves here were taller and chock-full of thick, old tomes. There was a desk, as well as a podium that Beatrix used for reading when she stood.

I remembered what Juniper said about actually observing Beatrix. She had on a flattering skirt and blouse. It showed off her figure, but not in an obnoxious way, just from being perfectly suited for her. Her movements were careful and measured, which told me she was in better shape than I’d originally given her credit for.

And she had on a few different items I assumed were magical. The bracelet Juniper mentioned was on her left hand. I realized why it didn’t stick out to me — the one Juniper made was more like a friendship bracelet. Beatrix had woven the hairs into a gold tennis bracelet, disguising it as fashionable jewelry. Now that I knew what to look for, I counted eight of the life protecting beads.

The earrings she wore gave a faint hint of magic, as did her necklace. I didn’t know what they did, but clearly Beatrix was rocking some serious magic items.

Grabbing a bright blue three-ring binder off of her desk, she set it on the podium. Beatrix flipped through it. She nodded at whatever she read.

“Alright, the book is on a top shelf in the back. We’ll need a ladder, and it’s a bit rickety, so do you mind holding it while I climb?”

“I can do it,” I said.

“No offense, Mr. Winters, but I think you are much more likely to catch me than the reverse.”

“Right, right,” I said.

That didn’t stop me from grabbing the ladder and getting it set up. She protested, but I could see a bit of a smile, so I knew she didn’t mind my extra help. The ladder looked older than my grandpa, so I understood her concern. I leaned it against the shelves.

“Thank you,” Beatrix said.

She climbed the ladder while I steadied it against the shelf. Even with it, she had to stretch to reach her goal. The book had been shoved on top of the others.

As she leaned for it, her shirt came untucked. I was watching her carefully, and before I could react, I got a glimpse of her chest under the shirt. She wore a black bra, and looked even bustier than I expected.

Hurriedly, I glanced away.

“There we go,” she said. The ladder gave a loud creak. Then the side beam splintered with a loud crack.

“Ah!” Beatrix yelped in surprise.

She fell to the side as the ladder tipped over. I dropped the ladder and held my arms out. She dropped into them with a small thud.

“Oh, my,” she panted.

The ladder finished falling apart. It collapsed to the ground, sending dust and splinters into the air.

“I think it’s time for a new one, Beatrix,” I said.

“It appears so, Mr. Winters.”

Our eyes met. I saw the flush of excitement on her cheeks. Feeling her legs and back in my arms, I could feel even better just how strong and in shape she actually was. The professional outfits really did a good job hiding her figure and her strength.

With her in my arms, our faces were only inches apart. Her glasses were slightly askew, but it only added a bit of charm to her appearance. I knew she was beautiful, but seeing her this close put her in a whole new light.

She cleared her throat. “It appears I owe you additional thanks, Mr. Winters. Now, if you wouldn’t mind putting me down. All evidence to the contrary, I am able to stand on my own.”

“Right, of course.” I set Beatrix down.

She straightened her clothes, tucking her shirt back in. I couldn’t help seeing her in a new light. But this was straight laced Beatrix Victoria. Juniper and Rory’s Bea. I knew I needed to get my mind out of the gutter, even if that’s where it immediately ran to.

I wanted to blame it on the Goddess of Fertility, but it was probably just my own damn attraction.

“Did you find the book?” I asked.

“Yes. I need to get one more book, but it’s much easier to find. No dangerous tumbles in store for me. Let’s return to the front,” she said.

Beatrix turned quick enough that I thought she was also a bit embarrassed about the whole thing. She took a thick tome off the shelf near the door before disappearing into the front room.

I took a breath to clear my own head before following her.

We returned to our seats. She set the first book down on the table between us. It was thin, with a cracked, black leather cover.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

She just shushed me like a librarian. “All in due time, Mr. Winters.”

Beatrix flipped through the book, her eyes quickly taking in each page. About a third of the way in, she stopped and read the details closer.

“I think I know what happened with your vision,” she said.

“You do?”

She nodded and turned the book to face me. The language wasn’t one I recognized, but thankfully there was a picture. It showed a series of shapes and circles. When I saw them, I felt like I could stare at them for hours.

They were quite enchanting. The longer I looked, the more it seemed like they had some motion built into them, like one of those optical illusions. There was a secret there, and it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out, if I could only look a little bit more.

SNAP SNAP

Beatrix snapped her fingers right in front of my eyes, knocking me out of my daze. “Well, that confirms two things for me.”

I shook my head, trying to clear a bit of wooziness. “Sorry, I got distracted.”

“No, Mr. Winters, you were entranced.”

I must have been visibly confused because she saved me from having to ask a question and explained. “I think you are especially susceptible to magic that affects the mind. This image shouldn’t have any effect on you, but you watched it for more than a minute, even ignoring me saying your name.”

“I didn’t even hear you. That’s not great. Why does that work on me?”

“It could be any number of reasons. While I will need considerable more research, I suspect that it takes advantage of whatever enables Galliyae to reach out to you. An unintended vulnerability.”

She tapped on the picture, which didn’t capture my attention, even if I did feel a few faint tugs. “This design, when fully implemented by an experienced sorcerer, creates a defensive barrier in an area that resembles an endless loop.”

“I stayed at Juniper’s last night. Does that mean someone trapped her apartment building?”

“No. An especially powerful version works on remote viewing — like the spell Juniper uses to see other locations. I think wherever you end up while pursuing this Challenge has this spell enacted. When you saw it in your vision, it managed to latch on and trap you in it. If Galliyae didn’t free you, you might not have woken up.”

I sat back. That was terrifying. Being stuck in a terrifying dream for the rest of my life was not high on my list of ways to go. Just above dismemberment, and below wolverine attacks.

“How can I prevent that in the future?”

“We need to work on your mental defenses. Everyone can use improvement in that area, but you would benefit immensely. That won’t happen overnight. In the meantime, I don’t think you need to worry about the vision again. Just knowing that it exists should prevent it from catching you. In that way. If you encounter it in the real world, that’s another story.”

She thought for a second. “For now, I will see what I can do to prevent it. It will require some more research. Just be cautious if you find yourself in a similar building. Or, considering the prophetic nature, when you inevitably find yourself there.”

That made sense to me. I also wanted to work on my own mental defenses, but Beatrix finding a way to break the actual enchantment seemed more important in the short term.

“That brings me to my other book. Can you draw the symbol you saw?”

“It’s not going to break my brain as well?”

She chuckled, an almost girlish giggle, before she hurriedly covered her mouth in surprise. “No, I assure you that it’s quite safe.”

Sliding her notepad over with a fresh page, Beatrix handed me her pen. I drew the symbol — a circle with four diagonal lines.

“As I thought,” she said.

The next book came out. This was thick and dusty. It resembled an encyclopedia, which is what it turned out to be.

“This is a repository of demonic information,” she explained. “It’s old, but demons are eternal, so it never goes out of date. Yes, here we are.”

This time the book she slid to me had a series of circles with different designs in it. She tapped one in the middle. It had four lines across it, the same as my symbol. There were more details, including a few odd humanoid shapes to the side, but the base was the same.

“That’s close,” I said.

“I believe what you saw was a simplified and stylized version of this. It’s a demonic sigil, used to show allegiance between various demons.”

“So it’s their demon team logo?” I asked.

“That’s simplistic.” She sighed. “But accurate. I do not recognize this one. Does the name mean anything to you?”

I awkwardly sounded out the name next to the sigil. “Bìr-inim-kéš-de? Nope. Not a thing.”

“I thought as much, but I needed to cover all my bases, as you Yanks are fond of saying. I will continue to research it.”

Just then, the bell above the door jangled.

“Two of my favorite people in one place,” Rory said. The blonde pranced through the door, wearing tight jeans and a red tank top, with a light coat on. “Man, the vibe is weird in here. What did I miss?”

Beatrix shot me a glance. “Come on,” I said. “I’ll tell you on our patrol.”

“Ooo, yeah,” Rory said. “I wanna kick some demon ass tonight.”

We walked to the door. I took one last look behind me, and saw Beatrix was already flicking through the book, a worried expression on her face.

I hoped whatever she found would help.


Chapter Six



After filling her in on the newest vision, the bouncy blonde quickly pushed the worried thoughts out of my mind. Between her outgoing personality and the patrol we set out on, I knew that there was plenty to focus on before dealing with the future problems.

The two of us fell into our traditional loop through the town. We started at the Veiled Volumes and walked down to the demon bar Bent Elbow. The neutral ground of the bar didn’t see much trouble on busy nights, but we liked to make sure. Seeing that it was a quiet night, and the turnout at the bar was pretty low, we then made our way to the human club district. The two blocks had a half dozen bars and a couple of clubs, and were also relatively peaceful, with even the humans acting fairly subdued.

“Looks like it’s an off night,” I said.

“There was a big party at one of the frats,” Rory said. “Anyone who is anyone is there.”

“What does that say about us?”

“We’re better than anyone.”

The blonde skipped away, giggling to herself. Our next destination was the park. We could either walk through campus or take the long way around it. Rory decided to take the shortcut.

While demons were dangerous and cared little for rules, they also didn’t like to draw too much attention to themselves. That meant that very little demon activity actually made its way onto campus, so we could relax a bit. And we were quite the unusual pair as we strolled across the college. Rory and I held hands, which in and of itself wasn’t the part that stuck out.

But the short, gorgeous cheerleader had an ax slung over one shoulder, and I had a sword belted on. Our normal excuse of LARPing was already thin, especially at night. Neither of us cared. We did it to protect the other students, and a few weird looks or whispered comments wouldn’t change that.

Rory had even less concern about other people’s opinions. Even though it was dark, other students were still walking around — going to the library, sneaking off to a hook-up, or even just getting some late night exercise.

“I hear you and Juniper tried out some bondage,” she said out of the blue.

“Uh, I guess.” I didn’t know that I would call our hot and heavy make out anything more than that.

“Be careful you don’t awaken a dark side of her. I bet that good witch might be into some kinky stuff.”

“And you’re not?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Haven’t tried it out yet. I think I’m a bit too dominant for that kind of thing, though.”

“I understand. I’m right there with you.”

“Guess we’ll have to find our own thing,” she said with a wink.

I didn’t know what she was thinking, but I knew whatever it was, she’d let me know eventually. Probably.

As we passed the library, Via stepped out. She smiled and waved at us.

“Look who it is,” she said. “Where are you two off to looking like extras from the nerd convention?” Her eyes lit up as she realized what we were doing. “A patrol!”

A few nearby students looked over curiously. I shushed Via. “A little discretion, please,” I chided.

“You think you're discreet looking like that?”

“She’s got a point,” Rory said. “And yeah, we’re on patrol.”

“Oh, man, can I come? I really want to do one.”

I glanced at Rory, who shrugged. “She’s your friend.”

“I’m not sure if it's safe. You know I have gifts that help.”

Via pouted, aiming the full force of her puppy dog eyes at me. “Come on, Rory doesn’t have powers. How come she can come?”

“Because she’s been doing this for a long time and knows what’s going on.”

Rory nodded. “Plus, I can do this.”

The blonde stepped back, bent her knees, and then did a standing backflip. Even I was surprised when she landed it. But she did — without as much as a wobble — and Rory lifted her hands in the air like a victorious gymnast.

“Damn, Rory.”

Via frowned. “How does that help fight demons?”

“It doesn’t,” Rory said. “I just wanted to show off.”

“Ugh, well, that was really impressive. I guess those legs aren’t just for show.”

“I mean, showing them off is the main reason.” Rory grinned at me. “I’ve got a big fan. Gotta give him what he wants.”

“Well, I want to help out with all this. So let me shadow you guys!”

I still wasn’t sure it was the best idea, but Rory didn’t give me anything to go on. Finally, I agreed, much to Via’s delight. “Okay, it’s been a quiet night. I guess you can come. Just listen to us if we tell you to do something.”

“Deal!” The gamer girl practically vibrated with excitement. “What weapon do I get?”

My sword was the only weapon I needed, so I didn’t have anything else on me. Luckily, the show-off cheerleader had an answer. She held up a knife, about six inches long with a black hilt. “Here you go.”

“Where did you keep this?”

“A girl never tells,” Rory said coyly.

“And you just happen to have a knife on you?”

“A wise man once said that you can never have too many knives. Okay, moonlight is burning. Let’s get this show on the road!”

We set off for the park. Via fell in step beside Rory, clutching the knife in her hand. I realized if she really had her heart set on helping out, we’d need to get her some training and something a little more discreet.

“So, is there a spot I need to aim for when I stab a demon?” Via asked.

“Head, heart, eyes,” Rory answered. “Just stab all the normal spots. As long as it looks humanoid. Otherwise, your guess is as good as mine.”

“If we run into one, no stabbing, Via. That’s just for your protection. Tonight you are an observer.”

“Spoil sport.” Via pouted. “Wait, some of the demons don’t look humanoid? They don’t all just have red eyes and fangs?”

Rory grew excited to have someone to share her extensive demonic experience with. “Oh, man, they come in all shapes and sizes. One time I fought one that was three smaller green demons in a trench coat, trying to pretend to be a human.”

I regretted bringing her with every step, but I thought it was too late to back out. Via was at the Farmer’s Ball when Pallatrox attacked, but all she saw was one Grunstag demon attacking me. When in their disguises, they look mostly human. For whatever reason, they can’t hide their solid red eyes, so they generally wear shades. That felt like a good thing to explain to Via.

“Some demons can look totally human. Others already look close enough that people might just think they have a weird skin disease or a growth. Then, on the other hand, some need magic to disguise themselves.”

Rory chimed in. “And magic is difficult to use, and sometimes expensive. Especially with disguises like that. That means that the really wild looking ones don’t often come near people if they can help it.”

We started up the pedestrian bridge, crossing the road to reach the park. I didn’t see anything in the immediate area, so I relaxed a bit.

Via was lost in thought for a moment. Then she asked, “You mean even some demons can’t use magic?”

“Most can’t.” That was news to me, too. “Well,” Rory added, “Most don’t. I’m not sure if they can’t. That’s a question for a Beatrix or a demon. Even if they can, almost any demon we’d face probably won’t.”

“Weird,” Via said. She was quiet for a minute, clearly thinking. After, she said, “I assumed that demons were magic. You’re telling me they are different?”

“Actually, I don’t know that one either,” I said.

“And I’m the wrong person to answer it,” Rory said with a giggle. “You want Junebug or Bea for that. But I can give you the highlights. Don’t hold it against me if I get some of it wrong, okay? I almost always get some of it wrong, according to Bea.”

We reached the bottom of the bridge and started for the woods. From here, we could turn around, stick to the edges, or walk one of the deeper paths in the woods. With Via along for the ride, I decided to stick near the road. A paved sidewalk and occasional streetlamps meant it wouldn’t be as scary for her, and I had a better view of any potential dangers.

Rory continued with her makeshift lecture. “So, before humans existed, demons walked the earth. It was literally hell on earth. They battled for dominance, with powerful demons having their own kingdoms.”

“Is that where dinosaur bones come from?” Via said.

“No, those come from dinosaurs. Duh.”

Via hung her head in shame. Rory took pity on her. “Don’t worry, I asked the same thing. Although it took me a couple weeks to get there.” That got a smile from the gamer girl. “At the time, gods also existed and were much more active in the world. I don’t know a lot about it, and even Bea says a lot of this was lost to history. If we didn’t have Mr. Chosen with us, I think we’d question if they ever existed.”

“That’s me. I’m Mr. Chosen,” I whispered in Via’s ear. She giggled.

Rory kept on talking, ignoring my comments. “Something happened that drove the demons out of our world and into hell proper. Maybe they were always from there, or a god changed the rules. No one knows. By that point, humans did exist, and were hunted by demons. Once they were banished, the gods created magic to help us keep them out of this realm of existence.”

“And where are the gods now?”

Rory shrugged. “Ask this guy.”

Via looked at me. I told her the truth. “We don’t know. Galliyae’s sisters vanished long ago, and it seems like Galliyae is trapped somewhere herself. Maybe they all are.”

“Whoa,” Via said. It was a lot to process — even for me. I gave her the time to let it all soak in.

A van drove by with its headlights on bright mode. I squinted against the sudden blast of light. As I blinked it away after it passed, I saw a figure across the road. It stood in the shadows, perfectly between two of the streetlights on that side. My ears tingled, which I knew meant that there was a demon nearby.

“We might have a guest,” I whispered. “Play it cool.”

We kept walking, although Via got noticeably nervous.

“Where?” Rory asked.

I told her, and she subtly checked it out.

Keeping my voice low, I told Via, “If it comes over here, just stay behind me. We’ll keep you safe. It’s only one demon.”

“Okay, Ace.”

The mysterious figure watched us for another minute. The tingle didn’t go away, so I felt safe to assume that this was the reason.

“Should we attack?” Rory gripped her ax tighter.

“It’s across the road. It might run off if we startle it. Plus…” I nodded towards Via. Even if she knew about demons, she was basically a civilian and we had no idea how she’d act in a fight. And I didn’t want her in danger either way.

“Right.”

That left our options limited.

Then the demon took all the options away. After another car passed, it lunged forward, sprinting across the asphalt between us as we were partially blinded by the headlights.

“Incoming,” I shouted. I drew my sword and put myself between the girls and the monster.

I got a better look at the demon. It was tall — a few inches taller than me. He had blue-gray skin, and was clothed in a decent shirt and khakis. And he looked familiar.

He was the demon from my dream.

Well, this time I had my sword, and I wasn’t going to let this guy beat me or hurt my friends. I slashed it towards him and shouted “Mul!” A crescent of fire shot out towards the demon, heading straight for his chest.

I smiled. “Easy.”

He waved a hand and said, “Nam-šilig.”

The crescent of fire sputtered out, dying before it hit him. Now it was the demon’s turn to smile.

“Oh, shit,” I said. “I didn’t know they could do that.”

“Me either,” Rory said.

She had her ax in one hand and a knife in the other. Rearing back, she flung it at the rushing demon. He just swatted it out of the air.

Then he leapt into the sky, sailing over my head. Too late, I realized his target.

“Via, look out!”

My friend screamed and tried to run. Instead, she stumbled and fell to the ground. The demon landed a few feet from her. I tried to cast again, but I couldn’t feel my magic. It was like a void formed in my chest where my power resided.

Not good.

Luckily, I wasn’t the only one able to help Via.

THUNK

A knife slammed into the demon’s shoulder. It grunted in pain, but still stepped closer to Via. Another knife hit him.

“Damn it,” he growled. “I’ll kill you first, then.” He turned to Rory, who had a big grin on her face.

“You can sure as hell try,” she said.

By that point, I’d recovered my wits. I charged at the demon, swinging my sword. He dodged out of the way.

“Get her out of here,” I shouted.

“Right,” Rory said.

The demon sneered at me. “So, you’re the Chosen? Disappointing, to say the least.”

“Sorry. My suit is still at the cleaners after I killed Pallatrox.”

“Is that supposed to scare me?”

“Yeah…”

The demon did not look impressed. But our conversation gave Rory enough time to reach Via. She helped the girl to her feet.

“Come on,” she whispered.

The two half ran, half stumbled back to the bridge. With her safely out of the way, I felt like opening up on the demon. He might have neutralized my magic somehow, but I could still feel all of the strength from Galliyae in me.

Rushing forward, I swung at the demon again. Every cut and strike he dodged or blocked — catching the flight of the blade with the palm of his hand. He was fast. And I quickly learned, strong.

After blocking another slash, he changed his strategy. Instead of retreating, he punched. It caught me by surprise and hit me in the chest.

“Oof!”

The blow launched me into the air. I crashed to the ground, rolling from the momentum. I came to a stop on the road.

HONK HONK

Spinning, I pushed myself out of the way as a car screeched, the driver frantically slamming on the brakes. It missed me by a hair. I leapt to my feet.

As I did, I felt something shift in me, and realized I could feel my magic again. The car that almost splattered me partially blocked me from the demon. The driver lowered his window and started yelling at me.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing? I almost killed you!”

I used his tirade as cover and put as much power as I could muster into a spell. Gripping my sword, I knew it would hit as hard as I could manage.

“Kešda!”

Vines ripped out of the ground around the demon. They dragged him to the dirt. Even as they did, I could see his muscles straining and knew he wouldn’t be held long. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that Rory and Via were already across the bridge and running through campus. Rather than risk fighting an enemy with powers I didn’t understand, I followed.

The sounds of an angry demon and an angry driver followed me until I was safely away.


Chapter Seven



We spent the night at Rory’s apartment. While Via didn’t love the idea, I explained that Rory had a lot of protective wards that should keep most, if not all, demons out.

My dorm room had a few — Juniper and Bea added more after Pallatrox, mostly warning alarms. But since I found myself spending most nights at one of the other two apartments, it didn’t make sense to add even more. Anything dumb enough to come after me on campus would be finding themselves on the end of my sword.

When the sun rose, I walked Via back to her dorm. I could tell something was bothering her, but I didn’t want to push it, so I just enjoyed walking together in the morning peace.

“Is it always like that?” she asked, eventually.

“No. Well, I don’t think so. There hasn’t been too much activity since Pallatrox. According to Rory and Juniper, most of the demon activity they can handle. But it can get hairy.”

“I’ll say. How do you do it?”

I shrugged. “I have to. If I don’t, who else will stop them?”

Via laughed, once. “You sound like a superhero. I’m glad you’re here, then.”

Then the gamer girl went into her dorm, shaken and with a new appreciation of the dangers all around.

Afterwards, I needed to report to Beatrix. Rory had class, and we wanted to find out as much as we could about our new enemy.

It was early enough that the door was still locked when I arrived. Knocking didn’t get an answer, but I did get a few questioning looks from the customers of the neighboring stores. Early morning customers to the rarely visited shop stuck out.

Pulling out my phone, I called the owner, hearing a bleary voice answer.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Beatrix. Sorry to bother you, but I’m downstairs. Got a minute?”

“This sounds serious, Mr. Winters,” she said. Her prim and proper British mannerisms recovered quickly. “One moment.”

A minute later, the door clicked and Beatrix ushered me in. She had a fluffy robe wrapped around her, and she looked even more tired than she sounded on the phone. Worry colored her face.

“Did someone die?” she asked.

“No. But it was closer than I would have liked.”

“Well, that’s a relief. Here, come upstairs. I need some tea. A lot of tea.”

We walked through her office and up to the tiny apartment above the store. The Brit put a kettle on. As it boiled, she slumped into the seat across from me.

“Apologies for my current appearance, Mr. Winters. I was up later than I expected looking into the details of your vision. Time got away from me.”

“No, I should have checked first,” I said. “That’s my bad.”

“This is the life we lead. Now that you’re here, what brings you so urgently?”

I told her about the run in with the demon from the night before, including the fact that it was the one from my dream.

“That does not seem likely, Mr. Winters,” she said when I finished. “You must have not seen the demon clearly.”

“I know what I saw, Beatrix.”

She stood and moved to the couch against the wall. A few books sat open on the cushions. Beatrix flicked through them. Finding what she was looking for, she set one in front of me.

“Is that what you saw?”

A painting on the left-hand page definitely resembled the demon I’d fought the night before. It was blue-gray, tall, and muscular. This one wore old-timey pants, which made sense, as the book looked to be a few hundred years old. I didn’t know when khakis came to be, but I doubted they were that old.

“I think so.”

“Then it can’t have used magic. That’s a Nour-Lak demon. They are smart, and relatively strong, but they definitely cannot use magic.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Beatrix. I cast my spell, and it waved its hand and said something, and poof. The spell ended. I couldn’t even access my magic for at least a minute.”

“What was the spell?”

I paused before speaking. I’d cast a few spells on accident in the past, but I now knew how to make sure it didn’t activate. Well, as long as I wasn’t holding on to my sword. When I did that, it got a little trickier.

“It sounded like ‘Nam Slug.’ Something along those lines, anyway.”

“Nam-šilig?”

“Yeah. Could be.”

“You need to be sure.”

“Then yes. That’s what he said.”

“That is very powerful magic. I doubt even Juniper could cast that spell. It’s totally impossible for a Nour-Lak to do that. They’re one of the better known demonic races, and cannot cast spells at all.”

The kettle whistled. Beatrix pulled it off. She filled a couple of mugs with water and tea bags. Setting one in front of me, she sat back down. The pleasant aroma started filling the room.

“Beatrix, I know what I saw. And even if you doubt me, you can ask Rory or Via. They’ll back me up on it.”

“Via?”

“My friend.”

Beatrix’s forehead crinkled in frustration — something I was seeing more and more of as we spent more time together. “I don’t need to tell you, Ace, that bringing civilians into this is not advisable.”

“It wasn’t totally by choice. She was at the Farmer’s Ball and learned about it the hard way. It’s been so quiet that we didn’t see any harm with her following along for a few minutes. She just wants to be helpful. And didn’t you train up Rory and Juniper when they were way younger than Via.”

I sighed. “And, to be totally honest, all of this demon stuff is a lot. Via’s one of the few people from my life before all this started. I don’t think I could keep her out, so if I can keep her safe, then I’d rather do that.”

“That is fair,” Beatrix said. “I can’t fault you there.”

“And, if we just accept for a minute that this Nour-Lak did use magic, how would that happen?”

The bookish Brit removed her glasses, pulling a cloth from a pocket to clean them. “That’s beyond me,” Beatrix said. “I wish I could tell you. I don’t even know how it put up a fight with you. They’re tough, but I would think even Rory could take one without issue, let alone you. This one seems quite unusual.”

“Is that normal? For a demon to be that outside of their regular strength?”

Beatrix shook her head. “Slightly more common than a human as powerful as you showing up. There are different ways to increase anyone’s strength, or other attributes, but putting it all together… Well, it’s very alarming.”

“What would do that?”

“Mr. Winters, you keep asking questions that I do not have the answer to.”

I took a sip of my tea as her harsh tone washed over me. She sighed, and added. “I don’t mean to snap at you. This is just a lot to take in, and to come from someone so young and new to the world, it is both disturbing and troubling.”

“It’s alright, Beatrix,” I said. “I get it. I’m also cranky when I get up too early. You didn’t ask for me to come knocking on your door this early.”

She gave me a half-smile. “I will look into this, but don’t expect me to find much.”

“Thanks. I really mean it.”

Beatrix looked me over. “What are your plans now?”

“Well, that demon could out fight me. So I wanted to get some practice in with Rory and see if I can work on my skills. He hit hard and was fast, but I don’t think much more than me. He just knew what he was doing. My sword guides me, but in the confusion of losing my magic, he really had the upper hand.”

“That is a smart choice. Good luck. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

I thanked Beatrix for the tea and left the shop keep at her table. The bright morning light outside warmed me up as I headed for Rory’s apartment. Before I got there, I wanted to change into some workout clothes, so I swung by my dorm room.

It was just how I’d left it — a little dusty, dirty, and like someone didn’t really live here. I’d started spending so much time elsewhere that it didn’t feel like home anymore. It was a nice feeling, in a lot of ways. We weren’t living together yet or anything, but both of the ladies enjoyed having me over often, and it felt like the right way for our relationship to head.

It was a struggle to find a clean pair of shorts, but I managed it. Obviously, it was time to do laundry, but I left that for future Ace to deal with. Dressed, and with my sword and belt in hand, I opened my door.

Standing there, open-mouthed and surprised, was a man I didn’t recognize. He was in his early fifties, wearing a rumpled dress shirt and tie and clearly balding despite how he tried to style his hair to hide it.

One hand was raised, like he was about to knock on the door.

“Uh, can I help you?”

“Ace Winters?”

“That’s me.”

“I’m Thomas Daniels, the Director of Residence Life. You can call me Tom.”

“Okay…”

He noticed my sword. “Good lord, is that a weapon?”

“It’s a fake,” I answered quickly. “I’m a LARPer, and this is one of my props.”

“It looks very real.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Most people think it looks fake, but I appreciate the compliment.”

Generally, that got most people off my back. The weapons issue was a big reason Rory moved off campus — as a cheerleader, she could have cheaper housing than most students, but her arsenal wouldn’t fly if a noisy Resident Assistant started poking around.

It didn’t look like Tom was taking the bait. “I’m not sure if I like something like that on campus. It sends the wrong message to other students.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Was there something you wanted?”

“Right. It’s actually along those same lines. As you probably know, the school has recently retained the services of a consulting firm.”

Shaking my head, I said, “That’s news to me.”

“It was in the student paper, and we sent out an email to everyone.”

Between hunting demons, class, and two girlfriends, reading the student paper didn’t even make the list of things I wished I had time for. It didn’t make the list before all of that, really. Reviews of popular albums a month after they came out paired with recaps of our football games weren’t the exciting stories the writers thought they were. And I mostly ignored the emails from the school, since they almost never applied to me.

“Sorry,” I said. It sounded hollow even to me.

“Well, this conversation would have been easier if you read the announcement. I guess I can recap a little bit. We are working with the consulting firm to improve the image of the school. To sum it all up, they are using a brand-new technology to identify potential trouble spots among the faculty and student body.”

“I’m still not sure what that has to do with me?”

“They generated a list of students, and your name was at the top of the list. Well, not the top because it was alphabetical, but it was on there.”

“That’s weird. I’m not sure why I would be on there. I’ve never been in trouble. I don’t really party or anything. Outside of LARPing, I just go to classes and hang out with my girlfriend.”

I almost made it plural, but luckily caught myself at the last minute. The last thing I needed was this noisy man learning about that.

“The technology was developed by brilliant scientists, and I’m assured it is never wrong. For instance, we received a report that you were playing with fireworks in the park last night.”

“Fireworks?”

I realized he meant the fire spell I cast that didn’t end up working. Someone must have seen it and ratted me out. But who would do that and not mention that I was attacked by someone?

“You don’t deny it?”

“I do! I can say that I did not see or light a single firework last night.”

While I was telling the full truth, Tom didn’t seem to buy it. “Be that as it may, I’m here to give you a chance to shape up. You can consider yourself on probation, Ace. With the help of this consulting group, we plan to move into the top fifty universities in the country. After that, well, the sky's the limit. So get in line.”

His warning delivered, Tom turned to leave. I called out after him, “Is the consulting group Culcate?”

He stopped and nodded. “That’s right.”

“Weird,” I said. “They were trying to recruit me at the job fair the other day.”

“Probably an oversight on their part,” he said. I could see a bit of doubt in his face, but he shook it off and left with another goodbye.

“Well, that sucks,” I muttered. One more thing to worry about.

I wanted to work out my feelings, and luckily, I had the perfect partner for it. I met Rory on the roof of her apartment building. It was an eight-story building, and the tallest in the area. We had a great view of the town and could even see the campus not too far away.

“Why the long face?” she asked when she saw me. I told her about my visit, and she practically growled. “That’s bullshit! What sort of technology would highlight you of all people?”

“No idea. I mean, I am a demon hunter with magic powers, so I might actually cause trouble.”

“Without you, hundreds of people might have died at the Farmer’s Ball!”

“It’s not like I can tell the Director of Residence Life that demons are real and I keep the campus safe. And if I didn’t go to school here, Pallatrox wouldn’t have come at all, so there’s a bit of truth to me being a menace.”

“Yeah! But saving the world should count for something, right?” The blonde was just as frustrated as I was, but I knew we wouldn’t solve it by complaining. I just had to keep my head down and out of trouble.

And hope that trouble didn’t find me.

“Anyway, I wanted to work on my fighting skills,” I said. “That demon handled me too well.”

“He was a tough one, that’s for sure,” Rory agreed.

“What can help with that?”

“You want to surprise a more experienced fighter. Normally, I’d say use some magic.”

“That might not work if I face him again.”

“It definitely won’t, and you shouldn’t count on it. So that’s what we need to figure out now. Let’s get the mats out.”

There was a storage shed on the roof that Rory used to store some training mats. The cover story was that she practiced her tumbling up there, but we mostly used it to spar. Once we arranged them, she took her position across from me.

The cheerleader had on a workout outfit of her own. The school colors — blue and gold — let me know that they were from her cheer kit. She had a loose crop top on, revealing her tight waist. Her shorts were almost criminally short, letting me see all of her wonderful legs.

“Trying to distract me?” I teased.

“I need any advantage I can get,” she replied.

She had a few weapon choices arranged on the floor behind her. She asked, “What weapon did that guy have?”

“He was unarmed.”

“No, in your vision.”

“Oh.” I thought back to the dream. “A mace, I think. A big one.”

“Great.” She picked up a steel mace. It had a rounded ball at the top with spikes sticking out of it, with a leather handhold at the bottom. It looked heavy, and I was impressed Rory picked it up with no issues.

She was tiny, but fierce. But the demon I fought was taller than me, so I wondered how well I could learn against her.

Rory must have realized the same time I did. “I’m going to show you something, but you’ll need to adapt it to someone taller than you.”

“I think I can manage that.”

I pulled my sword out, ready to burn some energy.

“Ah, ah, ah,” she said. She shook the mace back and forth, like a finger chiding me. “What did you have in your dream?”

“Nothing.”

“Then that’s what you’ll fight me with now.”

I rolled my eyes, but I knew Rory was right. Unhooking my belt, I laid my scabbard and sword off to the side.

“First, I want you to try and land a touch on me.”

When I first got my powers, we would go toe-to-toe and I struggled to hold my own against her. As I got used to my powers and got more practice, things started to change. And because of my inhuman strength, I couldn’t go all out on Rory. Instead, we worked off of touches. If I could gently touch her, then I could land a full punch. It wasn’t perfect, but I noticed an improvement in my skills. It wouldn’t work forever, but I had so far to go that I still got a lot out of it.

And while she used real weapons, I generally used training gear that actually fit in with the LARPers I lied to the Residence Life Director about. The big difference was that they had heavy metal inside to better match what I’d use in a fight.

Rory swung the mace back and forth in front of her. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt anyone, but it meant I couldn’t just rush in, as she could use the momentum to hit me. I circled around, and she matched me, keeping me in front of her.

“Come on, Ace, what’s it going to be?”

The blonde had a teasing smile on her face, and I knew the longer I waited, the more she’d make me pay. I darted forward right as her mace passed her midpoint, knowing it would take the longest to redirect.

She saw it coming and spun herself out of the way, moving with her mace. She also increased her power and swung it at me, turning in a full circle to jack up the speed.

I ducked back. The mace missed my face by an inch, but I knew where it was going and could have moved further if I thought it had a chance of hitting me. Instead, I ducked forward to try to land a touch while she was locked in the spin.

“Hyah!”

The experienced fighter was ready for me. Her off leg kicked out, catching me in the arm. As my hand was knocked away, she kept her spin up. The mace came straight for my head. I dropped to the ground as it swished by.

“Ha!” She changed her strike and slammed it down overhead. I rolled over my back and out of range. The mat bounced as she smashed into it.

“Not bad,” Rory said as I got to my feet.

“You’re beastly with that thing.”

“Yeah. I got a lot of drills with all the weapons. This one’s pretty nice, but I prefer a blade. Very few things that can’t be cut can be smashed.”

Seeing her in action was always impressive. I might have powers, but she’d spent almost a decade training and fighting demons who did have abilities and strength. On top of that, she worked out constantly as a cheerleader, meaning she was fast and agile as well. If we went all out, I expected I would win, but it wasn’t a guarantee.

“Now that you know what this thing is capable of,” Rory said. “I want you to try and hit me with it.”

She tossed it to me. I snagged it out of the air. It was surprisingly heavy. If I hit her with it, she might not get back up.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I mean, don’t try to kill me. Just do what I did. Would you say our height difference is about the same as you and the demon?”

“Close.”

“Good. Now you’ll see how to handle that jerk. Bring it on.”

I nodded, and started swinging it back and forth, matching her movements from earlier. Her stance shifted, as she spread her feet shoulder width apart. Instead of circling like I did, she bounced on the balls of her feet, watching my approach.

Grunting, I lunged forward and swung the mace at her shoulder. As I expected, she ducked out of the way. But then she surprised me. Her opposite hand grabbed the shaft under the head of the mace.

She twisted back on her leg and yanked the shaft, using her whole body to torque it forward. It surprised me, and I stumbled forward.

“Hyah!”

Not missing a beat, Rory kept spinning and brought her leg around in a low kick. Already off balance, the kick knocked me to the ground. I plowed face-first into the mat, thankful for a soft landing.

“There ya go,” she said.

I rolled over and groaned. “Okay, that was slick.”

Rory helped me up. We walked through the move she did a few times. The key was to be adaptable, and know when you could use your opponent’s own momentum and weight against them. She knew that and used it all the time, since almost everyone she fought was bigger than her.

After a half hour, the basics started clicking for me, and I felt confident adding it to my repertoire. Rory reached the same conclusion when she sent me back to my starting point with the mace again.

“Okay, I’m going to show you one more trick in these kinds of situations. Go ahead and attack me again. Just like the first time.”

I swung the mace back and forth, excited to see what she had in store for me. I took one step forward.

THUNK

A knife bonked me in the forehead and dropped to the ground. Rory giggled. I looked down at it, and saw she’d thrown the knife while still in the sheath, which was even more impressive that she hit me when it was off balance.

“Where did you even keep that one?”

THUNK

Another one hit me.

“I did say having a lot of knives was a good thing,” she said with a laugh.

“So that’s how it is, huh? I guess I need to check you for knives, then.”

“No, you don’t!”

I dropped the mace and rushed at the blonde. She yelped and jumped back, but a moment too late.

Grabbing her around the waist, I lifted her off the ground.

“Ace!”

“You’re not getting away this time.”

I repeated her own motion, twisting and putting Rory on her back — gently, this time. I straddled her, my legs on either side of her waist pinning her to the ground. She smiled at me, and I think we both knew where this was going.

But I stuck with my plan.

“Let’s see what other knives you have.”

I ran my hands up her legs behind me. They were hot from our workout, her skin smooth beneath my fingers.

“That tickles,” she gasped.

“No knives here,” I said. I shifted my hands to her waist and ran my hands up and under her shirt.

“Mmmmm,” she moaned. I rubbed her sides and then up onto her breasts held tight under a sports bra.

“I don’t feel anything, but I should be sure.”

Gripping her shirt, I lifted it over her head. She raised her arms, eager for me to keep up my search.

I looked down at the blonde under me, lust in her eyes. She looked great in her white sports bra. But I wanted more.

“No knives here.”

“Are you sure?” She asked cheekily.

“I guess not.” I pulled her bra off, revealing her perfect breasts.

“See, no knives.”

“Must have been magic,” I said.

She winked at me. I was just as excited as Rory, and it was apparent based on the tent in my shorts. I slipped them off, awkwardly getting them down while keeping her pinned. Her eyes locked onto my hard cock.

“Looks like you had a secret weapon the whole time.”

“Now it’s your turn to learn.”

I held her breasts in my hand. She moaned as I gently rubbed them. Then I pushed them together, creating the perfect soft valley. Her eyes lit up as I slid my cock between them.

“Yeah, Ace, just like that.”

Her pillowy tits felt incredible wrapped around my dick. I thrust back and forth, giving her nipples a squeeze to keep her on her toes.

“Mmmm,” she mumbled. “I love the view from here.”

I picked up the speed, enjoying the feeling. All of the tension and touching during our fighting had built up inside me. Before long, I felt an orgasm approaching. Rory must have realized, because she said, “Give it to me, babe. Give it all to me.”

She opened her mouth, sticking her tongue out.

That was what I needed, and I exploded. Rope after rope shot out. The first hit her in the mouth, with the rest splashing across her face and tits.

“Yes,” she moaned. “That’s what I like.”

“Oh, but I’m not done checking you,” I said. She raised an eyebrow.

One of the benefits of being the Chosen of a fertility goddess was I did not need much recovery time, and today was no exception.

I slid down and flipped the cheerleader over.

“Whoa,” she gasped. I pushed her legs up so her ass was sticking into the air. I yanked her shorts and panties down in one motion, revealing her pussy and shapely ass.

“No knives here, either,” I said. “But I think it needs a more careful look.”

I leaned in and licked her warm slit, already wet with her excitement. She tasted divine.

“Oh, god, Ace!” Her hips shook as I got to work, enjoying eating my girlfriend.

I teased her at first, licking slowly and all over. Then, when I felt she’d gotten worked up enough, I focused on her clit. She groaned in pleasure.

“That’s the spot. Ahhh! You’re going to make me cum!”

That was my goal, so I sucked on her clit and circled it with my tongue. Soon she was a moaning mess as she came hard, her whole body twitching.

“Ace, oh, yes! Ohhhhh! Yes!”

Her body finally shuddered as she came down from her orgasm. I knew what she liked, and didn’t give her a break. Climbing to my knees, I scooted closer to the blonde.

“Nothing there. I guess there’s one more place I can check,” I said with a grin.

The tip of my dick found her soaked entrance. I slid in with a single push, burying myself inside her.

“Fuck yes,” she screamed. “Oh, god, Ace! You feel so good!”

I started pounding on her, giving her just as good as she gave me during our training. She moaned and writhed beneath me as I kept going.

She started pushing back, moving in rhythm with me to get as deep as possible. We kept it up for a few pleasurable minutes.

“Ace! Yes! Yes! Yesssss!”

I felt Rory’s velvety walls clench down as another orgasm hit her. The sudden tightness pushed me over the edge.

“I’m cumming,” I grunted.

“Fill me up, babe,” she moaned. “Give it to me.”

I obliged her request, exploding deep inside her. We both groaned as waves of pleasure crashed over me.

When I finished, I fell to the side next to her. She scooted up to me, pressing her back against me.

“Wow,” she said.

“I’ll say.”

I wrapped my arm around her and we laid like that for a long time, just enjoying the feel of someone we loved.


Chapter Eight

An Interlude with Via Wilson


The waiting room was crowded with college students. They all wore their best outfits — nice, understated dresses or pantsuits for the ladies, and button downs and ties for the men, with the occasional suit thrown in for good measure. A mix of raw nerves and unearned confidence permeated the room.

Via wasn’t immune — in fact, she wondered how she ended up there. Mostly, she was just glad that she managed to throw something together that fit the dress code.

She’d had a costume from one of her cosplays as a sexy vampire from one of the animes she watched. That character wore a professional skirt and heels, even if the rest was pretty out there. She paired it with a nice shirt, and thought she looked as good as anyone else waiting for an interview.

They were all waiting for their chance to prove themselves to Culcate. Via recognized a few of the students. They were all upperclassmen, and mostly business or economics majors. While she didn’t know the serious woman next to her, Via wanted to ease her own worries and thought a conversation might help.

“What do you think they’ll ask us?” Via whispered. “Anything fun?”

The woman looked up, confused. “Excuse me?”

“In the interview. What do you think they’ll ask us?”

The woman actually scoffed. “You’re only just wondering that now? You’ve got no chance.”

“Well, that’s rude.”

The woman shook her head. “I’m just being brutally honest, like someone who works here needs to be. Half of these people are grad students, and your little artsy hair is going to stick out like a sore thumb.”

Looking around, Via did see that everyone was a lot more straight-laced than she realized. The most exciting part of the men’s dress was a well-groomed beard or a colorful tie. The women were even more subdued. Via touched the end of her dip-dyed hair. “I thought it looked nice.”

“You should just cut your losses and get out of here. Why waste your time?”

The sudden ruthlessness really threw Via for a loop. She debated following the woman’s advice. But her concerned thoughts were interrupted.

“Via Wilson?”

“That’s me,” she said shyly.

The woman whispered to her as she walked by, “I’d wish you luck, but it’s wasted on you.”

“Geez,” Via muttered.

“Follow me,” the person who called her name said. Via recognized her from the booth at the job fair.

“Gretel, right?” she asked.

“Yes, that’s me. Oh, hello again.” She stopped at the door and held it open for Via. Gretel glanced back to the waiting room. “Did you bring your friend?”

“Just me,” Via said with a smile, happy that the woman remembered her, even if it seemed like that was mostly due to Ace.

Via understood. He was very memorable, as much as she didn’t like to admit it. And either way, if it helped her, she’d take it. Ace wouldn’t complain, especially if he didn’t know.

“Of course. I’m glad you could make it,” Gretel said. “Would you like some water or the facilities before we get started?”

“I’m alright, thank you,” she said.

If she took a break now, Via knew she might run for the hills. And she needed the job. Her parents hadn’t been the wealthiest, but she never wanted for anything. They also supported her hobbies, including paying for her costuming even when she got to college, which could be pretty expensive.

That all ended when her parents told her they were divorcing.

With how much they’d been fighting, it wasn’t a surprise, but it still hurt. They both made sure to let her know how much they loved her, but the cost of the attorneys and two houses meant there was a lot less to go around. And Via didn’t want to be a leech. She needed an internship for her degree, and one that paid would mean she didn’t need a second job.

It wasn’t the end of the world, but it felt like it.

Well, considering Via had been around the last time the world came close to ending, she knew that wasn’t exactly true. But she still was incredibly stressed, and the woman in the waiting room had made it even worse. Via wasn’t about to go hide in a supply closet, but she was pretty close.

“Just in here, Miss Wilson.” Gretel opened a door to a conference room, ushering Via in.

“You can call me Via,” she said.

Gretel smiled and nodded her head. The room she stepped into had a large table with two other members of the company sitting at it. They both wore expensive looking suits and had disarming smiles. Via sat down across from them, getting a good look out the window behind the interviewers.

Sitting between the other two, Gretel pulled out a copy of Via’s application.

“You are a very interesting candidate, Via,” she said. “We generally get mostly business majors. Or economics. For our more senior applicants, there might be a few law graduates among the MBA's. But you have a double major in more unusual categories.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Via said. “I’m majoring in Theater, focusing mainly on costuming. The other major is Communications.”

“What drew you to those fields?”

“I’ve been making costumes my whole life, and I wanted to keep getting better at it. My dream is to open my own shop to make custom works for big name influencers.”

Gretel made a few notes, all while keeping her eyes on Via. “And you don’t want to be an influencer yourself?”

Via blushed. “Well, yeah, sure,” she admitted. “But that seems like a pie in the sky dream. There’s so much luck involved, so I wanted to make sure I had something to fall back on.”

“That’s the costuming?”

“And the communications degree. I figured it would help if I made an honest go of it, but I could also get work in marketing or as a social media manager.”

Via looked at the other two workers, but they both seemed bored. One doodled on his notepad, and the other had their eyes fixed on the wall behind Via.

“So why Culcate?” Gretel asked.

The wanna-be-costumer took a moment to consider what to say. She had a feeling the question would determine her odds of standing out among the obvious candidates like the rude woman in the lobby.

“I want to make money.” Via almost gasped when she said it.

But she stuck with it, even as Gretel raised an eyebrow. “Costuming is great, and I love it, but I still need to buy materials. Especially for any projects outside of class. And if I want to make a business of it, I need some business skills. I think I’d learn a lot here, working among people who think about these types of things all the time.”

Gretel laughed softly. “That might be the most honest answer anyone has ever said in one of our interviews. It’s bold, direct, and confident. Just the kind of person we want here.”

Via had to contain a smile, although it still cracked through some.

“Normally we would do some tests or problems to see your reasoning skills. These case interviews are pretty challenging. But they also require prep, and I don’t know that you would shine in there.” Gretel stacked her papers, arranging them neatly. “Instead, I just want to learn a little more about you. Outside of school, what is your life like? Tell me more about your hobbies and social life.”

It looked like things were going well, and Via got into the interview.

“I got into costuming when I was five, if you can believe it. I didn’t like any of the options at the costume store, so my mom let me buy two — a pumpkin and a fairy— and make my own. It was weird, a kind of haunted pumpkin queen, but I liked it. And I got a lot of compliments. I still have that costume in a box at home.”

She paused for a moment, wondering which house ended up with all of her old keepsakes. The sadness almost crept up and overwhelmed her, but she stuffed it down and focused on the task at hand.

“After that, it was all I wanted to do. I taught myself to sew, and even learned how to work with more exotic materials. Before long, I had a side hustle making costumes for Halloween for my classmates. That’s how I met my best friend, Ace. He’d just moved to town, and didn’t know anyone.”

While the two other interviewers were just as bored as before, Via could tell that Gretel was hooked by her story, so she kept going.

“He wanted to be a knight, but the small-town store didn’t have anything like that. I offered to make him one, sword and all, if he could pay. I think I charged ten bucks. It ended up costing more in materials than that, even though I mostly just painted cardboard silver. But he had to come over for measurements and to try it on. He was funny, and kind, so I made him come back a few times for adjustments long after it was done.”

Via chuckled, remembering the awkwardness that eventually bloomed into friendship. “I ended up making myself a complimentary costume so we could go trick or treating together, as a duo.”

“A princess?” Gretel asked.

“Hell no,” Via said. “A dragon!”

One of the other interviewers sat up and looked out of the window behind him, asking, “A dragon?”

Gretel sighed. “She was telling a story, Reggie.”

“Whoops,” Reggie muttered, immediately zoning out again.

“You made a dragon costume?” Gretel asked.

Via nodded. “Yeah. It was really cool. Green scales and everything. I even got a smoke machine in a backpack and ran a tube up to the mouth. We were ten years old and everyone loved it.”

“And you’re still friends?”

“With Ace? Yeah. We’ve both grown up, but I like to think we’re closer than ever.”

“That’s always good to hear,” Gretel said. “So often we lose touch with our roots.” She looked at the other two interviewers without so much as a reaction. “Well, that just about does it for me. Let me walk you out, Via.”

She rose and led Via back out. They skipped the waiting room, and ended up near the front doors.

“It was a pleasure meeting you, Via,” Gretel said, offering her hand. Via shook it.

“Same, Gretel. Thanks for meeting with an untraditional candidate.”

“You’ll hear the results soon enough.” Gretel leaned in and whispered, “And, between you and me, I think you have an excellent shot.”

“Really? The other two didn’t seem that impressed.”

“You’ll find out I have some pull here, and I get to choose a few of my own personal interns,” Gretel said. “And I think someone like you would really help Culcate excel. Take care.”

Gretel left, heading back into the hallways away from the waiting room. Via walked back to her car, a skip in her step at how well her day was going.


Chapter Nine



Acouple of days after the attack, Beatrix still hadn’t turned up anything that might help us. Everything was a mystery — the sigil, the unusual demon, and most of the vision itself. They all pointed in different directions, none of which gave a satisfying answer.

But she wasn’t the only person who could help.

Well, maybe person wasn’t necessarily the right word. We had one other source that was knowledgeable about the demonic world, and she said she’d help any time I needed her.

So that was how Juniper and I ended up in a booth at the Bent Elbow, waiting for our contact.

The Bent Elbow was a demon bar. It had a Western saloon feel — spurs on the wall, big barrels as decorations, and lots of pictures of old cowboys and horses. The clientele was exclusively demons and humans who knew about that secret world. When we arrived there for lunch, the bar only had a few other patrons scattered across the room. No one gave us a second glance.

We ate our meal in peace. Even with unknown demons in the room, we were safe, because the Bent Elbow was neutral ground. The proprietor — Nala, a demon who looked like a normal human, except she was entirely purple — had lived and worked here for a thousand years, constantly adding protective wards that made any sort of violence impossible. The building itself changed to fit the times, but Nala and her safe space remained.

“Do you think she’s coming?” Juniper asked between bites of her salad.

I put my burger down, and nodded my head. “She said she’d be here. I don’t know where she was coming from. Maybe she hit traffic?”

“In this town?”

“Fair enough,” I said.

We didn’t have to wait much longer. Wren Harmonious walked through the doors a few minutes later.

The bright blue hair and horns on her forehead gave away the fact that she was a demon. She was pretty — with more serious features and a model-like face on top of a good body. We’d met briefly, at the party where I got my powers. She was looking for me, but I ran out after a very confusing night.

She eventually tracked me down and helped me get my grandfather’s sword back from Pallatrox’s goons. As a good demon, I knew I could trust her, although she had her own strong opinions and we occasionally butted heads.

There was still a lot we didn’t know about the demoness. She was cast out of hell at the same time as Pallatrox, making her unkillable, although she was nowhere near as strong as my previous foe, as far as I knew. Her long life on earth meant she’d crossed paths with both my grandfather and Beatrix. The latter held a grudge against the demon, but wouldn’t divulge their shared history, no matter how much Rory begged.

Either way, Wren was as close to an expert on the demonic as existed on earth. When she entered the bar, she squinted as her eyes adjusted.

“Over there, honey,” Nala said from behind the bar. The purple demon nodded to our table. “You want a drink?”

“Thanks, Nala,” Wren said. “I’ll take the oldest scotch you’ve got.”

She joined us, scooting into the booth next to me.

“Who’s the lady?” she asked as a greeting.

“Wren, this is Juniper, my girlfriend.”

“Mhmmm,” Wren mumbled while staring at her. “And she’s here because…?”

“Because she’s a witch, and still knows more about all this than I do, so she might think of a question that I don’t,” I said. “You have a problem with that?”

“A heads-up would have been nice.”

“I’m glad to meet you,” Juniper said. “If you didn’t help Ace get his sword back, I don’t know if any of us would be here.”

That softened up the prickly demon. “Finally, some proper thanks,” Wren said. “At least you have some manners. You’re a witch, huh? Who trained you?”

“Beatrix Victoria.”

“Of course that snob has her nose in this. I should have smelled her stink on you right away.”

“Okay, enough harassing my girlfriend, Wren.”

The demon raised her hands, giving up the fight. “Alright, alright. So, what did you want from me? You have questions, and I have answers. I’m always happy to show up Beatrix.”

“I fought a weird demon the other night, and I was hoping you could give me some insight into it. It was a Nour-Lak demon, but it was tougher than Beatrix said it should be. And it used magic.”

“That’s impossible,” Wren said immediately. “No way that one of those guys used magic. They don’t have any power source, and even if they could access one from outside, they don’t have any way to make a connection.”

“You’re sure?”

“One hundred percent sure, Ace. Have you ever tried to plug in a normal bowling ball to charge it so it could make phone calls?”

“No, that’s crazy.”

“Exactly. Not only can a ball not make a phone call, but it doesn’t even have wiring to charge. A Nour-Lak is like that and magic. They aren’t unique — lots of demons are like that.”

I scratched my head, even more confused. “Then how did I face one? I wasn’t the only person to see it use magic.”

Wren leaned back, deep in thought. “Maybe a magic user disguised themselves as one?”

Juniper spoke up at that point, “If that’s the case, why would a caster powerful enough to use the Nam-šilig spell while fighting choose that form?”

“Nam-šilig?”

“Yeah,” I explained. “The spell cancelled mine and cut me off from my magic for a minute.”

“No, I know what nam-šilig does. You just can’t use a disguise with it. It disrupts all magic in the area. The caster can sometimes cast spells while it's in effect, but if they had a magic disguise, even from an item, it would break until they reactivated it. Did you see him change for a moment?”

I thought back to the night. It was a frantic fight, but I’d been looking right at him and I would have noticed if he changed.

“No, he didn’t.”

“Then I don’t know what to tell you. Everything you described is impossible.”

Nala chose that moment to deliver Wren’s scotch. “Here you go. Now, what do y’all think is impossible?”

Wren took a sip of the scotch and smiled. “This chucklehead thinks he saw a Nour-Lak cast a spell. Tell him that’s impossible, Nala.”

“It is, Ace. Sorry.” She grabbed my empty plate, then stopped. “Well, it could be stealing power.”

“Stealing power?” I asked.

“Don’t listen to her,” Wren said. “No one is stupid enough to use that forbidden ritual.”

“A forbidden ritual? I’ve never heard of that,” Juniper said. “Is it a real thing?”

“You’ve never heard about it because it’s too dangerous. There’s not some demon council saying ‘don't use it.’”

“Well, there is in hell,” Nala said.

“Ugh, Nala, get off my back about this. No one asked you.” Wren took a sip of her scotch, glaring at the bartender.

“I think I’m liking Nala more and more,” I said. The purple demon gave me a wink.

“Yes, the rulers of hell have banned the magic. But there’s no one up here to enforce it,” Wren explained. “No one dares use it because it taps into an older source of power. One that could wake the sleeping demon lords.”

“Okay, you can’t just throw around words like that and expect us to know what you mean,” I said. “Right, Juniper?”

“I do know a little about the Sleepers. But I thought it was a myth.”

“They’re very real,” Nala said.

“Ace,” Wren said, “They are ancient rulers of hell. Their power was so great, it’s easier to think of them as gods than regular demons.”

I remembered something Pallatrox said while we were fighting, and mentioned it. “When we were fighting, Pallatrox said he’d steal Galliyae’s power and become something like that.”

“And he probably would have,” Wren said. “The Sleepers are on another level of power. No one wants to wake them. They can reshape entire realms.” She shot a look at Nala. “So, no one would use that ritual.”

“Fine, fine,” Nala grumbled. “I was just offering my thoughts. Sue me.”

“And they are actually just sleeping in hell?” I asked.

“No,” Wren said. “Don’t ask dumb questions.”

“It’s not dumb,” Nala said. “The truth is that we don’t know what happened to them. They left thousands of years ago, taking their knowledge and power with them. We call them Sleepers because as far as we know, there isn’t another reality they went to.

“That meant rumors spread they’d gone to sleep. We assume they will return at some point. But that’s just the best guess. All we know is that they were fiercely protective of their power, to the point that they might come back to stop someone using it.”

“One question,” Juniper said. “If someone did use that ritual, would it guarantee that the Sleepers would wake up?”

“No,” Wren and Nala said at the same time. Nala bowed her head for Wren to finish explaining. “It’s just a risk. Would you press a button to get a million dollars if there was a one percent chance of dying?”

“Probably not,” Juniper admitted.

“I wouldn’t now,” I said. “But I might if I was desperate.”

“Would you do it if it was a one percent chance of killing everyone on earth?” I shook my head. Wren got a victorious look on her face. “That’s why demons won’t use it. Some of these assholes might be pure evil, but you can’t have fun being evil if a god erases you from existence. And if a Sleeper found someone unworthy using their power, they absolutely could do that.”

That still didn’t leave us with a lot of options. “What else could explain that demon?” I asked.

The two demons were stumped. After a minute, Nala excused herself to help other customers, and Wren still didn’t have a good idea of what I might have seen.

“You said it uses a different type of power than regular magic,” Juniper said, breaking our long silence.

“That’s right.”

“Is there a way to tell if that power has been used? One that doesn’t involve the same risk?”

“Maybe,” Wren said.

“Do you know it?”

She shook her head. “But I might know someone who does. Come on. Let’s go.”

The demon finished her drink in one swig and stood, heading for the door.

Nala saw her leaving and called out, “Who’s paying for that scotch, Wren?”

The demon hooked a thumb at me. “Mr. Moneybags over there has it.”

I sighed. Up at the counter, Nala gave me the check. I almost fell over at the bill. The two ounces of booze Wren drank cost almost a grand.

“Sorry, sport,” Nala said.

I just handed over my credit card.


Chapter Ten



Miles rolled by as Wren drove us out of town. When asked where we were going, we only got grunts at best, or ignored at worst. Juniper gave me some side eye, but I didn’t have any more info than she did.

After an hour on the interstate, we turned onto a state highway. Another half hour driving through relatively deserted areas, Wren took us on a smaller road. A few more rights and lefts ended with us bouncing down a rough dirt road.

“Are we close?” Juniper asked.

The land around the road was thick forest. It had a sinister feel to it, with old, gnarled trees blocking most of the sunlight.

“Almost,” Wren said.

Studying the spooky woods, I wondered who exactly we were meeting. “And you’re sure this is a good idea?”

“When have I ever led you wrong, Ace?”

“If I’d listened to you and run away from Pallatrox, I never would have become the Chosen. I’m not exactly sure what would have happened, but nothing good, for sure.”

“Hey, a god breaking normal logic rules doesn’t count.”

She pulled the car to a stop. I couldn’t see what made this stretch of road any different from the last two miles. “Alright, let’s get out. We’ve got to walk a bit.”

The demon climbed out of the car without waiting for an answer. Juniper gave me a meaningful look.

“What are we about to find?” she asked.

“No idea. But as rough as her edges are, Wren is on our side. Mostly.” I said.

Juniper shivered, even though it wasn’t cold in the car. “It feels… weird around here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t explain it. There’s just a heaviness in the air.”

Now that the redhead mentioned it, I knew what she meant. It felt like gravity was turned up a few percent, or the air was pressing down on us, even in the car.

“I think it’s magic,” she said. “How does your power feel?”

Closing my eyes, I felt for my power source. I normally visualized it as a warehouse, and I appeared in the row immediately. A few steps brought me to my source. After Galliyae’s gift, I could see it shining from rows away. Now it was a bit dimmer. Still there, but muted.

“Weaker,” I answered. I leaned closer, trying to spot what was different about it.

“Be careful,” she said.

BANG BANG BANG

Wren knocked on the window, startling both of us. I opened my eyes to see the demoness frowning at me.

“Come on, you dingus,” she said.

“She doesn’t like you, does she?”

I shrugged. “What gave you that impression?”

The two of us got out of her car and followed the demon. She walked down a narrow path I hadn’t seen from my seat. It was only wide enough to walk single file. I let Juniper walk in front of me, just in case something jumped out of the woods. It definitely felt like the kind of place a monster would call home.

We trudged through the trees for ten minutes before finally reaching a clearing. In the middle was a small house. Only one story, it wouldn’t look out of place in a quiet, middle class suburban neighborhood. In the middle of nowhere, I wondered how someone even built it. Just carrying all the construction material to the clearing would have been hard for me.

On top of the unusual nature of the house, the sense of magical suppression we’d felt in the car was even stronger this close. Someone — or something — powerful lived here.

“Okay, this is the place,” Wren said.

“You think?”

She glared at me, before continuing. “The woman inside is not to be trifled with. Juniper, I’m sure you’re plenty polite. Ace, I need you to act like a good boy and not an unbroken dog.”

“I’m not the one I’m worried about,” I shot back.

Wren growled something under her breath that I couldn’t make out. She stomped off to the front door. There were a few steps up to a small porch with a single rocking chair on it. The demon pressed the doorbell, and I heard a faint chime from inside.

A minute later, the door opened. I wasn’t sure what to expect — between the spooky forest and the almost normal-looking house, it might be a suburban mom or a witch from the darkest fairy tales. What I saw was both, and neither.

At first glance, she looked like a normal woman, maybe in her thirties. Then the light shifted and I thought she was in her seventies. Another flash and I saw an old crone, hunched and deformed. And finally, she resumed the first form. A pretty, if plain, woman with light-brown hair. She had the kind of face you would immediately forget if you weren’t looking for her.

“You old hag,” Wren said with a laugh. “So you didn’t kick the bucket, I see.”

“Wren Harmonious. The day I die will be the day after I finally kill you.”

“If it means I’m through with you, I’ll welcome you trying.” They stared daggers at each other, and my hand drifted to the hilt of my sword.

Before it got there, they both burst out laughing, and Wren wrapped the woman in a big hug.

“It’s good to see you, Saidra,” the demon said.

“You as well.” Saidra’s eyes turned to me and Juniper. “I see you brought guests. Am I going to have to move again?”

“Not this time, I promise,” Wren said.

“That’s what you said last time. After those two bears practically moved in, I don’t know if I believe you. You still owe me a rug.”

“I gave you a new rug.”

“You gave me a cheap replica, not anything like the antique Persian rug they ate.”

“I did the best I could. I’ve got a standing order at the auction houses, so if anything pops up, I’ll find it.”

“It’ll have to do, for the moment. Now, introduce these guests.” Saidra turned to us, her eyes taking us both in.

“This is Juniper something or other,” Wren said.

Juniper extended her hand. “Juniper Martindale. It’s an honor to meet you, Matriarch.”

Saidra grinned and clasped Juniper’s offered hand. “Oh, another sister, and one who knows her manners. You are quite the wonderful woman, I can tell. Always a pleasure to meet another. Please, call me Saidra.”

Juniper blushed and smiled, but nodded. Saidra faced me.

“And this pile of muscles and empty head is Ace Winters. He’s the Chosen of Galliyae, but don’t let that impress you.”

I offered my hand as well. “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

She shook my hand, studying me. “I thought I sensed a bit of the divine in the area, but I thought it was just my mind finally going. No luck there, I guess. Welcome to the fight, child. I knew a few of your ancestors.”

“A few? Did you know my grandfather?”

“Indeed. He was quite the specimen in his day.” She elbowed Wren, and grinned. I got a flash of her older appearance, making an even more lewd gesture. Then she returned to her younger body.

Looking around as if to make sure there were no other surprises, Saidra stepped back into her house. “Do come in.”

While everything about her felt normal, I also had the sense of a predator hiding behind her kind eyes. A witch in the woods that might eat wayward children. As if she could read my mind, she said, “I think I have some gingerbread around for you.”

I glanced nervously at Juniper while Wren cackled.

As the other two stepped in, I whispered a question to Juniper. “What was that Matriarch business?”

“She’s a very powerful witch.”

“I guessed that.”

“It’s a sign of respect. Normally you only use it for the leader of a close-knit group.”

“Like you and Beatrix?”

Juniper bobbled her head back and forth. “That’s a little different. If there were more of us, maybe. But when someone is on her level, she’s a matriarch to everyone. You know that feeling in the woods.”

“She put up wards that did that?” I suspected as much, seeing as Wren brought us all the way out here.

“No. She’s causing it. Just passively. I could feel it when she shook my hand. Her raw power is spreading out throughout the entire area. While I’m sure there are wards, she’s just sensing anything nearby.”

I didn’t even know that sort of ability was possible, which put the woman in a new light. We both hurried in before our absence turned into rudeness.

The inside of the house matched the exterior. Simple wood floors, a nice rug, and two floral print couches made up the living room. The decorations were a little more eclectic — mixed in with a couple paintings of sunrises was an odd totem and a few small wooden figures. I decided curiosity might kill me, so I sat down with the others instead of looking closer.

Saidra placed a tray of cookies and coffee on the table. I took a bite of one to be polite, and found it to be delicious.

Not worth becoming a witch’s lunch for, but pretty close.

“So, Wren, what got you to drag your ass all the way out here after it’s been… how long has it been?”

“Thirty years?” Wren guessed. “Maybe forty.”

“Sounds right.”

“The reason we came out here is because a demon the Chosen encountered had abilities that it should not.” Wren told me to explain the encounter again. I did, trying to share everything that might be helpful. Saidra asked a few questions, but took the information in stride.

When I finished, she said, “That is quite alarming.”

Wren frowned at the powerful witch. “But it’s not possible, right? No one would be dumb enough to touch the Deep.”

That was another word I didn’t know — although from context I guessed it was the power that Wren referred to.

Saidra shrugged. “There are plenty of stupid demons around. And plenty of stupid humans. Shortsighted risks for some power isn’t that impossible. And the Deep offers great power.”

Shaking her head, Wren said, “Sure. But small grasps into the Deep aren’t the same as using the ritual. That would be insane.”

“For you, yes. But if you believed the Sleepers were gone? That the risk was low? The world is changing. Even though we sit with the Chosen, there are many who think that he’s just a myth. The Celestial Convocation is also fading from memory. All of the safeguards in this world are weakening. Who’s to say that the old warnings are real?”

“The Convocation was always a joke,” Wren grumbled. She crossed her arms. “You really think that someone would perform the ritual?”

“The evidence suggests it, Wren. Unless you don’t believe the new Chosen saw what he saw. But then, why bring him here if so.”

“I hoped you might tell him it was impossible.”

I spoke up at that point. “What is this ritual?”

The witch took a sip of her coffee. “The ritual has no name, in part to keep people from finding out more about it. That hasn’t stopped the rumors from spreading. And Wren is right. It uses an order of magnitude more power from the Deep than the other spells I’ve seen used. There are several forbidden spells that use the Deep. They only touch around the edge. It’s the difference between using a mirror to catch sunlight reflected from the moon, and standing on the surface of the sun.

“As for the ritual, what it does is similar to what your sword allows you to do. Have you experienced the rush of killing a demon with it?”

I nodded. “Not every time, but yes.”

When I fought at the Farmer’s Ball, each demon I killed seemed to fuel me, making me stronger. And when I killed Pallatrox, he was sucked into the sword — and according to Galliyae, broken apart and used to make my magic that much stronger.

“It is a corrupted version of that ability. Or maybe your sword is a purified version. The origins are lost in time. Either way, the user destroys a demon permanently, sacrificing them in exchange for gaining a part of their ability. So a Nour-Lak might gain strength and the ability to use magic. A caster might gain the experience to wield a bow or an ax. A weaker imp could get bigger and tougher. Anything you can imagine, it can grant.”

Even without the connection to the apparently terrifying demon lords, the ability for a demon to grow stronger felt like bad news. They were already tough, and I’d hate to face more powerful monsters.

“I can see that you comprehend how serious this is, Ace,” Saidra said. “That’s good.”

“Is there any way to confirm that this is what’s happening?” I asked.

“Indeed, there is. Although I do not think you have the ability to handle a spell like that.”

“I’m a quick learner,” I said.

“Undoubtedly. Still, what is the purpose of tying your soul to such a wonderful witch like Juniper if you don’t let her handle magic like this.”

“You know that we’re together?” I asked.

“I might be a witch hiding in the woods, but even I know what two young people going at it like rabbits look like.” She laughed softly as Juniper turned bright red. “But I can tell there is a real connection between you, and I’m happy for that.”

I reached over and took Juniper’s hand. “I am too.”

“Excellent. Now, Juniper dear, why don’t you come with me? I’ll show you the ritual. It won’t be overly complicated for someone of your caliber.”

“Yes, Matriarch,” Juniper said.

“Oh, none of that now. Call me Saidra.”

The two wandered out of the room, leaving me alone with the blue-haired demon. She sipped her copy, clearly brooding about something.

“What crawled up your butt?”

“This is just bad news, Ace. Across the board. Something I thought was impossible is clearly not.” She looked almost as nervous as she did when she tried to warn me off from fighting Pallatrox.

“Are the Sleepers really that bad?”

“Worse.”

That was all she said. We sat in awkward silence for an hour while Saidra taught Juniper the new spell in another room. I tried to kill time on my phone — but of course I didn’t get a signal.

Finally, the pair of witches returned.

“Thank you, Saidra,” Juniper said.

“It was a pleasure, dear. It’s been quite a while since I had such an exceptional student. I would be delighted if you happened to find your way back here someday. I’m sure there is more that I can teach you.”

The offer stunned both Juniper and Wren — the demon so much that her mouth hung open.

“I would be honored, Matriarch.”

Saidra smiled sweetly. “Then I look forward to it.”

We said our goodbyes, and soon Wren drove us back to campus. Juniper explained on the way that the spell would show her traces of the Deep’s power. It appeared to her as wisps of smoke, thicker closer to the source. And it offered the added benefit of revealing if someone had been near something that messed with the forbidden magic.

Unfortunately, it had been too long to confirm it with me. But if another demon popped up, we’d know for sure — one way or the other.


Chapter Eleven



The next few days flew by without another incident. I patrolled with Rory, and Juniper checked around campus with the spell, but we didn’t find any unusual demons or traces of the Deep’s power.

Even frustrated, Wren recognized the seriousness of what we faced, and offered to pursue it through her own channels. We happily accepted the help, but she hadn’t yet turned anything up.

So that left me on a Thursday night hanging out with Via. I planned on patrolling earlier, but after the warning I got from the Director of Residence Life, I decided to wait until the campus was quieter. The fewer eyes on me, the better.

“Oh, you suck!” Via dropped her controller in frustration.

“That’s right, I’m the best,” I teased her.

“You just got lucky with that blue shell.”

We were sitting on the small couch she and her roommate had somehow squeezed into the tiny dorm room, playing games. It felt good — almost like a return to normal. With another victory under my belt, Via decided it was time for a break.

“Want a drink?”

Her bed was lofted on the opposite side, with her desk under it. She had a small fridge wedged in, and offered me a beer.

“I can’t,” I said.

“‘Cause of the patrol?”

“No. Well, that’s a good reason. But no, because I can’t get drunk. Or even tipsy. At least from a beer or two. I haven’t really tested what, if anything, would do it.”

She took a sip, and shrugged. “Weird.”

“It’s not too bad. If that’s the worst part of being the Chosen, I won’t complain.” I realized that we hadn’t seen much of each other since the incident with the demon, so I asked, “How are you doing? With everything that’s happened.”

“Oh, I’m fine, Ace,” she said. She plopped back on the couch and leaned her head on my shoulder. “Tired.”

“How come? Nightmares?”

“Why?”

“The demon attack? It freaked me out when I saw my first one.”

“Right, right. That guy was creepy, but he wasn’t my first demon. So no, no nightmares. Outside of the one where I show up to class naked.”

“Yeah, I have that one too. Only it’s a good dream for me.”

“Perv.” She looked up at me and stuck her tongue out. I chuckled as she went on, “I didn’t tell you, but I got that internship. For Culcate.”

“Oh, awesome,” I said. “That’s great, Via.”

“So awesome. It’s really cool work. I had to sign so many NDAs, so don’t expect me to tell you anything.”

This time I gave her a look. It only took ten seconds before she cracked. “Fine, fine. No repeating this. It’s mostly grunt work, but I did get to write a report for one of their clients that is an influencer agency. I got to see all of their internal data on what works and doesn’t work for the streamers.”

“That sounds right up your alley, Via.”

“It is! But the internship is three days a week, and class is tough, and I have to make costumes for the play in a month. It’s just a lot.”

“Are you going to survive it?”

“Yeah, it’s not like I’m over there getting attacked by demons, Ace. It’ll just be a busy semester. So when you get desperately bored, you can’t come running to me to rescue you. You’ll just have to go bang your little witch. Or your little cheerleader.”

I grinned. “I think I’ll be alright.”

She elbowed me in the side as I laughed. “Okay, time to kick your ass again.”

We played for another hour. I was glad to get some quality time with Via. No one had been as consistent in my life — outside of my grandfather — and I felt refreshed and revitalized when I finally wished her a good night and left for my patrol.

The late night campus was especially quiet as I started out. Our college had parties every night, but the big ones were Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays. That meant that outside of the hardcore or special occasions, most people spent Thursday recovering or studying, and the only people I saw around were students with bags under their eyes rushing to or from the library.

The city was just as quiet. I hadn’t seen any demon activity since mixing it up with the Nour-Lak. Whether that was good or bad was anyone’s guess. I wasn’t putting money down on ‘good’ though.

A few people chatted outside one of the bars. One of the guys lived on my floor, so I nodded to him. That was the most exciting part of my patrol so far.

But as I passed through the block of bars, I heard an odd noise down one of the alleys. I took a quick peek, only to see a shadow disappearing around the far corner.

“Might as well check it out,” I said to myself.

I kept my sword sheathed, in case it turned out to be a human or a dog. A tingle in my ears made me think that was unlikely. The alley was about as gross as it could be, smelling of trash and spilled booze. My pace was slow, as I would rather not send a can or rock rattling across the way and letting my quarry know I was coming.

Reaching the corner, I peeked around.

“You’re coming with me, Xloka,” a demon growled.

In between a couple of dumpsters, a big demon stood over another, smaller demon that clutched a beat up backpack in front of him. The larger one had pale red skin and shaggy black hair, spreading from his head and down his back. The other looked mostly human, but with four eyes — not glasses, but an extra pair right above the normal set, all of which were solid black.

“No way, man,” the smaller one said. Xloka, apparently. “You took Rockie and Tlolt last week and no one has seen them since!”

“I wasn’t giving you a choice, shrimp,” the other demon said.

“As much as I hate to interrupt demon-on-demon violence, I think you need to let the little guy go.” I drew my sword and stepped further into the alley.

“Chosen,” the big guy growled.

“Oh, shit,” the small one said. “You’re fucked, Cole.”

The red demon backhanded Xloka, knocking him into the opposite wall. He slumped to the ground, out cold.

“I heard you were around, Chosen. I was hoping I’d get to see if you lived up to the rumors.”

I held my arms up, shrugging. “Happy to show you how true it is. Any last words?”

The demon grinned. “You’re cocky. I like that.” He smiled and raised his hands. He only had three fingers on each hand, but they were four times as thick as a normal finger, and each had a vicious claw instead of nails.

“Is it cocky if you can back it up?”

“Who the hell cares? I’m going to rip you apart.”

He rushed forward, swinging a clawed hand straight for my throat. He was fast, but not nearly as fast as the Nour-Lak, so I easily blocked him with my off arm and slashed with my sword.

Cole twisted out of the way. I followed up with a kick, managing to catch him in the gut. He slid backwards, keeping his feet but grimacing in pain.

“So you’re not too shabby after all,” he said. “Good. I’ll get to play with my food for a bit before I eat it.” His hands twisted into a weird motion, then he shouted, “Šú-šú-ru!”

Suddenly, the alley dropped into unnatural darkness. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face even if I tried. I only hoped that it went both ways.

WHACK

That didn’t seem to be the case, as a meaty fist knocked into the side of my head. I half flew, half stumbled away until I stopped when my nose found the nearby brick wall. Leaning against it, I saw stars as I tried to shake my head clear.

My ears tingled, so I dropped to the ground, just in time. I felt the breeze of a strike from the demon pass right by.

I rolled away — dreading what was on the ground in this dirty alley almost as much as the fight with the demon. I managed to hold on to my sword, and I held it in front of me as I climbed to my feet.

The faint tingle let me know he was close, but not well enough to find him. I just had to hope I could dodge enough hits and wait out the spell. If the spell ended.

I shuffled side to side, not wanting to be a sitting duck. The tingle held still for a few seconds. Right when I figured out roughly where the demon might be, a bottle smashed against my forehead. Flailing, I toppled backwards onto my ass. Blood dripped down into my useless eyes. I was just thankful it was empty, as a full bottle might have knocked me out cold.

The tingle intensified, and I rolled away. I heard a crash.

“Fuck, hold still,” Cole growled. “Let me kill you.”

“Not going to happen,” I replied.

I got to my feet, stepping backwards. I bumped into something softer, almost falling again. Xloka, the other demon, if I was any judge. That gave me a better sense of where I was. A couple cautious steps led me to one of the dumpsters. I knew the area was relatively clear, so I spun to where I thought that Cole was, raising my sword.

SHINK

A claw slashed my arm.

“Ah!” I shouted in pain and slashed out. My sword only cut empty air.

“Close one, kid. Not close enough.” The demon continued to taunt me as I walked back. This was bad. I didn’t know if he could see me or what, but my tingle wasn’t going to be enough to win this fight.

Instead, I tried to get out of the spell’s area. I hurried backwards, keeping my sword out towards the spot I thought he still stood. Boxes, cans, and bottles all got smashed as I tried to hurry out. It was all I could do just to keep my feet.

Then my heel landed on something round and sturdy and my world turned sideways. I dropped to the ground, my sword landing near me.

I kept my right hand up, hoping to stop anything coming my way.

“Good try, Chosen,” Cole said. “But you’re nothing compared to me. Not anymore.”

My left hand found the sword right as the tingle got stronger. Something hard and heavy batted my right hand out of the way as I thrust my sword forward.

With a wet sound, the darkness dropped away, leaving me in the dim alley. Cole was impaled on my sword. He blinked, looking back and forth between my empty right hand and the sword, before the light went out of his eyes. The gem in the pommel of my sword glowed, and his body vanished, sucking into the blade.

I laid back, panting hard.

“That was a tough one,” I muttered. Which maybe meant he had the same ability as the other. It was a stretch — I didn’t know this demon from Adam, but it was worth a shot. I sent Juniper a text with my pin.

Ace: Hey, fought a suspicious demon behind a bar.

Ace: Can you come check if any evidence of the Deep is around?

Juniper: Of course!

Juniper: Are you okay?

I checked my body, feeling the injuries. I had a deep cut on my arm, and a gash on my forehead. Neither were life-threatening, and since I healed faster with the gifts of Galliyae, I wasn’t too worried as long as I got some antibiotics on them before too long.

Ace: I’ll be fine. A bit banged up, but nothing that’ll stick around.

Juniper: Okay, I’ll bring the first aid kit.

Ace: Thanks.

Climbing to my feet, I looked over the alley. The four-eyed demon was still unconscious against the wall. I didn’t see any other clues or anything that might tell me more about the attacker.

A couple of minutes later, I heard footsteps down the other alley. More than I expected, but I just assumed Juniper brought Rory along for protection.

“Thank god,” I said.

Stepping around the corner, I came face to face with two police officers. They had their guns out, pointed down.

“Freeze!” The first one shouted. His partner stepped back and to the side, raising his gun. “Drop the sword.”

I did, raising my hands as well. “Officer, there’s been a misunderstanding,” I said.

“Save it, punk. You’re under arrest.”


Chapter Twelve



While I could easily hold my own against two cops — at least once they holstered their guns while cuffing me — I didn’t have any desire to pick a fight with two people just doing their job. Sure, I’d just killed a demon and the situation wasn’t great, but there was no way they’d really lock me up for this. There wasn’t even a body. I was sure the misunderstanding would be resolved and I’d be sent on my way.

I was wrong.

They shoved me into the back of the cruiser while they radioed in for an ambulance. Unsurprisingly, my sword was taken and shoved in the trunk. I waited while another few patrol cars arrived. At that point, the arresting officers felt comfortable leaving the scene with me.

As they chatted with the other cops before getting in, pointedly ignoring me, I saw a familiar redhead walking up the street. Our eyes met, and I saw the worry on Juniper’s face.

“What are you doing with him?” she shouted.

“Ma’am, I need you to step back,” the officer said.

She didn’t argue, and kept her distance. “That’s my boyfriend,” she said. “What’s happening?”

“You need better taste in men, lady,” the other cop said. “I’m sure he’ll be giving you a call from the station.”

“It’s okay, Juniper,” I shouted.

“Shut up,” the cop said, knocking on my window.

They climbed into the car. I saw awkwardly in the back seat, my hands cuffed behind me. The cops started the vehicle, and we pulled out. Soon, the alley disappeared behind me and we threaded through town to the nearest station.

At least, that’s where I thought we were going. But we passed it without comment, and ended up at another station a mile away.

A flurry of pictures, fingerprints, and barked questions followed, leaving me in a daze before I ended up shoved into a cell with a few other prisoners. Most looked like drunks or small time crooks — a rough and shady lot, but no one particularly dangerous.

There was even a familiar face in the bunch, even if his chin did have a bunch of gross growths on it from his demon heritage. At first glance it looked like an unkempt beard, but any further looks revealed they were rounded horns all along his chin.

“Hey, I know you,” he said as I sat down on the bench.

“Darrell, right?”

He nodded and slid over closer to me. “What are you doing in here? Rory get pissed at you or something? Been there.”

“Just a bit of a mix-up,” I said. “I’m sure it’ll get cleared up.”

“Oh yeah, same here. Please don’t tell that monster I got busted for something.”

“Monster?”

“Rory!”

I’d met the demon shortly after getting my powers. We’d caught him as he attempted to mug someone when his previous employer laid him off ahead of Pallatrox’s attack.

“What happened? Did your boss not come back once everything cleared up?”

“He did. But can you believe it, we had to reapply for our jobs! And he wanted to cut my pay. When I complained, I was told to pound sand. Lemme tell ya, kid, there’s not a lot of work out there for people like me.”

“So, what did you do?”

He looked back and forth, confirming no one was listening. Two of the other three were sprawled out on the benches, clearly asleep. The third sat in the corner near the bars, about as far away as possible.

“I got this line on a new job, someone was hiring for. Supposedly paid pretty good. Problem was, I got a little bit drunk and was late getting to the meet up. I showed up anyway, ‘cause I needed something, you know? Might be a long shot, but I had to take it. Anyway, the crew was still there. Mostly small timers, a few I knew from the Bent Elbow, at least by face.

“But the guy hiring them had a couple toughs with him. A Grunstag for sure. That made me stop — why hire us with solid muscle like that already on the payroll. Something smelled fishy.

“I watched for a minute, and the one in charge pulled out a bag and blew some sparkly dust on the other demons. It knocked them all out, and the heavies he had with him started loading them into a van. Now, I don’t care how well something pays, I don’t wanna be unconscious around people I don’t know.

“So I go to sneak out of there, but they hear me. I’m hightailing it out of there, but these guys are fast! Way fast. Still, I manage to duck into a coffee shop without getting spotted. Only that night, I get picked up by some cops. And I wasn’t doing anything this time.”

I gave him a look, and he nodded. “For real, dude. I was minding my own business. Honest!”

“That sucks, Darrell,” I said.

“You’re telling me. They haven’t even given me my call yet. What about you?”

I shook my head. “Nothing, yet.”

His story sparked a thought in my head. The fact that the cops arrived so quickly was a bit odd. I hadn’t seen any squad cars around when I was patrolling before the fight. Plus, I’d fought quite a few demons without ever having a hint of the police arriving. Then this time they get there almost before I finish.

But all I had were my thoughts for the rest of the night. Darrell quickly moved over and went to sleep — despite all his complaints of innocence, he clearly was familiar with time in the holding cell. I couldn’t sleep even if I wanted to. Between the smell, the lights, and the general unease, my mind wouldn’t let me.

Morning came without any word, although one of the other “guests” was called out and released. There wasn’t a clock, but I guessed that somewhere around ten a.m., a cop came down the hallway.

“Winters?” He looked around the cell. I stood up.

“That’s me.”

“Come on, we’ve got questions for you.”

The officer had me stick my hands through the bars, and cuffed me again. After that, he walked me roughly down the hallway and into an interrogation room. I was hooked onto a bar on the table, and sat down in a cheap folding chair across from him. I expected a mirror on the wall, but it was all just plain brick. A camera in the corner stuck out to me, but the light on it to show it was recording was clearly off.

Sitting next to the cop was a man in a fancy suit. He had dark hair, slicked back, and a confident smirk on his face.

“Who are you? You don’t look like a public defender.”

“He’s with me,” the cop said. “We want to know what you were doing in that alleyway with a deadly weapon.”

“I’d rather wait for my lawyer to get here,” I said. “Where’s the phone? I’ll give him a call.”

The cop looked over his shoulder at the as yet unnamed and unidentified man. He shook his head, once.

“Not going to happen, Winters,” the cop said, leaning across the table. “This can go one of two ways: you cooperate, and we let you stay in that comfortable cell from last night, or you don’t, and you find out just how unpleasant this place can be.”

“You called that comfortable?”

“Oh, it’ll feel like a five-star resort compared to some of the places we can stick you here.”

The cop clearly meant his threat, and I had to wonder what was happening. I didn’t know much about the law, but I thought asking for my lawyer should have ended any questioning.

“So, what were you doing in that alleyway?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, officer.”

The cop sneered at me. “We already have a statement from that kid you beat up. He’s saying you tried to mug him. And you’ve got a big sword, so this makes it a felony. You’re looking at years here, Winters.”

“I think you got your information wrong. Or that kid was lying.” I looked at the man, who looked even more punchable as the accusation kept going. “Maybe someone threatened him into saying that. Either way, he was unconscious when I got there.”

“Then why didn’t you call an ambulance?”

“I was about to. Luckily, the police showed up before I needed to.”

“I’m not buying it, Winters,” the cop growled.

“Nothing else I can tell you.”

The man in the suit finally spoke up. His voice was just as slick and smooth as his hair. “According to our files, you’re quite the troublemaker, Ace Winters.”

“You must have me confused with someone else,” I said.

“No. You’re on probation at the university, and have a history of violence. An orphan paying for an expensive education like that probably takes more than you expected. It’s not a stretch to expect you to make up the shortfall elsewhere, by forcefully taking it from those who have what you want.”

“See,” the cop said. “You’re a bad egg. And things are going to get a lot worse for you.”

“That sword, for instance,” the man said. “Why would you have that while out late at night?”

“I’m a LARPer. A big old nerd. A friend was cleaning it for me, so I wore it home after picking it up.”

“That late at night?” The cop laughed. “I’m not dumb.”

“I’m not sure about that,” I said, instantly regretting it. He turned almost as red as a tomato, rage boiling inside him.

“You little rat.” He stood up, trying to intimidate me by leaning over the table. “I should teach you a lesson right here.”

“Officer,” the other man said, his voice calm but laced with steel.

The cop calmed down, reluctantly, and sat back down. “Anyway, that weapon was too sharp for those nerd games. You’d chop someone’s arm off the first chance you got.”

I shrugged. “That’s your opinion.”

“Can I offer a word of advice, Ace?” the slick man said.

“Feels like you’re going to regardless of what I say.”

He sneered at me, but kept talking. “You are out of your depth here. Whatever you might think you know, you do not. This could all be avoided if you just worked with us. If somehow you manage to get out of custody — think about taking a vacation. Leave town. You’re not wanted here.”

“Sir, you can’t be back here.” A worried voice called from the hallway. We all looked at the door as it swung open.

Standing in the doorway, framed by shining light and almost heroic, was the last person I expected to see.

“Who the hell are you?” the cop in front of me sputtered.

“Douglass Greenwalt,” he said.

Douglass Greenwalt stepped into the room, anger on his middle-aged face. He was my grandfather’s attorney — and now mine, I guess — but he worked and lived in New York, so I had no idea what he was doing here. He did, though.

“This is an absolute travesty,” Douglass said. “My client has no representation present, and does not consent to any more questioning. Anything used in this interrogation will be tossed out of court.”

“He agreed to questioning,” the cop said.

“No, I asked for my lawyer,” I said. That was true enough, I guess.

“Then you need to give my client and me the room.”

“We’re done here. Think about what I said, Ace,” the slick man said. He nodded for the cop to follow him. “Come on.”

The cop looked back and forth between the man and Douglass, eventually giving up and following him out of the room. When the door shut, Douglass looked over at me.

“Are you okay, Ace?”

“I’m fine. I'm a bit tired, but I’ll live. How are you even here?”

Douglass nodded and sat down in the departed cop’s chair. “Your girlfriend, a Miss Martindale, called me last night.”

“Juniper did?”

“Indeed she did. And a good thing, too.” Douglass sighed. “You should not talk to a police officer without me present in the future, Ace.”

“Sorry, I didn’t think about it,” I said.

“It’s not something everyone knows, but it’s generally good advice if you’re being questioned. But especially if you’ve been arrested.”

“I’ll remember.”

“Maybe try not to be arrested in the future.”

“That’s definitely the plan.”

The lawyer set his briefcase on the table and pulled out some paper and a pen. “Now, we were in luck when Juniper called, because I was in San Diego for a conference with some colleagues. One of those is right now petitioning a judge for your immediate release. What happened?”

Douglass knew my grandfather, but had no idea about the demonic or my life as the Chosen, as far as I knew. If he did, I’d assume it would have already come up. So I told him a slightly edited version of events. “I was walking home, and I heard a fight down the alley. It might be stupid, but I couldn’t just let someone get hurt. There was the shrimp getting wailed on by a bigger guy, and when I shouted at him to stop, he ran off. Then the cops arrived and arrested me, since the victim was unconscious.”

“That’s unfortunate. I believe you. It might be a bit of a headache, but I imagine we’ll get this tossed eventually.”

I noticed a red light blink on the camera in the corner of the room. Holding up my hand, I nodded to it. “That just turned on.”

The lawyer turned, and his eyes narrowed when he saw the camera. “This is a privileged conversation,” he shouted. Turning back to me, he muttered, “What a clown show. This is why you don’t trust consultants with important things. They think the laws only apply when they get caught.”

“Consultants?”

“Yeah, apparently Culcate is working with the police department.”

“And my school. That explains how they knew I was put on probation there.”

“You were?”

I nodded. “And, swear to god, Douglass, I did not do a thing to deserve it.”

“That tracks. Your grandfather wouldn’t have raised you that way. He was a good man.”

“The best.”

A knock at the door startled us out of our reminiscing. A younger blonde woman entered, wearing a disheveled suit.

“Mr. Greenwalt, I was able to get Mr. Winters released for now. We’ll have to come back in a month for a court date, but I think I can get that taken care of in the next couple days.”

“Excellent work, Whitney.”

After that, a new cop came in and uncuffed me. I was escorted to the exit where I had to sign some paperwork. They returned all of my things to me in a loose paper bag. Except for my sword.

“Where is it?” I asked. “My sword.”

“You had your sword with you? The one from your grandfather?”

“It’s a long story, Douglass,” I explained.

The clerk at the counter shook her head. “Sorry. It’s being held as evidence.”

Douglass patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Ace. I’ll make sure they keep it safe and get it back to you as soon as possible.”

I didn’t want to leave it behind, but I knew there was nothing else I could do. It’s not like I could explain that I needed it to fight demons. We walked outside, and Whitney excused herself to go get their rental car.

As we waited, Douglass looked deep in thought. He finally spoke, turning to me. “Ace, this is all very unusual. I don’t like the smell of it.”

“You’re telling me,” I said.

“While it feels like you’re being targeted for some reason, and I hate to back down from bullies, it might make sense to lie low. Let us handle this, and once everything is cleared up, life can return to normal.”

“I’ll do that, Mr. Greenwalt,” I lied.

“Good, good. Now, is there anything I can do for you before I drop you off at home?”

I almost said no, but then I remembered something.

“While you’re here, could you do one thing for me?”

“Anything in my power.”

“There’s a guy I was locked up with that, I think, was also innocent. At least of what they picked him for. Would you mind representing Darrell?”

He shrugged. “Sure. I’ll have Whitney get right on it.”

When the junior attorney returned, Douglass took over driving and she ran back into the station. I didn’t feel like waiting around, so we left. But I had Douglass drop me off at the Veiled Volumes instead of back home.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked, eyeing the unimpressive store.

“I’m sure,” I said. “I texted Juniper, and this is where she is.”

“Alright. I’ll keep you updated with the case, Ace. Be safe.” We shook hands, then I hopped out of the car.

Stepping into the Veiled Volumes was a huge relief. The familiar jangle of the bell meant that three eager faces turned to me — Juniper, Rory, and Beatrix.

“Oh, thank the goddess,” Juniper gasped.

The blonde and redhead both rushed me, hugging me from both sides.

“I knew they couldn’t keep you locked up,” Rory said.

“Thanks to Juniper.” The redhead blushed at my words. I gave them both a quick kiss before joining Beatrix in one of the chairs. I settled into the soft furniture, happy to relax for the first time in a day. My fatigue was starting to catch up with me — even with god given powers, I still needed sleep. But I wanted to find out what Juniper learned.

“It is indeed good to see you hale and hearty, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said.

“You too.” I turned to Juniper. “More importantly, did you get a chance to try the spell?”

“Are you sure you’d rather not get some rest?” Beatrix butted in, before Juniper could answer. “I cannot imagine that you had a restful night, and this can wait.”

“I’d rather hear it now,” I told her. She shrugged and nodded to Juniper.

“I did cast the spell,” Juniper said. “I had to wait a couple hours for the police to clear out, but when they did, it went off without a hitch.”

“And?”

“There was green smoke all over the alley. That demon you killed definitely used some Deep power, and judging by the amount, it’s safe to say it was the ritual.”

“Damn,” I said.

That soured the mood, as we all realized what sort of forces were out there. At least we knew what we were facing. I didn’t like that some demons were apparently willing to risk the entire world for some power, but we had somewhere to start. Before that, Beatrix was right, I needed to get some sleep.

As we prepared to go, Beatrix stopped me, her hand resting on my arm. “Mr. Winters, I’d recommend keeping a low profile for a little bit. Class and one of the girl’s apartments or here are probably the only places you should go.”

“My lawyer basically said the same thing.”

“It’s good advice.”

I nodded. “I’ll try.”

“I’ve learned that’s all I can ask,” she said with a sad smile.

With that, the three of us left the Brit in her store, and I went to Rory’s to sleep for as long as possible.


Chapter Thirteen

An Interlude with Juniper Martindale


The trip to the cabin in the woods felt like it took less time than her previous visit. Whether that was some strange magic or just the fact that she knew where she was going, Juniper didn’t mind the journey to visit Saidra this time. All it took was a good podcast to make it almost relaxing and fly by.

Ace was still resting at Rory’s, and she knew that he was safe for the time being. His injuries were healing quickly, and already looked more superficial than anything else.

More than that, the fear of losing him to the system still shook her, and she was just glad she remembered Mr. Greenwalt’s name. She was impressed when she called the law firm’s after hours line and dropped Ace’s name, it only took three minutes to reach the bleary-voiced attorney’s cell phone.

But now that Ace was safe, she wanted to find a way to help. Since Beatrix could research better than her, and Rory was the fighter, she decided to take Saidra up on her offer earlier than either of them expected.

She stopped her car at the edge of the path.

“Here we go, Juniper,” she whispered to herself. “Just walking through a spooky forest to talk with an ancient and powerful witch. All by myself. Nothing to it. Just open the door.” It took another minute of psyching herself up before she finally hopped out of the car.

Cautiously walking up the path, Juniper wondered if she was making a big mistake. Before she had an unkillable demon and the chosen avatar of a goddess with her, but now she was all alone, just a baby witch thirsting for knowledge.

It turned out she didn’t have anything to worry about.

When Juniper stepped out into Saidra’s clearing, the old witch sat on the porch in her rocking chair. She waved to Juniper with a smile on her face.

If Ace and Juniper had compared notes after meeting her, they would have realized that the person they saw was different for each of them. Unbeknownst to Juniper, Ace saw many different versions of Saidra’s mask.

Juniper saw only one — a beautiful older woman, somewhere in her fifties. She radiated confidence, kindness, and power.

“Hello, dear,” Saidra said.

“Matriarch,” Juniper replied, bowing her head.

“Oh, enough of that. If you’re going to be studying here, it’ll get old really quick. How about we agree that you have shown the proper respect, and from now on, you just call me Saidra?”

Juniper grinned. “Okay.”

“Come on in. I’ve got some cookies ready to come out of the oven. I’m just glad to have someone to share them with. Otherwise, they’d go straight to my hips.”

The kindly woman stood and stretched her back. Then they walked into the kitchen. The heavenly aroma of baking sweets set Juniper’s stomach rumbling.

“I always find milk is a wonderful addition to a fresh cookie.” Saidra bustled around the kitchen, pouring a cup of milk for both of them. A timer dinged, and the witch pulled a tray of perfectly cooked chocolate chip cookies out of the over.

After cooling for only a minute, Saidra took a bite of one.

“Ouch,” she said with a sheepish smile. “They are always too hot, but I can never resist them. You’d think at my age I’d learn. Give them a minute more and we’ll dig in.”

Soon, they sat at her kitchen table and ate through the cookies.

Saidra didn’t beat around the bush. “So, you want to learn with me, Juniper?”

The redhead nodded. “I do, ma’am. The spell you taught me confirmed that there is someone out there using the powers of the Deep. And I want to be prepared.”

“Good. That is a noble reason.”

“Would you only teach me because of that?”

Saidra chuckled. “Oh, no. I first became a witch because a man I liked betrayed me. A local swamp hag taught me how to put a curse on him. But when I saw what it did, I couldn’t go through with it. Well, not totally. He did lose a toe.”

Juniper giggled. “Sounds like he deserved it.”

“He deserved more. But that is ancient history. I continued learning, and eventually helped people. Yet, power can be its own draw, and I wasn’t immune from that either. So whatever you wanted, I planned to help you, even if I needed to nudge you the right way.”

Finishing her last cookie, Saidra cleared their plates. “Now, let’s get to work.”

She moved the meeting to her casting room.

Juniper had been there once before, and it still took her by surprise. The floor was covered with intricate patterns, so small and tightly drawn that she had no idea how Saidra managed it. But the reason was clear, because when she stepped on the floors, her own power source surged within her like a candle turning into a roaring bonfire.

The wooden walls were decorated with other articles of power — banners, wooden figures, and more symbols.

“Go ahead,” Saidra said. “Sit in the middle.”

Juniper listened, and the two witches began the lesson.

She expected to learn spells, but instead the senior witch focused on increasing Juniper’s own internal power.

“Spells are easy, once you can manage them. What you need is to grow your own connection to magic. Close your eyes. Drop into your headspace,” Saidra said. “Find your power source.”

Juniper knew well how to do that — and taught Ace only a few months earlier. She stepped into hers, finding it just how she left it. Instead of a warehouse, Juniper saw an art museum, filled with paintings depicting important moments in her life.

She strolled through the works, not even sparing a glance at them. Except for a new one.

In a plain black frame, the larger than life art dominated an entire wall. The painting in question showed her on her back at the moment she lost her virginity to Ace. Her cheeks flushed, both remembering the pleasure and also seeing herself so exposed.

“Damn, that’s hot.”

Juniper screamed and jumped. Somehow Saidra was next to her, admiring the painting.

“Mmmm. No wonder you like him.”

“What? How are you in here?” This mind space was private, and Juniper thought totally imaginary, so seeing another person here was extraordinary.

“What? Oh, easy. I walked in. The door was open.”

Saidra pointed to the front of the museum, and indeed the door was wide open. The fact that there even was a door at all was new, and she didn’t remember when it appeared.

The powerful witch smiled at her. “But to answer your question more honestly, that is one of the benefits of the space we’re practicing in. It opens you up, letting me visit this way. Well, it makes it easier. It was already possible. At some point I’ll teach you how to shut me out, but that would make everything coming much harder, so it can wait.”

“Okay…”

After the cookies and milk and kind words, Juniper had started to forget that the witch was hundreds of years old and immensely powerful. Doing the impossible without breaking a sweat reminded her quickly.

“Now, come on,” Saidra said.

She marched off through the museum, thankfully not commenting on any other memories she saw. Although, when they passed the wing dedicated to all of the other experiences she’d shared with Ace, Juniper saw her take a quick peek. But that was all.

A little more walking and they reached the source of Juniper’s power.

It was a round ball of pink energy that floated above a stand in the middle of an empty room exactly at the center of the museum. The brighter than normal glow startled Juniper, but she chalked it up to the room they were practicing in. On previous visits, the strength of its light was close to an incandescent bulb, but now it shone almost like a headlight of a car turned to bright.

“Ah, a robust and unusual power source, Juniper. Very impressive,” Saidra said. “Especially for one so young.” She leaned in closer, examining the ball. “I can see the bond with the Chosen is already paying off as well.”

“What do you mean?”

“Joining with the Chosen can increase a witch’s power. I assumed you knew.”

“Is that why you slept with his grandfather?”

“No, I just needed a good lay. It was a nice perk, though. Look closer.”

Juniper stepped over to the stand. Leaning in, she didn’t notice any difference. Then a faint white line drifted by as the orb spun.

“Is that…?”

“Yes.”

“I’m taking his power?”

“Not exactly. You both are feeding into each other. Think of it more like a feedback loop. By connecting, you open the way for Galliyae to pour more energy in. He will also gain, although I imagine his well is so deep that you may not even notice the changes visually. But it’s there. And your strength and magic increases as well.”

“Whoa.”

Juniper knew there was some benefit for the Chosen to have multiple wives, but they still didn’t know too much. The fact that her power source grew was incredible. It made her think about Rory as well.

“What about people without a connection to magic?”

“There is a similar process. It manifests differently for everyone. And the people he truly binds himself to will find their lives extending long beyond normal means. If the two of you marry and have children, you’ll stay young and beautiful for decades or even centuries.”

“Really…”

“Indeed.”

“You mentioned knowing multiple Chosen. Is that how you’re still alive?”

“No. A bond with a Chosen is singular. How I managed to live this long… well, that is another story, for another time. Now, we came to learn. But before we do, I have an offer for you.”

Juniper looked over at the older witch, unsure. “What might that be, Matriarch?”

Saidra chuckled. “So formal. You have been trained well.”

“Beatrix did her best, and I’ve read where I can about the rest of the world.”

“This is not a requirement of training you. I need someone with your particular flavor of magic to help me with something. If you refuse, I will still teach you as best I can. Don’t answer now. Instead, I will give you a gift to show you my good intentions.”

A small crystal appeared in Saidra’s hand. “If ever you have need of my help, crush this in your hand and I will provide it.”

Juniper looked down at the small crystal. It swirled, dark colors in a rainbow pattern. “What does it do?”

“You’re wise to ask. It will connect you with these ritual circles here, for a short while. If I am able, I will also add in my own strength to you.”

That meant Juniper might have access to incredible powers, for however long it lasted. Of course, things would be very desperate if it ever got that far.

“And if I never need it?”

“Then you can decide if you want to help out of pure curiosity. I’m not going anywhere, so there's no rush on my end, child. The project is not dangerous, and you’re not signing away your life or your power. But it will require commitment and time.” She clapped her hands, startling Juniper. “Speaking of time, it is time to work. I want you to focus on the ball and your connection to it.“

Juniper did, and soon they were deep in the training. Saidra ran her through various exercises that, with time, would slowly increase the power she had access to. She worked hard, and felt small changes even after only a short stretch. Still, Juniper knew that she’d have to do them every day for possibly years to start seeing real results.

After a couple hours of the work, they returned from Juniper’s mind space to the older witch’s house.

Unfortunately, Juniper had to end the session there. She’d promised to meet Via later that day, and the long drive meant she needed to hit the road. As she walked to the door, Saidra stopped her.

“One moment, please.” Saidra walked to her kitchen, coming back a minute later with a hand typed recipe card. “I remember that very little could make Ace’s grandfather drunk. This was one thing, although it’s a bit weird. When you get a chance, I’m sure you can brew it up.”

“Thank you,” Juniper said. “For everything.”

“The pleasure is all mine. It’s wonderful to spend time with such a charming young witch. Be safe, Juniper.”

They hugged. Juniper returned to town, where she met Via at her apartment.

Letting Ace’s friend in, they were both greeted by excited barks from King Baby.

“Hey good boy,” she said, scratching his head.

“He’s so cute,” Via cooed.

She dropped to her knees and hugged the dog, who happily ate up the attention. When she was done, he gave the girl a big lick on her cheek before bounding off to his dog bed.

“We interrupted his midday nap,” Juniper explained. “At this rate, he’ll be too tired for his evening nap.”

Via giggled. Taking a moment, Via looked around the apartment.

“This is a nice place,” Via said. “It’s very pink.”

“I like pink!” Juniper exclaimed.

“I can tell.”

They sat on the couch, and Via clearly felt awkward, judging by her stiffness. They chatted about nothing for a few minutes, then Juniper asked if Via was ready for her first lesson.

That perked the geek right up. “Oh! Absolutely! And I actually brought something with me.” She reached into her backpack and pulled out a leather book with a rough cover. “When I realized I’d be learning spells, I decided to order a spell book. Someone online said it was legit!”

Juniper eyed the book skeptically. Sure, there was some reliable information on the web, but it was few and far between. Even if you knew where to search, there were good odds of turning up something plain wrong or even dangerous, as she’d learned the hard way with Rory.

“Can I take a look?”

“Yeah!” Via handed the book over.

The outside looked impressive, even if it felt newer than Juniper expected. There was a pattern to the weathering that made her think it wasn’t genuine, but she couldn’t be sure. She flipped the pages open, stopping at a chapter halfway through. The Latin jumped out to her immediately. It was printed with modern techniques, which in her experience, made it unlikely to be of value.

“Lorem —”

Via interrupted her, wide-eyed and afraid. “Whoa, you’re just going to read it like that? What if it turns me into a frog or something!?”

“You’ll be fine,” Juniper said. She resumed reading. “Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit, sed do eiusmod tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua.”

Via’s face grew serious as Juniper finished. “What does that mean?”

“Have you ever taken a journalism class?”

“Nope.”

“This is the fake text they put in before the articles are written, so they can lay out the paper.”

“And it’s magic?”

Juniper sighed. This was going to be harder than she expected. “No. It’s nonsense. It’s not even real Latin, for the most part. It just looks enough like writing that they can use it.”

“So why is it in that book?”

“I’m sorry, Via. I think you got a fake.”

The gamer-girl sagged on the couch. Juniper patted her shoulder. “Don’t feel bad. I could fill a small library with the fake books I bought over the years. This looks better than the first five I purchased.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, seriously.”

That cheered her up. Juniper decided it was time to dive into the lesson. She walked Via through the routine she showed Ace, warning her that it could take her weeks to see her power source, if she ever could. The eager gamer-geek took it in stride, and gave it her best shot. They practiced for an hour, and then Juniper told Via to continue trying every day.

After finishing, Juniper poured them both a glass of wine. After a long day of both learning and teaching, she was happy for a chance to relax and get to know Ace’s friend better.

She learned about the costume making, how they grew up together, and a lot of the excitable woman’s interests. A lot she already knew from Ace, but it was good to hear from her.

“And what about a guy?” Juniper asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Is there anyone special in your life?”

While both she and Rory had run-ins with Via and understood she harbored feelings for Ace, she wondered if that was still the case.

“Uh, not really,” Via said.

“How come? You’re cute and available.”

“But the guy I like isn’t.”

“Ace?”

Via froze. Slowly she nodded.

“I thought so,” Juniper said.

“And you’re not upset?”

“Not really. It wasn’t hard to figure out when we first met. I just didn’t know how you felt with all of the harem stuff.”

Via leaned in. “Yeah, that is weird. How exactly does it all work?”

“We just make it up as we go. It’s a bit easier because it’s just me and Rory. We already spent all our time together, so sharing a boyfriend wasn’t that hard to make work.”

“And is that it? The two of you and Ace is done?”

“Probably not. As far as we know, there’s no hard and fast rule from Galliyae about all this. But if someone else comes up and is important to Ace, I think we’d be able to fit her into our lives as well.”

“Oh, interesting.” Via clasped her hands on her lap, keeping her eyes locked on them as she fidgeted.

“If, say, a very good friend of Ace’s wanted to date him as well, knowing all the things going on, Rory and I would be okay with it. We’ve already talked about it.”

“Wow, really?”

“Yes.”

Via nodded, thinking as she sipped her wine.

“Just so there’s no confusion, I mean you, specifically, Via. Rory and I are okay with it if you want to date Ace.” The gamer-girl shrank down at that.

“Uh, thanks. Would you look at the time? I should get going.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pressure you.”

“No, no, it’s fine. I do need to go study.”

Via frantically packed her bag, shoving the fake magic tome into it. With a single awkward wave, she ducked out the door.

Juniper sighed. Now that she’d maybe made things even more awkward, she wanted to try and help figure out this Deep ritual thing. She decided to cast her detection spell and drive around town, looking for any source of the smoke.

The spell only took a moment, and a flash of light lit up the room. When it faded, she saw traces of smoke drifting through her apartment.

“What the heck?”

That didn’t make sense. Her wards should prevent any demons from coming inside. If something demonic made it in, they’d be broken. She ran to the nearest one, a small diagram hidden behind a picture of her and Rory on a bookshelf.

The ward glowed faintly, still active.

“Nothing got in here. That means…” She ran to the window, but the street was clear.

She rushed out her door and down the stairs. When she got to the street, she raced to the sidewalk. Faint wisps of the smoke were outside as well. Looking both ways, she almost missed what she was looking for. But there, almost at the corner, she saw Via walking away with her shoulders hunched.

And trailing after her was a cloud of green smoke.


Chapter Fourteen



“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“That's what I saw, Ace.”

I sat in the Veiled Volumes, shocked after hearing the news from Juniper. Not only was someone actively using power connected to the Deep, but Via had crossed paths with whoever it was at some point.

“Where could that poor girl even find someone doing that? Is there an occult group at the school?”

Standing behind her counter, Beatrix appeared even more concerned than I was, and that was saying something. Including Rory, the four of us were trying to piece together what was going on out in the world.

“Nope,” Rory said. She sat in another of the chairs, her feet curled under her. “I keep an eye on that. Anything weird and I’d check it out. And no real demons are going to be messing around with that on a college campus. It’s not serious, and they know it.”

“You’re probably right, Rory.”

The blonde grinned, happy to be correct. “So, do we think Via is into dark magic?”

“Not a chance,” I said. “She’s not going to go from not knowing about it to destroying the world in a couple months.”

“How sure are you that she is who she says she is?” Beatrix asked. “A demon with a long-term plan might have put it into action when you received your powers. The longer she waits, the more likely it is she will be discovered. Hypothetically, of course.”

“I can’t believe it. I’ve known her since we were kids. There’s no way Via’s been a demon sleeper agent for that long.”

Beatrix bit her lip, before saying, “It does seem particularly far-fetched. Especially if the plan was just to use the Deep’s power. Better to do it between your grandfather’s death and you becoming Chosen.”

“And she did not seem connected with her magic source,” Juniper said. “If she was faking that, it was very impressive. Plus, my wards are all still there and undamaged. Even if I invited her in, they would keep her out without my explicit actions. And they haven’t even been set off.

“So I think she’s been near it, but not actively a part of the ritual. Some place she goes regularly, for it to be that strong. Any ideas?”

The four of us were all silent, our minds racing as we tried to figure out where Via might encounter the Deep. As her best friend, I knew it fell to me to figure out, which only added more pressure. The last thing I needed, really, after balancing school, love, and demon hunting. Thank god I didn’t let her talk me into an internship on top of everything else.

Wait. Of course.

“It might be Culcate?” I asked. “She just started interning there.”

“What’s Culcate?” Juniper asked.

“It’s a consulting firm in town.”

“A proper business run by demons?” Beatrix clearly was skeptical of the idea. “That seems like a lot of work for them. It would take an intense amount of magic to keep that sort of secret under wraps.”

“The kind of magic you’d need to access forbidden power?” Even as I pointed it out, I felt even more confident that I was right.

“Think about it,” I said. “They put me on probation at the school. Someone from the company was at the police station when I was interrogated. Both of those things don’t make sense for some computer to spit out — but a group of demons might know I’m the Chosen. Now Via’s got the Deep smoke following her. That’s a common thread.”

“And a very troubling one,” Beatrix said.

When she pointed that out, I had to agree. I didn’t like thinking about them being that involved with my life and also working with forbidden magics.

“Also,” Rory said, “The classic stories about how demons get into the world are all about dark wizards and warlocks summoning them for their advice and power. Starting a business that does the same thing is pretty on-brand for them.”

“Hmmmm.” Beatrix still looked pretty concerned.

“Maybe I should apply?” I suggested. “It would let me check things out and keep an eye on Via.”

“That’s a terrible idea,” Rory said.

“Yeah,” Juniper agreed.

I looked to Beatrix, hoping for a bit of support. She just shook her head. “If they really are after you, Mr. Winters, I would assume that getting you to intern would let them lock you up or worse. Perhaps they had this planned for a while, and they want to keep you from interfering. Again, if they are actually the source, which I am not convinced.”

“Well, let’s check them out.” Juniper pulled her laptop out of her bag and set it on the table in front of her. A few quick keystrokes and she nodded. “I see some news stories about them. It looks like they are legit. At least as far as all that goes.”

I stood up and walked behind the redhead. Leaning over, I read through the story she pulled up.

Culcate Calculates Big Spending Increase For Chicago Mayor’s Office

By Maria Lowe

After years of struggling with financial issues, the Mayor’s office announced a new measure that they say will solve most of their issues. Mayor Noxon answered questions at a press conference on Tuesday.

“There will be improvements in roads, city services, and assistance for the downtrodden. We believe the increased spending will pay dividends as the different projects boost the local economy in the city.”

Of course, questions remain about where the initial money for the project will come from. Councilman Chase — a long-time opponent of the Mayor — wonders how this will play out. “There isn’t the budget for it,” he said. “It feels like magic or alchemy.”

In response, the Mayor said, “The initial funds come from savings that the consulting firm Culcate discovered while investigating inefficiencies in our government organization.”

The rest of the story went on to describe the Mayor’s efforts, and didn’t mention Culcate again. All evidence we could find pointed to the company being legitimate, with a wide range of businesses and governments they worked with. Maybe Beatrix was right that Culcate wasn’t a demon organization.

“They have a website, at least, so they did the bare minimum.”

Juniper opened the link, and the page took a moment to load. When it finally did, I gasped.

“What is it?” she asked, looking over her shoulder.

“The logo,” I answered. “It’s from my vision.”

There, at the top of the page, was a circle with four lines across it.

The others gathered around as we all stared at the startling new information. “What does it all mean?” Juniper wondered.

“I don’t know. But the vision made me think this is the Second Challenge. And if Via is mixed up in this, I have to get her out. Whatever it takes.”

“That is very admirable, Mr. Winters,” Beatriz said. “But we need a better sense of what they are doing. And why start now? The ritual is dangerous and would draw attention even from other demons. They risk not only facing you, but a lot of other forces that would do anything to stop them. Other demons, hunters like me, and even the Celestial Convocation if it still exists.”

I didn’t have any answers for her. The vision didn’t offer much besides the general sense of danger.

“The Eve of Anshar is coming up,” Juniper said.

“So?” Rory asked. Even Beatrix gave her a sideways look.

“There are a lot of myths surrounding it.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Beatrix said.

The redhead shrugged. “I know that none of them are true, but… then again, neither was the Chosen of Galliyae.”

“Can someone clue me in to what’s going on?” I asked.

Rory raised her hand. “I’d also like to know what the nerd brigade is discussing.”

Beatrix rubbed her forehead. “I think it would be better for you to take this one, Juniper. I think my head might fall right off if I have to explain the impossible again.”

“The Eve of Anshar happens once every thirteen years,” Juniper explained. “It’s an ancient holiday that is mostly ignored, even among the magical and demonic communities. The legends say that it amplifies rituals and magic, letting you do more than you’d normally be able to do.”

“And that’s not the case?” Rory looked between Juniper and Beatrix.

Beatrix answered, “Of course it’s not. If it actually worked, then the world would have massive upheavals every thirteen years. Witches and demons would get incredible power and wealth.”

The dots started connecting for me. “But not if it applied to things that touched the Deep,” I said.

“Exactly!” Juniper grinned at me. “Even an immortal demon like Wren thought that the idea of touching the Deep was so out of bounds that no one would do it. If the Eve of Anshar affected that, then it would make sense that the legend persists, but related to something no one does anymore.”

“That’s quite the stretch, Juniper.” Beatrix still didn’t buy it, although I could see that she was considering the option.

“Either way,” I said, “I think we have enough to look into. We need to confirm that it’s Culcate and then stop them. I would rather not have a world ending demon show up before I graduate college. Or after, really.

“Juniper, Beatrix, you two see if you can find anything else out about this. Rory, with the police and university breathing down my neck, I can’t patrol like normal. Since the demons are more powerful, maybe you should stay here and help them.”

“Aw, man, I hate research.”

“Don’t worry, Rory, it hates you, too,” Juniper said. When the blonde flashed her an angry look, Juniper just smiled sweetly.

“And I’ll go talk to Via and see what we can find out. When’s this Eve of whatever?”

“Eve of Anshar. It’s on Wednesday night.”

“So… two days. Let’s see what we can figure out.”


Chapter Fifteen



Via and I didn’t get a chance to hang out until the next night — I wanted to see her as soon as possible, but she was swamped with projects and then had to intern the next day. We met up at our favorite diner for dinner when she got off of work.

She ordered a massive burger and plate of fries, and I had to keep from laughing as she dug in. Via still had on her professional business attire — a pencil skirt and blouse buttoned up to her neck. She looked remarkably good in it, even if it was very disconcerting seeing my nerdy best friend wearing it. Somehow her curves were highlighted even more in the modest outfit.

And “Professional” Via going to town on a burger like she hadn’t eaten in a week was too much. Finally she noticed my awkwardness and asked, “What?”

“You just look different,” I explained.

“Good different?”

“No. But not bad different,” I added quickly.

“Mhmm.” Via chomped on a fry, clearly not buying my deflection.

I needed to find out about Culcate and her internship. If she was trailing the Deep smoke, it meant she’d been near either the ritual or someone who performed it. I didn’t want to set her off, though, or raise alarm bells.

And I also knew how eager she was to assist with the whole demon hunting thing. I worried that if she knew there were demons in Culcate, she’d go poking her head in somewhere she shouldn’t and get in even more trouble than she already was. I couldn’t risk that.

There was also no telling how involved the demons were with the consulting firm. Was it only a handful using the company as a cover to get something they wanted? Or was everyone there a demon? The last one seemed way too far-fetched to be true. If Wren had such a visceral reaction to hearing about the Deep, we all thought that there couldn’t be more than a handful of the demons involved with the ritual.

But someone there clearly had it out for me, and if they figured out the connection to Via, it might get even worse.

So I was stuck in a quandary — telling her was the simplest option, but the riskiest. Not telling her might put her in danger, but might not.

I decided to split the difference and try to ask her as subtly as possible. If it sounded like she was mixed up with the dangerous demons, then I could tell her and warn her. If it was just bad luck that she crossed paths with one, maybe I wouldn’t tell her and hope for the best.

Either way, diving straight into it might set Via off, so we talked about other topics for a while. She complained about the costumes she had to make for the play — mostly that the 1800s outfits were simple and boring. A new board game was coming out that we both wanted to play, so that came up next. I was waiting for the right chance to dig deeper.

“So, Juniper said something interesting,” Via said about halfway through the meal.

“Oh?”

“Yeah, it kinda surprised me.”

“What did she say?”

“It’s a bit awkward, but she mentioned that if I wanted to date you, she and Rory were okay with it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

Both women had mentioned they were theoretically okay with me dating someone else. I told them it was too much for me to handle the last time we spoke about it — a month earlier. It still felt like a lot. But Via was Via, and they knew how important she was to me, so it didn’t surprise me or bother me that they mentioned it to her.

And when it came to my best friend, I couldn’t deny that she was cute. Sure, Via was a bit of a geek, but so was I, and we had so much history together. We already hung out a ton, so it wasn’t like I’d need to split more attention between someone else.

“Well, say something, Ace.” The gamer girl stared at me, and I realized I’d drifted off into my thoughts.

“How do you feel about that?”

“It’s weird.”

“Tell me about it,” I said with a laugh.

“You’re Ace, you know?”

“I’m familiar, yeah.”

“We just have all this history, and I was just barely coming to terms with realizing that I like like you when you went off and started a harem.”

The waitress set down our check while Via was talking. She had a startled look on her face when she heard Via, giving me a once over. Whatever she saw, she shrugged like she accepted it.

Via giggled. “Whoops.”

I lowered my voice. “Do you think we can ever come back here?”

“Probably need to give it a few weeks.”

Via reached for the check, but I snagged it first. “My treat,” I said.

“Come on, Ace. I have the good job now.”

“Then you can get the next one,” I said. “Hey, you know what we haven’t done in a while?”

“Midnight movie marathon?”

“Nope. Well, yeah, that too. But I was thinking about something a little more active.”

Via thought about it for a moment. When it finally hit her, her face lit up. “The arcade?”

“Yeah!”

“Oh, man, let’s go!”

I finished paying for the check. Somehow the waitress’s top had one button more undone, and she bent over, giving me a good look. Via rolled her eyes. As we left, the waitress gave me a wink while Via practically pulled me out of the diner.

“Did you see the look she gave you?” Via laughed. “That lady wanted to apply for the harem.”

“I don’t know about that.” I glanced back through the window where the waitress was still watching me. I quickly looked away, a little embarrassed to be caught checking her out.

“You need to wake up, Ace. You’re a catch. Although not everyone’s going to want to share you. Maybe most people.”

“What about you?”

Via studied me. “Jury’s still out. But it’s not as weird as I thought when you first told me. Almost, but not quite.”

The gamer-girl didn’t wait for me to process what she said. She rushed off, almost jogging to the arcade. It was only two blocks away, and I hurried after her.

We stepped into the room, both stopping for a moment to take it all. Bright lights and loud noises washed over us. It was a local place called High Scores that served food and drinks on one side, and had a massive collection of arcade games — both the classics as well as the newer games.

Unsurprisingly, both Via and I already had the cards you needed to play, and I had plenty of credits still. I got mine the first week at school after winning a prize during orientation, and kept it well loaded.

“Hey you two, welcome back,” the hostess said.

She was Shelly Lark, a junior I knew mostly from the arcade. She gave me a warm smile, which made me happy since I remembered she was friends with Taylor. At least my saving the world with her friend’s stolen shoes didn’t end up with her hating me. “Need a table?”

“Nope!” Via smiled. “We ate already. I’m just here to show this guy up at some games.”

“Good to hear it,” Shelly said. “Have fun.”

We waved to her and Via led the way back to a series of older games. There were a lot to choose from, but she was taking me to a virtual plate breaking game. I knew it well, because it was one of our most played games.

There were three rounds where we alternated throwing balls at the screen to break digital plates that were worth various points. They escalated in value each round, but while the first just featured them moving side to side, by the end they got smaller and moved in wild patterns or spun around.

“You’re starting us out heavy, aren’t you?”

“You know it. All this Chosen stuff has gone to your head, and I need to put you in your place.”

We both swiped in, and the cheery music started playing while we waited for the balls to drop. Being the gentleman, I let Via go first.

The game was one of our favorites, in part because we were evenly matched. I didn’t keep track exactly, but I guessed we were somewhere around exactly 50-50. Whenever we wanted to settle something or make a bet, this is what we used to decide.

Via came to play, apparently, because she was on fire. As soon as she had a ball in her hand, it was flying towards the screen, and most of them were dead on target. The only time I saw her do better on the first round was when we only got one ticket to the local comic con in the lottery, and she wanted to go.

“Four hundred points!” she shouted when the turn ended. “In your face.”

“We’ll see about that,” I replied. I was talking tough, but it was definitely one of the best scores I’d seen in that round. Not that it mattered too much, in the third round you could do half as well and get four times as many points.

The game beeped and my turn started.

I snatched up a ball and sent it flying to the screen. It missed the plate, and bounced so hard it shot straight back at me, with a flicker from the screen.

“Whoops,” I said. I caught the ball, and grimaced at Via. If I broke a machine, they might kick me out of here.

“Where did that come from?”

“God powers, remember?”

“Right. Well, the clock is ticking.”

“Shoot!” I grabbed a couple more balls and tossed them. Now that I had a better sense of my strength, I didn’t come close to breaking the machine, but I also was way behind Via.

Knowing I couldn’t win them all, I just focused on figuring out my own rhythm for the game. By the time the buzzer went off, I felt like I knew how to do it again.

“Ha! Only one hundred and sixty points,” Via taunted me. “What’s wrong, Ace? Need me to hold your purse?”

I rolled my eyes. “We’ll see.”

The second round started, and Via was back into business mode. If I didn’t know better, I’d guess that she actually came and practiced at some point. Actually, knowing her, she probably did before she started the internship.

She did almost as well as she did in the first round, and since the points were doubled, she ended up with just over eleven hundred points.

“Let’s see what I can do.”

This time I didn’t startle myself or waste any time. The first six balls all found their mark, and when the seventh missed, I heard Via give a sigh of relief. My goddess might not have intended these powers for silly uses like an arcade, but I realized that my speed and control were helping me in a lot of ways.

It made sense — early on when fighting a demon, I threw a knife and killed it. I chalked it up to the summer job I had working in one of those ax and knife throwing places, but the fact that I threw an unfamiliar weapon so well probably had something to do with all these new gifts.

All that went through my mind while I went on to do a stellar performance on the second round. I didn’t get quite as high as Via, but it was a lot closer. I ended up at 990 to her 1120.

That was close enough that either one of us could win.

“How was that, Via?”

“Fine,” she said, glowering at me. She didn’t get much time to sulk before the next round started.

In this one, virtual plates swung back and forth on pendulums, while smaller ones spun in tight circles. Via brought the heat again. Her arm flew back and forth, with almost half her shots hitting something. She was using a new strategy where she snatched the ball up with her left hand and tossed it to her right, which let me know she had totally been practicing.

Well, two could play that game.

“Three thousand!” She threw her hands up as the buzzer went off. “A new record.”

She wasn’t wrong. We’d both hit 2990 once each, so her new score was a big achievement.

When the buzzer chimed for me, I really let loose. I moved quickly, but tried not to throw the balls too hard. They shot out, three out of four hitting a target. I was actually going so quickly that I ran out of balls and had to wait for them to roll back on the conveyor belt which hadn’t ever happened before. Even with that, I kept up a fast pace.

As it became clear I was really dominating, Via nudged me with her hip, knocking off my rhythm.

“Oh, we’re cheating now?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Nice try,” I teased. I resumed throwing, with a new obstacle. Via bumped me, grabbed a ball to slow me down, and whistled right when I threw. It did slow me down, but not nearly enough.

“Would you look at that?”

The blinking score made me smile, and Via scowl. It read 3020.

“Two high scores in one day,” I said. “That feels pretty good.”

“It doesn’t count if you use powers,” she protested.

“Maybe we should have put a bet on it! Since someone has been practicing without telling me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Via lied. “Uh, let’s go play a fighting game!”

Via darted off, her two-toned hair easy to follow as she ran to one of the classic fighting games that lined the wall near the back. We played a few different games, and I let Via take the lead. She kept choosing games she knew she was better at, and that the powers wouldn’t make me better at. After crushing her when she set a personal best, I let her wail on me a bit.

Not too much, of course. She’d know if I went too easy.

As we played, it felt like a good opportunity to dig into the questions I had. I went about it obliquely as we sat in side by side seats playing a racing game. “So how’s the internship?”

“So great! I get to do all of these fun things. There’s the boring stuff like making copies or refilling the creamer, but then I get to study behind the scenes social media data. That would probably be worth it even if I wasn’t getting paid. Which I am. Did I mention I was getting paid? A lot.”

She grinned, her smile as wide as I’d ever seen it.

“That’s great, Via.”

She yanked on her steering wheel, weaving past an obstacle in the game. “I’m so jazzed.”

“You should be!”

We continued on the lap as I thought through the next question.

“Is there anything you didn’t expect to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Just new things you might like or think are weird?”

“Not really.”

We finished the race — Via finishing first and me finishing third. I’d never been the best at racing games, and my mind was elsewhere.

“Oooo, the dino game opened up.”

Via rushed off and slid into a booth a few games down. I joined her. We sat on a bench with a covering and curtains, with light guns. A few swipes and we were playing one of those on-rails shooters. This one involved getting lost in time and having to fight off some dinosaurs.

It was fun, and I waited a couple levels before asking more questions.

“How are the people at the internship?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Just looking out for my best friend.”

We reached the end of the level, and had a couple minute long cut scene before the next one. The music in the place was loud enough we couldn’t hear the dialogue, so Via turned to me.

“Just a best friend?”

“I’m not sure.”

She leaned in a little closer. I could smell the faint hint of her perfume — orange blossoms, mostly,

“And why do you need to look out for me?”

“You never know with big companies like that. I heard horror stories, and just wanted to check.”

“I’m glad you’re keeping an eye on me, then.”

“I’m happy there’s nothing out of the ordinary.”

Her eyes started closing. I closed mine as well, knowing where this was going and excited. I moved closer, feeling her breath on my lips.

Then it stopped.

I opened one eye to see Via leaning back, anger on her face.

“Did I do something wrong?” I asked.

“Why are you really asking, Ace?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve been asking question after question about the internship. Why?”

“Uh…” Busted, I struggled to think of the best thing to tell her. It didn’t come fast enough.

“You think they’re up to something, don’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Why not just tell me?”

I sighed. “Because I didn’t want you to worry if I was wrong. And it might be dangerous! What if you decided to do some checking yourself and got in trouble?”

“I would never!”

“Via, just two months ago you almost died because you lied about going to the dance.”

She crossed her arms, staring daggers at me. “I didn’t know! And you weren’t exactly truthful about everything then, either.”

“You’re right. Sorry, this is all new. I’m just trying to do what’s best.”

“I bet Juniper and Rory knew! But not Via. Can’t trust Via with all of this.” She started to stand. “You know, I thought this was a date. But you were just pressing me for information. Really nice, Ace.”

“Wait, Via,” I called. She ignored me, running for the door.

“Dang it,” I complained, knocking my head against the back wall of the booth in frustration. On the game screen, a big dinosaur bit our characters.

Giant red letters that read, “Game Over,” flashed.


Chapter Sixteen



Grumpy, I spent the night alone in my dorm. I felt absolutely rotten for how I’d treated Via. She had a hot temper and I already knew she didn’t like being left out from my Chosen duties. Before falling asleep, a few group texts came in from Rory and Juniper.

Rory: How’d it go, Casanova?

Juniper: I’m more interested in what you found out about Culcate.

Juniper: But also a little curious about Via.

Ace: Swing and a miss on both counts.

I filled them in on what went on.

Rory: Yeah, that does seem like a pretty dumb thing to do.

Ace: You were on board with it!

Rory: Yeah, but I would have done it better.

Rory: You really screwed the pooch on that one.

Ace: I know.

Ace: There just weren’t any good options.

Ace: I still feel like I chose the worst one.

Juniper: I understand how you must be feeling. But Via will come around. You’ve been friends for ages.

Juniper: More importantly, do you think she’ll look into it on her own?

Ace: I didn’t tell her enough for that. And she’s not dumb. She should be safe.

Ace: Anyway, I need to get some sleep. Talk tomorrow?

Rory: Night!

Juniper: Goodnight, Ace.

With that done, I tossed my phone on my nightstand and tried to sleep. I struggled with it, thoughts racing through my mind all focused on what I did wrong, and how I might have been able to fix things. Eventually I nodded off, and thankfully had a night without any dreams.

The next morning, I got up, still regretting how I handled everything, but feeling a bit better. Via would come around with time, that I knew. We’d fought in the past, and I doubted this would be among the worst.

Once, back in high school, I accidentally spilled paint on a costume she’d worked on for two weeks. She kicked me out of her house and didn’t speak to me for a month. Then, one day, she just sat down next to me in the cafeteria and acted like everything was normal. I didn’t want to not speak for a month this time, but I at least knew we’d get over it eventually. As long as some demons didn’t wake a dark lord to rule earth, of course.

What I needed to handle next was the issue of my sword. I called Douglass Greenwalt for an update.

“Hey, Ace, how’s it hanging?” He sounded happy on the phone.

“A little to the left,” I answered without thinking. He barked a laugh out.

“Your grandfather always made that joke too,” he said. “It really surprised me the first time, but by the end I was happy to hear it.”

“I didn’t even mean to say it, but we said the same to each other.”

A thoughtful sigh came through the phone. “Feels like a piece of him is still around. I’m sure more than a piece.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean.”

“Well, to what do I owe the honor?”

“I just wanted to see if you had any news about my case, and particularly my sword. It was important to him, and I feel bad not having it under my care, you know?”

“Absolutely. One sec.” I heard some typing on the line.

A minute later, he started talking again. “Okay, here we go. Whitney managed to get a court date for next Tuesday. Just a preliminary hearing, but we feel confident that we can get it tossed at that point. The cops were way out of bounds, and if the D.A. doesn’t drop it before the hearing, the judge almost certainly will kick it, or at least reprimand them.”

“That’s great, Douglass. Is there any chance I could get the sword before then?”

“It means that much to you, does it?”

“Yeah. I probably shouldn’t have been carrying it around at the time, but I’d really prefer to have it back.”

The phone was silent for a moment. Then Douglass clicked his tongue. “Well, you should get it back after the case is dismissed, maybe within forty-eight hours. But it’s listed as evidence in the complaint, so the cops won’t release it as long as the case is active. They might even drag their feet after the fact. We’ll be ready, but I’d say it’ll be at least two weeks before you have it again.”

“Dang it,” I muttered.

“At least it’s in a safe place, Ace. The evidence locker at a police station is one of the few places you don’t need to worry about a theft.”

“Is that where they keep it?”

“You’re not planning anything stupid, are you? Your grandfather also made a habit of doing things he probably should not have done. As your lawyer, I have to warn you against any sort of criminal activity. I’m obligated to report it if you do.” I could hear some frustration and worry in the man’s tone.

“No, no,” I lied. He’d immediately picked up on what I was thinking, and I needed an excuse, quick. “I was just glad to hear that it was protected. I guess if I can’t have it with me, knowing it’s there is the next best thing.”

“Good, good. Because it would be a very bad idea to try and steal that sword. Not only would they stop you almost immediately, but it would make everything else harder to deal with. Right now we have all the momentum on our side, but that would flip it all. Is that clear?”

“Don’t worry, Douglass. I won’t go in that police station again if I don’t have to.”

“Perfect. Now, I’ll call you if anything changes.”

“Do I need to go to court on Tuesday?”

“Yes. Whitney will be in contact. Now, I had to step out of a meeting for this call, so I should probably go back. Although, between you and me, they are kind of annoying.”

“You left a meeting for me?”

“Ace, you’re our most important client. Of course I did.”

“Wow. I didn’t even know you were my lawyer a few months ago, and somehow I’m your most important client?”

He chuckled amicably. “Well, you and the trust that manages all of that money. If we lost every other client, we’d still be doing alright.”

“Feels kind of silly.”

“You’ll get used to it, Ace. But try to keep that humble spirit. Your grandfather sure did. Now, have a good one.”

The call ended, and I sat back on my bed. I was truthful when I told Douglass that I didn’t want to step foot in the station. But I was hoping there were other options.

That’s why my next stop was at Juniper’s apartment. After getting a kiss from her and a half-tackle from King Baby, I cut right to the chase.

“This might sound crazy, Juniper. But I was thinking about that spell Beatrix tried to use during the whole Pallatrox thing. The one that when I cast it, made the book fly to me.”

“Yeah?”

The spell in question was one I cast on accident while holding my sword. It ended up revealing some of the knowledge we needed to stop Pallatrox, hidden in a book by the Celestial Convocation — a mysterious and possibly no-longer-existing organization dedicated to protecting earth. But I wasn’t worried about the knowledge part.

“Is there something like that we could use to make the sword come back to me?”

“Hmmmm…” Juniper scrunched up her face as she thought about the problem. Without answering, she walked back to her bedroom. When she returned, she had two spell books in tow.

She set them down on the table, spreading them out in front of her.

“There might be a few options. Give me a little bit.”

“Yeah, of course. Anything I can do to help?”

“Some coffee would really hit the spot. Thanks.”

I let her get to work while I brewed a pot of coffee. When it finished, I poured us both a mug. Not wanting to distract her, I sat on the chair across from the couch. King Baby walked over and put his head in my lap, making his desire very clear. I rubbed his head and ears, and he sighed and leaned in closer. I might have super strength, but I wasn’t sure there was any force on earth that could move that dog when he settled in for some pets.

Juniper spent half an hour reading through the different spells, before she sat up.

“Alright, I think there’s one thing we can try.”

“Yeah?”

“The tricky thing is that the sword is locked up. It might even be in a case or safe. Luckily we know it belongs to you, and we know a lot about it.”

“Why is that lucky?”

“If we were using magic to try and steal it, it would take a lot more power. But not only is it actually your property, but it’s got a connection to you. That makes it want to come back, so it’ll help out as much as it can.”

“Why does that work? A non-sentient object cares about that?”

She twitched her nose. “Not exactly. It’s more the magic and the intentions that matter. This just makes it easier, but it won’t be a walk in the park.”

“Most of my walks in the park end up with me fighting a demon, so that’s okay with me.”

“You know what I mean, Ace.”

“So, what do we need to do?”

“The ritual we need to do isn’t too complicated. I’ve got everything we need here, thankfully. I don’t think Bea would like what we’re trying to do.”

“Yeah, it might be a little dumb. But if I am going to face the Second Challenge and fight empowered demons, I need my sword.”

“I agree. Okay, we should go somewhere near the station.”

She started packing up her things while I finished the last of my coffee. “Does it have to be close to it? I don’t want to draw attention to myself.”

“We’ll keep some distance. But the closer we are, the faster the sword will arrive. Anywhere in town should only take a few minutes, but the less flying swords around, the better.”

“That’s a good point.”

We got in Juniper’s car. The station was a few minutes away, and we spent twenty minutes searching for the perfect place for the spell. We needed a clear area that touched the ground, but also had enough privacy that someone wouldn’t walk up in the middle of the magic spell.

We settled on a small parking lot behind an accountant’s shop. It was closed, and based on the pile of mail sticking out of the slot, he hadn’t been in in over a week, so we figured it was safe enough. It was only three blocks from the station, so the sword wouldn’t need to travel far.

“And should I be worried about it chopping up some people on the way?” I asked, worried.

“No. There’s a lot going on with this to make it work. The spell will try to keep it as subtle as possible, and it will conceal it from any cameras or watchers. Civilians just walking around might see it, but that’s only if every option to get here has someone on it. But it might fly over a building instead of down a street if that means it’s clear.”

“It’s a handy spell,” I said.

“Well, an old Bavarian wizard created it to steal spell books from his arch rival. It’s designed for sneaky theft. But since this isn’t technically stealing and there aren’t any magic guards in place, it’ll be easier.”

Juniper’s idea of subtlety didn’t quite mesh with mine. She pulled a small pot of white paint out of a bag and drew a circle on the ground. Writing a few words along the inside edge, she spent five minutes making sure it all looked right. It reminded me of Pallatrox’s ritual — the shape was all different, but it was still giving me flashes of that fight.

“How come we need all of this?”

She paused for a moment. “So all of the spells you’ve learned are more of the instant variety. I know your sword makes them actually instant, but for most there’s some motions and effort to force the spell to happen.

“This is more of a ritual, I guess you could say. The distinction is more one of ease than an actual difference. You wouldn’t cast this in the middle of the fight, but the principles are all the same. The designs serve a similar, if more powerful, function as hand and finger motion. Without being able to touch your magic source, it still wouldn’t work.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Although some of these do make that easier. The inscriptions are designed to increase power or make accessing it easier, while standing in them. That’s how Rory and I managed to summon that demon as kids — there were three circles. One increased my power enough to be successful, even when I didn’t know what I was doing. Even that can only go so far. If we both had been like Rory with no power at all, nothing would have happened.”

“What did the other two do?”

“One was necessary to bring the demon into the house. The other sealed the house from the outside, so we couldn’t leave as long as we or the demon was still alive. If it also kept Beatrix from getting in, Rory and I probably wouldn’t have made it.”

“Wow. That’s pretty terrifying.”

“Yeah,” Juniper agreed. “One strong point for not doing a ritual without knowing for sure what it does.”

I glanced at the shape she was drawing. “And are we sure that this one does what it’s supposed to?”

“Absolutely, Ace. This is from a reliable spell book, which is good enough. But even if it wasn’t, I know enough to understand the purposes of everything. I’m not the innocent idiot I was back then.”

“It’s hard to believe you would ever be an idiot.”

“I summoned an actual demon. From hell. On accident. That’s about as dumb as it gets.”

“Fair enough. So, how do you know what this one does?”

Juniper continued to paint the shapes while she explained how the ritual worked. She was starting to add a more intricate design of triangles in the middle which almost looked like a twenty-sided die done in two dimensions.

“Well, the Latin around the edges of the circle all mean variations of bringing something to the location. That could be summoning a demon, but Latin almost never works for that.”

Before I could ask my apparently obvious question, she went on. “Most modern languages are too removed from the demonic to break the barrier between worlds. There are thousands of languages that the demons speak, and it generally takes one of those to summon a demon.”

“And you can read demonic?”

“Not a bit,” she said. “But if you write it phonetically, it is often good enough. So Latin means it applies to something in this world. And it also talks about objects and taking, which means stealing or, in this situation, rescuing.

“Then, the interior symbols are all designed for travel over nearby terrain. I’ve seen them in other spells that are used to reveal areas or create a map. Combined, it all should bring an item to this exact spot. As long as there isn’t some more powerful magic blocking it, which isn’t the case here because it’s in the police station.”

“Has anyone told you how impressive you are?”

Juniper smiled. “Yes. But I still love hearing it.”

“And I love you.” She blushed and kept working.

“You said an old wizard made this?”

“Yeah.”

“People can just make spells?”

“Once they know how it all works together, they can. I could probably have come up with something similar, given enough time. The problem is it takes a lot of trial and error. Saidra probably has a few dozen spell books worth of spells she created, if I had a guess. Not that she’s shared them with me. Some people like to share knowledge, but for more dangerous spells, they are often kept under lock and key.”

I nodded. The world I’d found myself kept getting bigger and bigger. It made me wonder if my grandfather ever created any spells. Based on what I knew of him and what I’d read in the book he left me, I doubted it. He seemed a bit too impulsive for a lot of testing. Plus, with our magical gifts, who knew what kind of disasters we might cause if we put too much magic into a bad spell.

“There we go,” Juniper said. She put two more dabs of paint on either side of the design. “Perfect.”

She took one more moment to double-check her work. Then she stood off to the side of the circle.

“What can I do?”

“At this point, nothing. Just be ready to catch the sword.”

Juniper started reading from her book. The incantation sounded like Latin, even to my inexperienced ears. If the circle was a compass, she stood at each point and recited a minute-long phrase. Once that was done, she returned to where she started and chanted again while moving her hands in concentric circles, but opposite of each other. One hand started wide and shrank with each rotation, while the other grew larger.

It looked like the hard mode of patting your head and rubbing your stomach.

As she went deeper into the ritual, the lines started glowing. First the words illuminated, visible even under the bright sun. Then the shape in the middle filled in. Finally, the circle filled in. When everything was glowing, she shouted a final word, “Accedo!”

The circle continued to glow as Juniper stepped away.

I didn’t want to say anything in case it messed up the spell. She noticed me watching her, and she shrugged. “Now, we wait. It shouldn’t take too long.”

“And it just comes here?”

“Yep!”

As the seconds ticked past, I listened for any shouts of alarm or shattered glass. The sword and spell was supposed to be discreet, but it wasn’t a guarantee.

Only the normal city sounds reached me — cars, wind, muffled conversations.

Five minutes after finishing, the circle started glowing brighter. The previously pure light started shifting into darker colors.

“Is it supposed to do that?”

“I don’t think so,” Juniper said, worried. She grabbed the book and started flipping through it.

The brightening light didn’t look particularly safe. I took Juniper’s arm and guided her behind her car. She was so focused on her book that she didn’t even notice.

“It should be working. There’s nothing here about this.”

CRACK

The painted asphalt shattered all at once. Dozens of pieces shot up into the sky, before crashing back to the ground. I covered Juniper’s head, but only a few pebbles landed on us. The large chunks stayed near the circle.

“What was that?”

Juniper looked as confused as I felt. “I don’t know. The only thing that could have stopped the ritual was magic.”

“Which would be pretty weird for the cops to have.”

“Yeah.”

We both sat with that hanging over us. If it was that shielded, it meant either the cops had some sort of magic user or demon on their force. Or maybe they didn’t have the sword anymore.

Considering Culcate sat in on my interrogation, it wasn’t that far-fetched that they found a way to take possession of the sword. My sword. The fact that anyone had taken it made me mad, and I was frustrated beyond belief.

“Damn it.”

“Sorry, Ace.”

“It’s not your fault, Juniper,” I said.

“Still, I wanted to get it for you.” She sounded as disappointed as I felt.

Taking a breath, I settled my anger. “One silver lining is that even if you didn’t, we learned a lot today.”

The redhead examined the remains of her magic circle. The cracks spread in such a way that every single straight line was broken, and all of the words were split into their individual letters. I don’t think I could have done it any cleaner, even with a chisel.

“This was definitely powerful magic,” she muttered.

“And you’re no slouch.”

“Knowing this, I think I need to tell Bea what happened.”

“Are you sure?”

“She’ll be mad, but maybe we can try to locate the sword another way.”

“Okay. Thanks, Juniper.”

I gave the witch a hug, and she leaned into my chest. I kissed the top of her head as my phone buzzed.

Pulling it out, I saw a message from Via. At least that was one piece of good news — she was talking to me again, and it didn’t even take a month to hear from her.

Via: Hey, Ace.

Via: What’s up?

Ace: Not much, as it goes. How are you doing?

Via: I’m fine.

Via: Could we talk?

Ace: Sure.

Via: There’s a parking structure over on Wiltern. Can you meet me on the top floor?

Ace: Sure. Why there?

There were a few moments, and then she replied again.

Via: On a break, and it’s a quiet place to rest.

Ace: Okay. See you soon.

I told Juniper.

“Go. I can clean up as best I can here, then I’ll go to the Veiled Volumes. Bea might take it better if it’s just me telling her about this.”

“Thanks.”

The structure was only a few blocks away, and the opposite direction of the police station, so I walked. I didn’t know this part of town at all, and wasn’t sure why Via chose it.

But it was easy to find, and the stairs were wide open. I trudged up them, still concerned about how the spell went. My sword already felt like a part of me, I hated not having access to it. I wasn’t a slouch by any means, but it put me on another level when I had it.

That was what ran through my head as I stepped onto the top level of the parking structure. I didn’t see Via’s car, but there was a van twenty yards away. The door slid open as I arrived.

Three demons stepped out.


Chapter Seventeen



“Look what we have here,” the first demon said.

He was an ugly one, with a bulbous green nose and ears, almost like a troll or a goblin from a fantasy game. He had longer arms and dark eyes. The other two were a mismatched pair. One was short, maybe five feet tall, with a lithe body. He was red, but more of a burnt, faded color. The other was the tallest, with bulging muscles and a single curved horn coming out of his forehead.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“We’re going to kill the Chosen,” the green demon said with a laugh. “I thought that was obvious. Wasn’t that obvious?”

The horned demon spoke with a deep voice, “It was obvious to me, boss.”

I heard steps behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I saw a mostly human looking person on the stairs, holding an aluminum baseball bat. I realized he was a demon when I noticed the extra mouth in his neck, smiling just as wide as the normal one, but with too many teeth.

“You’re making a mistake,” I said. “Where’s Via?”

“She’s somewhere safe. For now. If you don’t want anything to happen to her, you’ll just roll over and die. We’ll let her go.”

He looked around, as if confirming we were truly alone. Whatever he saw, he liked. He whistled, and one more demon crawled out of the van.

This was a really gross one. It looked more like a blob or a slime, with a thick, see-through skin holding in the yellow liquid filled with floating bones. It was about the size of a motorcycle, and it moved by extending goop-covered bones and dragging itself forward.

I was pretty sure the bones weren’t part of the original demon, since it was a mix of human and animal bones.

“I think your friend needs a doctor. Or some bleach.”

It bubbled and popped, releasing a foul odor.

“Oh, you made him mad,” the green one said. “That was a mistake.”

My mind raced, trying to think of how to get out of this one. I didn’t have my sword, and after my run-ins with the police and the Residence Director, I’d left my knife in my dorm room.

Rory would be very disappointed.

The demons around me were armed — either with natural weapons like the smaller one’s claws, or a big tire iron from the horned lug.

I tried to stall for time.

“So, you’re the one in charge?” I asked the green demon.

“You could say that,” he said.

“What else could I say?”

“That we all have an enthusiasm for killing someone like you. You’re not going to get us fighting amongst ourselves.”

“Eh, it was worth a shot. Demons can be pretty dumb.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “You’ll learn to regret that.”

The tingle in my ears let me know that Double Mouth from the stairs was getting closer. I heard a single step and dodged to the side. He rushed past, his baseball bat that would have caught me in the back of the head swishing through air instead.

My foot kicked out, catching him in the back of his leg. He stumbled forward, crashing to the ground.

Maybe if they were all like him, I could handle this without too much trouble.

“Get him!” The green demon pointed at me.

“Rrrrraarr!” The Rhino demon lowered his head and charged me.

Simple, but effective. The one catch to his attack was that he swung a heavy tire iron at the same time, keeping me from dodging to one side. Instead, I dove between his legs, rolling through before he realized what I’d done.

Getting back to my feet, I shuffled to the side, trying to keep all of the demons in front of me. The parking lot was wide open, but they’d stopped me in the corner near the stairs, and I didn’t have nearly enough room to maneuver.

The group spread out, trying to get behind me. I realized my mistake a second too late — they cut me off from the stairs as they circled. A quick survey of the top of the parking structure revealed another set of stairs on the far side, but I wasn’t sure I could make it there even if I got away. There was no telling how fast these guys were.

Double Mouth climbed back to his feet and pulled a knife from his belt. The leader watched, waiting for an opening. The Rhino, now near the stairs, stayed there, meaning I’d need to go through him if I went that way. The Blob and Shortstack were getting closer.

Without something sharp, I doubted I could do anything to hurt that blob demon. It sloshed over the uneven ground, the bones poking out of it and dragging it forward.

But I did have magic, which might be my only way out of here. I tapped into my power source, getting ready.

“Mul!”

I had to do the appropriate hand motions, but luckily that one had been drilled into me repeatedly by Juniper. A spark flew out, about the size of a golf ball. It sizzled into the Blob. The monster thrashed and let out wet popping noises. I hoped that it was pain and not just clearing the heat.

While it glorped around, the small demon lunged for me, slashing with both of its clawed hands. I blocked one, but the other got through, leaving hot streaks of pain across my side.

“Get off me,” I growled. I kicked out, catching the demon in the chest. He tumbled away.

I grinned, happy to injure one. But as he fell, he somehow righted himself and came to a stop standing, facing me. He smiled and licked my blood off his claws.

“Yum,” he said.

“Yuck,” I replied.

I didn’t have any more chance to think or talk, because I heard the thundering steps of the Rhino. I leapt backwards, getting out of the way of his horn. But the tire iron was another story.

It smacked me on the arm. His form and movement meant it wasn’t as bad as it could be, but it still hurt like the dickens.

Punching with my other hand, I connected with the side of his head. He grunted and stumbled to one knee. I rushed to hit him again, but then the Blob splashed at me.

The last thing I wanted was to touch that gross thing, so I backed off. The Blob landed with a wet smack.

WHACK

Double Mouth kicked me in the side.

“Argh!” He managed to hit right where the small demon clawed me, sending even more pain up and down my side.

I turned and tackled him to the ground. His head smacked against the concrete, and I punched him once before rolling away. He struggled to clear his head, and I regretted not finishing him off.

But the other four were closing in, and I knew I didn’t have the time.

I waved my hands and shouted “Kešda!”

Even with the concrete surface, plant-like vines reached up and wrapped around Short Stack. He growled and thrashed. His claws were already cutting into the bindings, and I knew they wouldn’t last long.

As Double Mouth got back to his feet, I realized I was totally outmatched. I looked over the leader’s shoulder and grinned.

“Oh, glad you could make it.”

My lie only half worked, but two of the four not-tied-down demons looked in that direction. Well, the Blob might have, I couldn’t honestly tell.

Either way, I ran away.

“Hey!”

Shouts followed after me as I sprinted down the stairs, taking them three at a time. I almost lost my balance as I rounded the first corner, but managed to keep my feet by catching myself on the rusty rail. It was in worse repair than I expected, as a jagged nail cut my palm open.

“Shit,” I groaned. I didn’t have time to even look at the wound, since I had a group of angry monsters after me.

I leapt down the next flight, landing hard and stopping myself with a banister.

“Get him, you idiots!”

The demons rushed after me, the heavy feet of the big horned demon audible through the concrete. There was no telling how fast they were, so I wanted to get as much of a head start as I could.

I hoped that they wouldn’t follow me into populated areas, because they didn’t want to cause any alarm.

I was not that lucky.

Running out of the stairwell, I darted across the street. A couple of honks followed me, but they were nothing compared to the demons after me.

This part of town was pretty unknown to me, but I wasn’t that far from my normal stomping grounds. The next road up was Mall Avenue, and it ran directly to the streets I knew.

Sparing a glance back, I saw three of the demons charging after me — the short one, Double Mouth, and Rhino. That was a nice turn, until I saw the van bust the traffic control arm across the exit of the parking structure. It peeled out with smoking tires, heading straight for me.

“Shit.”

I turned down Mall Avenue, running as fast as I could. With my gifts from Galliyae, that put me in the same league as Olympic sprinters. The other demons were moving just as fast, or maybe faster.

Weaving through the pedestrians, I heard a few angry shouts and startled gasps. That got louder as the demons followed. The shouts only lasted for a block, when we reached a stretch of road without any foot traffic. That meant I could go faster, but so could the others.

Even though I needed to give everything I could to running, I decided to try one trick. I made the motions as best I could and spun.

“Šu taka!”

A gust of wind erupted from my extended hand. It caught the smaller demon at the head of the pack and tossed him backwards.

When Juniper used the spell before, she sent a demon flying out of sight. I either didn’t do something right, or lacked the same power as her, because he only fell and slid a few feet back. Luckily, that tripped up the other two.

I didn’t waste it, running away as fast as I could once again.

The van, even driving as crazy as it was, got stopped by the practicalities of a busy street. And the other demons took a minute to get back to their feet. That was all I needed to put some distance between us.

I couldn’t slow down, and I didn’t know where to go. Even if Juniper made it back to the Veiled Volumes and could back me up, I didn’t dare risk bringing the fight to them.

That left one option two blocks away.

My shoes pounded the ground. I heard the angry shouts of the demons as they got closer. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the van get free after bumping another car out of the way. It accelerated towards me as I reached the parking lot of my goal.

The Bent Elbow.

I rushed in, knocking the door wide, and slid to a stop.

“Ace?”

“Sorry,” I panted, my breath lost a block or two further back. “I got attacked.”

Nala looked out the window and nodded. “You’re safe here.”

The van pulled in as the other demons arrived.

“I got him,” I heard the small one shout.

“Wait!” the leader called, but he ignored him.

Shortstack rushed in.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Nala said. “It’s best if you don’t do anything at all.” I wasn’t sure if she was referring to me or the demon. The place had wards to prevent violence, but I didn’t know how they worked. I just had to hope they’d keep me safe without causing problems for Nala.

“Got you now,” the short demon said with a grin. He danced back and forth as I stepped back.

A few of the patrons turned to watch, interested in what was happening.

Deciding on his opening, the small demon jumped for me, his claws extending at my neck. I flinched back, but it turned out that I didn’t need to.

A bright white glow enveloped the demon.

“What the hell?” he growled.

“You idiot,” Nala said. “This is my sacred place. You dare violate the peace here?”

“The what?”

“Out of towner,” a demon at the bar grunted.

The light grew brighter, and strips of it stabbed into the demon. He groaned in pain. More and more light stabbed into him. Then with a loud pop, he crunched together into a small ball.

The light blinked out, and the smushed body vanished with it.

I looked at the air the demon had been in, and before turning to Nala. She had an angry glare on her face, thankfully directed at the demons outside.

Not knowing what to say, I just said, “Whoa.”


Chapter Eighteen



Icollapsed onto a seat at the bar, the race for my life finally catching up to me now that I was safe.

Nala poured a glass of water and slid it over to me.

“Thanks,” I said. I gestured to the remaining demons. “For everything.”

“You’re welcome. But that is not the purpose of this sanctuary. It’s a place of peace, not somewhere to trick and trap someone into destroying themselves.”

I nodded. “Of course. I just didn’t know how to stop them, and was trying to hide. I didn’t even know what would happen, just that fights can’t happen here.”

The purple woman accepted what I said at face value. “Then you’re welcome here for now. I don’t know how long they’re going to stay, though.”

“How far does that protective ward extend?”

“The walls,” she said. “And before you worry, it keeps anyone from attacking from the outside. Wouldn’t be much good if it didn’t stop that, now would it?”

I was impressed she knew exactly what I planned on asking. It did make sense that a place of peace needed to be safe inside and out.

“Any chance you can stop bleeding on my bar?” Nala nodded at the wound on my palm.

“My bad.”

She slid a white cloth napkin over. I wrapped it around my hand, tightening it. It would do the trick until I got some actual first aid.

That left me to strategize. If the parking lot was fair game, I needed to get a weapon or two and figure out how to handle them. I decided to call Rory.

I stepped away from the bar and took a seat near the window where I could keep an eye on the demons. The phone rang, and the cheerleader sounded surprised when she answered with a “Hello?”

“Hey, Rory. I, uh, am in a bit of a pickle.”

“What do you mean?”

“I went to meet Via, but it was a setup. A few demons attacked me, and now I’m trapped inside the Bent Elbow without any weapons.”

There was a brief pause. “I told you to carry some extra knives.”

“I know, I know. Lesson learned.”

“I’m actually at the Veiled Volumes with Junebug and Bea right now. And, uh, Wren is here for some reason. I’ll put you on speaker.”

The sound got a little more distant and tinny as she changed modes.

“Mr. Winters?” Beatrix asked. “You are in trouble?”

I explained what happened, this time sharing all the details of the attack from Via’s fake text to arriving at the Bent Elbow.

“That was very foolish,” Wren said.

“Which part?” I asked.

I could hear both her and Beatrix sigh at the same time.

“What can we do?” Rory asked.

“I’m not sure. There’s four of them out there, and it looks like two are circling around the place to make sure I don’t escape.”

“How tough are they?” Wren asked.

“Tough. The problem is more the number. I think I could take all of them but the Blob without my sword, at least one on one. Together, I definitely need my sword. And I don’t have it.”

“Are any exhibiting signs of the Deep?”

“I’m not sure. I didn’t really tangle with the Blob or the leader much. The other two didn’t feel like anything special.”

“So two unknowns,” Beatrix said. “I can prepare the spell to check, so we at least have a sense of their power.”

“I’m not sure you all should get any closer. These guys are bad news. I just need to figure out how to get a weapon. Actually…” I turned to face Nala. “Nala, any chance you have a butcher knife in the kitchen I could borrow?”

“No.” The purple woman shook her head in disbelief. “What are ya thinking? Even if I wanted to, giving a weapon to someone defeats the purpose of a place of neutrality. If you were hunting those demons and chased them in here, I would also protect them.”

“Right. That’s fair. I’m sorry I asked.”

She waved me off. “Don’t worry about it. Just get this handled and come buy some expensive booze to celebrate.”

I returned to the phone call. “Okay, so that was a swing and a miss.”

“I don’t know what you expected, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said. Wren seemed to agree.

“Yeah, that was dumb.”

“Alright, can we pick on me after I get out of this life and death situation?”

“Fine,” Wren acquiesced.

“Any ideas?” Juniper asked.

“Indeed,” Beatrix said. “Mr. Winters, please hold tight. Is Nala threatening to expel you?”

I looked over at the purple demon. She was ignoring all of the disturbances and serving some other customers.

“Not at the moment.”

“Then just wait for our arrival.”

“Are you sure?”

But the line clicked off. I blew out an exasperated sigh. It would be nice to be clued in for what they had planned.

I returned to the bar, and with nothing better to do, I ordered a plate of fries. When Nala brought them, I watched the front and ate them while I waited. Like everything else Nala served, they were delicious and perfectly cooked. Considering the demon had been alive since before the invention of the french fry, it made sense she’d possibly perfected them.

All of that was just a distraction as I worried about my friends and loves.

The demons paced around the Bent Elbow, seemingly just as content as me to wait it out. The leader sat in the open side door of the van, and I felt safe assuming the Blob was still there. The other two looped back and forth, never in a set pattern that might give me a chance to make a break.

My phone buzzed. I looked down to see a message from Via. Checking back with the demon outside, I saw he was watching me, holding a familiar phone case. I read the message from “Via.”

Via: You won’t last in there.

Via: We can make things bad for you and your friends.

Ace: I think you’ll do that anyway.

Via: True.

Via: But I’m getting bored. That will make things worse.

Ace: I can’t trust you.

I set the phone down, silencing it. The demon stared daggers at me, but didn’t do anything else.

After an hour of our standoff, I was getting close to calling Rory for another update. I held the phone in my hand, debating if it was worth it, when a small blue Mini Cooper pulled up across the street.

The door tossed open, and Wren stepped out. She had two hand axes at the ready. I stood, making my way to the door to join them.

“Ace,” Nala called out. Looking back at her, she shook her head. “I’d recommend staying here.”

“Is that the peaceful part of you talking?”

“That and the smart part. Trust me.”

I nodded. Outside the door, Wren still hadn’t been noticed by the other demons. I wasn’t too worried about her — she was supposedly unkillable, so even if these demons hurt her a bunch, she’d end up fine.

The other occupant of the car was not protected quite the same way, although with a bracelet full of protection beads, she was pretty close. Beatrix climbed out, holding one hand up, palm facing the leader, as she chanted something I couldn’t hear.

The leader could. He stood up, confused. Walking around the van, he spotted the two new arrivals.

“Hey, who the hell do you think you are?”

I could make out what he said as he was closer and loud, but I didn’t hear the response. His shout drew the Rhino and Double Mouth back to the front parking lot.

“Should I duck out the back?” I asked Nala. She shook her head.

“Just watch.”

The Blob slopped out of the van, joining the other three.

Wren dove forward, charging at the leader. The horned demon intercepted her, knocking her across the road. She smashed into the side of a car, crumpling the door. Without missing a beat, she hopped to her feet. She flung one ax at the Rhino.

It bit into his shoulder, and he roared so loudly in pain that the windows rattled.

He stomped forward toward the blue-haired woman. Wren ducked under the tire iron. Her ax slashed out, cutting a deep gash on his wrist. When he swung again, she repeated the move.

Giving up on the iron, he slammed his head down towards Wren. She stepped to the side and buried her ax in his neck. He struggled, slumping down to one knee.

Wren grabbed the other ax and yanked it out of his shoulder. With a hard overhand swing, she chopped straight through his neck. His head and the other ax dropped to the ground.

“Nice,” I said.

Whatever Beatrix was chanting finished. She pointed at Double Mouth who was running at her with a knife. The knife flew out of his hand, twisted in the air, and buried itself in his eye. It then stabbed into him repeatedly until he dropped to the ground, unmoving.

“Damn.”

The leader looked between the two, and nodded to Wren. He said something that, I assumed, was along the lines of “Get her.”

Blob shifted and dragged itself to Wren. It moved faster than anything shaped like that should be able to. Wren launched an ax at it. The blade cut into the liquid, breaking the exterior.

Instead of breaking apart, it sucked the ax in. Then a collection of bones grabbed it and flung it back at Wren. She knocked it out of the air with her other ax, but a frown crossed her face.

The other demon rushed at Beatrix. I suddenly wasn’t sure if I could have actually handled him. He was fast, darting around as quick as anything I’d ever fought.

That didn’t faze Beatrix. She dropped a bottle on the ground, and a cloud of white mist swirled around her. When it faded, she had shiny white armor on, covering her from her knees to her neck. The top resembled plate mail, with a chain mail skirt hanging low.

She clapped her hands together and a wave of force pushed out. It sent the other demon tumbling away.

He climbed to his feet, clearly reevaluating his plans.

Meanwhile, Wren was struggling to figure out how to injure her opponent. I had a feeling if their places were reversed, then the fight might already be over. The demon leader knew how to pick the fights.

Wren danced backwards and the blob of yellow gunk tried to catch her. She reached the sidewalk on the other side right as it snagged her foot. When she tried to step away, it was clear that she was stuck. As hard as she pulled, she couldn’t get it free.

She still had one ax, and I wondered how far she would go, knowing that she couldn’t die. She could cut herself free, but would her foot regrow? Would she cut it off anyway and deal with it later?

But her eyes lit on something that I hadn’t noticed — a fire hydrant only a few feet away. Wren dove for it, bringing the back of the weapon down on the edge of it.

It shuddered, but only a bit of water came out of the side. The blob pulled her further in, and I saw her wince in pain. She reached out and yanked hard on the damaged metal.

With a loud pop, the water exploded out. It hit the blob in the side. Almost instantly, it lost its coherence. Only seconds passed before it was washed away with the water. She flopped onto her back, relieved.

Beatrix was still struggling with the leader demon. I could tell she was frustrated, but wasn’t willing to run.

“Come on,” I muttered. “You’ve got this, Beatrix.”

The stuffy bookstore owner matched the demon move for move. I could see why Rory and Juniper trusted her.

When the leader rushed in, she danced backwards. After a few strikes, she countered, landing a strong hit in his side. He limped backwards.

She shouted and clapped again. Only this time the demon didn’t fly away. The force pulled him forward into her reach. She punched straight through his head as he moved. Instantly, his body vanished in a cloud of smoke.

Beatrix waved it away, stumbling to the side. When she got clear of the smoke, she sat down hard on the street. The armor vanished, and I saw her sag in exhaustion.

This time Nala didn’t stop me as I ran out to the two of them.

“Oh my god,” I said. “Are you okay, Beatrix?”

“Ah, Mr. Winters. Good to see that you are alright. I will be fine. That just took a little out of me.”

“I’ll say. That was very impressive.”

“The leader had the Deep about him. I had to use quite a few prepared items to handle him.”

“I really appreciate it.”

“You should. They were very expensive and time-consuming to make. But this is what they are for.”

I sat down next to her. By my count, she cast at least three spells on top of using the armor item and whatever else she used beforehand. That would take a lot out of anyone.

“I’ll pay for it,” I said. “Don’t worry about that.”

She grinned. “I’ll send you the bill.”

“I’m okay, by the way,” Wren shouted from the far sidewalk.

“Wren, you’re immortal and unkillable,” Beatrix said. “Kindly fuck off.”

“So this didn’t fix things between you two,” I asked in a whisper.

“Ha!” Beatrix glanced at the demon. “I was impressed with how she performed. But it will take more than this to make up for Alfriston.”

“That was your fault, you witch!”

“I wasn’t the one who cut the painting!”

“Thankfully I’ll never forget it. You’ll always remind me.”

“And I’ll find a way to live forever just so I can keep doing it.”

“Okay…” I said, interrupting the shouting match. “Well, I appreciate both of you. That was a hard fight, and I owe you both my life.”

“We need the Chosen, and I’m happy to help. Although I will be out of commission for a while as I need to rebuild my strength and my items.”

I nodded. Standing, I helped Beatrix to her feet. After the fight, she looked particularly frail. “Let’s get you home.”

“What about me?” Wren asked. She sat up and glared at me.

“Do you even have a home?”

She dropped back to the sidewalk. “Ugh.”

“Come on,” I said. I loaded the demon and Beatrix into her car. Checking back in with Nala, I promised to return and make it up to her. Then I got the other two back to the Veiled Volumes and the safety of Beatrix’s wards.

The ride back went smoothly, outside of a few grumbles from Wren wedged in the back seat.

When we got back, the two women walked inside with me where Rory and Juniper were waiting.

“You’re okay!” Juniper jumped and wrapped her arms around me. A big kiss followed. Rory sat on the counter. She gave me a wink.

“I knew you’d be fine.”

“Did you know you were sending two badasses to rescue me?”

“Yeah, obviously.”

“I need some tea,” Beatrix said.

“I’ve got it,” Juniper said.

“Thank you, Junebug.”

The redhead raced off to the upstairs apartment. We all collapsed into the chairs around the room.

“Why was Wren here, anyway? It was a bit surprising.”

“‘Cause I wouldn’t be caught in this low-rent store normally?”

“As if we welcomed your kind.” Beatrix shot back without opening her eyes.

“My kind?”

“Assholes.”

“That was me,” Rory said. “With that whole Anshar thing tomorrow, I thought we could use her advice and help. And I bumped into her at Target.”

I raised an eyebrow at the demon. “They had a good deal on sparkling water.”

Juniper returned with a tray filled with tea, and we all took some and relaxed. That lasted for a couple minutes as we’d all burned as much of our energy as possible the last couple hours.

Eventually, I needed to get to business.

“So, I think it’s safe to say the demons took Via. They mentioned as much when I fought, and I don’t see the benefit of lying.”

Rory nodded. “You’re probably right.”

“I think it’s fair to assume that she is currently safe, if in captivity,” Beatrix said. “They know about the connection to you, so I can’t imagine they would kill her until you were handled.”

“At least there’s that,” I said.

“So what’s next?” Rory asked.

“Next? I need to go and show Culcate who’s the real boss around here.”

I stood up. Quickly, I got woozy, and had to catch myself on the back of the chair. I realized I probably lost a lot of blood between my various wounds, and while I’d been running on adrenaline for a while, it finally ran out.

“Well, I’m not going to be helping anyone like this. I need to get some sleep. Juniper, Wren, do you know when the Eve of Anshar will be at its most powerful?”

Wren shrugged. “I thought it was a myth, to be frank.”

“If it works like other mystical days,” Juniper said, “I think it won’t come into full force until the evening, or even night time.”

That was good to know. I told the others, “Then, tomorrow, we’re going to go pay Culcate a visit. If they think they can mess with my friends, well, they are about to learn the hard way what that means.”


Chapter Nineteen



By the next morning, I felt mostly back to normal. The wounds from the demon’s claws had all faded, thanks to my natural healing. At times like this, I really appreciated a god taking an interest in keeping me alive, even if I’d enjoy not getting the snot kicked out of me a little bit more.

There were still some aches and pains to work out as I laid in bed with Juniper, taking stock of my options.

After my announcement, the others generally argued both for and against it. Beatrix and Wren thought I was being rash, especially after how tough the other demons were. But the sense I had before facing Pallatrox was back in full force, and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that this was the Second Challenge.

Galliyae didn’t say what would happen if I refused a challenge, but it didn’t sound like I would get another one. Once I laid out how confident I was that it was the Second Challenge, they all got on board.

Next to me, Juniper yawned and stretched. She looked cute in the morning light, wearing a light pink tank top without a bra. As I watched her, she slowly blinked awake.

“Hey,” she said.

“Good morning,” I said with a smile.

“I’m surprised you’re already awake.”

“Even with all that craziness, I can get by with less rest.”

“Right. God powers. Not fair.”

“Oh, is it not? I didn’t see you minding the god powers the last time you got the full dose.”

She blushed. “Okay, okay.” The redhead bit her lip. “How about putting them to the test?”

As much as I always wanted to get freaky with Juniper, I wasn’t sure it was the right time for it.

“That’s alright,” she said. I thought she’d be more disappointed. But then she slid down under the covers.

“What are you doing?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Helping you clear your head.”

Her warm hands found the band of my boxers, and she pulled them lower. I couldn’t see what she was doing down there, but my cock felt her breath.

Juniper gripped my shaft, stroking slowly.

“Oh, that is nice,” I said.

“It’ll get better, babe.”

She took the tip into her mouth, sucking softly. “Mmmm,” she hummed in pleasure.

While I was Juniper’s first, our short time together had taught her everything she needed to know about my own likes and dislikes — although when it came to Juniper, I had trouble thinking of anything I disliked.

She started taking me deeper, her hand working me quickly. Her skills weren’t as impressive as her best friend, but she made up for it with her incredible hands.

A decade of intricate magic work left her with amazing dexterity and strength. Juniper teased and rubbed me in every possible way while keeping me in her mouth.

It didn’t take long for me to reach the inevitable end.

“I’m close, Juniper.”

The redhead pulled me out of her mouth. “Give it to me, Ace. I want it.”

Her mouth returned to my head, her lips wrapping around me. Juniper’s delightful hands picked up the pace, and soon I was erupting in her mouth.

“Mmmmm,” she moaned happily as I unloaded. She swallowed, the motion keeping me going until I finally relaxed.

“Whoa,” I said.

She crawled back up, cuddling against my side. “That was nice,” she said. “Now you can worry about other things.”

“You really are amazing, you know.”

“I know.” She smiled up at me.

Then a knock came from the front door of her apartment. King Baby started barking, but it was an excited bark that let us know he recognized either the sound or smell of the new arrival.

“I got it,” I said.

I hopped out of bed.

“Ace, wait,” Juniper said.

I turned back to her. She pointed at my boxers, still around my thighs.

“Whoops. Thanks.” I pulled them up, and grabbed some shorts. Juniper climbed out of the other side and found a robe, while I walked to the door.

Another knock came. “Hold your horses,” I said.

Opening the door revealed my other girlfriend. She stood with a cocky grin on her face and a duffle bag slung over one shoulder. She had on a stylized black leather jacket over a light blue shirt and jeans. The jacket from the vision. One I’d never seen her wear before.

“New jacket?”

“Yeah! I saw it on sale a week ago, but this is my first time wearing it. What do you think?”

“I like it,” I said. “But what is it with you and new clothes?

“A girl needs hobbies. Wait… is this another vision outfit?” I nodded, and she just shrugged. “Looks like even dream me has good taste.”

My eyes were still adjusting to the bright light behind her. “Why are you here this early?”

“It’s past eleven. Are you just getting up?”

I blinked in surprise. Checking my phone, I saw she was right. “Dang it. I didn’t set an alarm. I guess getting pieces cut off made me forget.”

She looked me up and down, then stuck her lip out in an exaggerated pout. “Aw, man, did Junebug give you the ‘We’re going to die sex?’ I wanted to do that.”

I chuckled. “Something like that. You just missed it.”

“Next time I get to do it! Or at least watch.”

I raised an eyebrow, and got a wink in return. The perky blonde pushed past me, petting King Baby as she walked into the apartment.

“Juniper! Get your skanky ass out here. We need to plan for this thing.”

Rory peeked into the bedroom, then looked back at me. “Where’d she go?”

“Over here,” Juniper said. She stepped out of the kitchen where I could hear the coffee maker churning to life. “What’s the rush?”

“You slept the day away. Now we need to get a move on — or am I the only one who is worried about Via?”

That sobered us both up, even though Rory was joking.

“You’re right,” I said. “Now, we need to figure out how I’m going to do this.”

Juniper went to her room and returned with her laptop. We sat down on her couch, one lady sitting on either side of me. The witch pulled up a map website so we could look at the headquarters. “This is where they work. Do you think that’s where they’ll have Via and do the ritual?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Let me check something.”

I pulled the computer over and switched it to a view of the street.

“Whatcha looking for?” Rory asked.

“Something from the dream. Hmmm. Let’s see.” I spun the shot around, before moving it to the side of the building. “There we go.”

The angle wasn’t quite right, but it looked close to the view I saw out of the conference room window. “I’m ninety percent sure I was there during my vision.”

“Good enough odds for me.”

“Weren’t there some woods or something too?” Juniper asked.

“Yeah, but all I could tell you is that they weren’t in the park area. There’s always a chance that doesn’t happen, anyway. Or at least not exactly the same way. Anyway, our only lead is that headquarters.”

“How do we bust into what, I assume, is a heavily guarded corporate office?” Juniper asked.

“What do you mean ‘we?’” I looked at the redhead.

Rory elbowed me. “We’re going with you. You need the backup. And we’ve both been fighting demons longer than you, so none of those complaints about protecting us this time. They might be tougher, but it’s not an unkillable demon.”

“That’s right.” Juniper gave a firm nod.

“When did you have time to plan this?”

“While Bea and Wren were rescuing you.”

I gave up, knowing I did need their help, especially without my sword. “But if we find Via, you two are in charge of getting her to safety.”

“That makes sense,” Juniper agreed.

“Speaking of, it wouldn’t be bad to have Wren and Beatrix along. After seeing what they did yesterday, I might not be the most powerful person.”

Juniper shook her head. “Bea is out of commission. She wasn’t lying when she said she went through a lot of her supply. Probably three months worth of stuff she’d crafted. Plus all those spells add up. I’d be impressed if she gets out of bed this week.”

Rory nodded. “She rarely goes all out like that, but when she does, it’s a long time coming back.”

“Shoot.”

“It’s not all bad news,” Rory said cheerily. “Wren said she’d be our backup. I’ll text her whenever we’re ready.”

“And if we’re trying to be sneaky, having her walking around with the horns and hair might not help,” Juniper pointed out. “So waiting in the wings makes sense.”

“Sounds like I didn’t need to be here for this.” I grinned at the other two. I really did hit the jackpot meeting the two women — they were competent, powerful, and smart as hell. Each had their own strengths, but together they were quite the danger.

We talked through some potential options, but all of them required knowing more about Culcate’s offices. That meant we decided to gear up and head over there.

Rory had a battle-ax, and I assumed at least a half dozen knives hidden around her body. Juniper took one knife, but we all knew if it came to that, things had gone wrong. Her strength was her spell casting.

“Now, what about me?” I asked.

I felt like a broken record, mentioning my sword over and over — or, more accurately, the lack of the weapon. It boosted my power so much I’d started to rely on it, which was something I knew I should work on.

But not when I needed to save a friend’s life.

“I thought about bringing another sword,” Rory said.

I grimaced, earning a laugh from the blonde.

“I figured you’d view that as cheating or something. So here’s what I got you. I brought options!”

Moving the laptop out of the way, she set the duffle bag on the coffee table. Inside were a variety of weapons. I saw knives — obviously — along with some brass knuckles, a mace, a baton, hand axs, and nunchucks. Recognizing another weapon, I pulled out a matching pair, made of metal, each with a long middle prong with two side prongs, above a handle.

“Are these what Raphael uses?”

“Sais, yeah! But they actually need a lot of practice. I’d skip those and the nunchucks.”

I didn’t have much experience with any of the weapons. The baton was extendable, and made of tough steel painted black. I decided to take that one, since I could slip it in my pocket without too much notice. I took a brass knuckle as well. Brass knuckles? I wasn’t sure, but she had multiples and I just took the one.

With that decided, it was time to face Culcate.


Chapter Twenty



Juniper drove us, as neither Rory nor I had a car. Considering I was a billionaire on paper and a millionaire in practice, I realized I probably should buy one just to have the option, even if almost everything I did was walking distance from my dorm. With my grandfather’s globe-trotting adventures as an example, I felt safe assuming that not every Challenge I faced would be in our sleepy town.

Maybe a truck or van of some kind. The one the demons used offered some decent privacy. We had a small arsenal in Juniper’s car, and anyone walking by could see with a quick peek.

All of the thinking about cars was just to distract myself from the fact that my best friend had been captured by demons. I had a sense she was still alive — but it wasn’t as firm as my feeling about the Challenge itself, so I had to hold out hope. If anything happened to Via… I didn’t know what I would do.

Juniper took us by the front of the building, driving as slow as we thought we could get away with without drawing any attention.

Culcate’s offices looked like any other corporate building in the area. It was three stories tall, with large windows on each floor, and big glass doors leading to the lobby. A newer construction, it didn’t look out of place compared to everything else around.

“Is that it?” Rory asked.

“What were you expecting?” I looked over my shoulder at the blonde in the back seat.

“I don’t know. Smoking chimneys, slaves in chains, maybe some open lava pits. Hell stuff.”

“It wouldn’t be very subtle if it looked like that,” Juniper pointed out. “But outside of the logo, I’d be hard-pressed to even notice this place.”

There was a ten-foot by five-foot sign above the doors that read, “Culcate Consultants.” It had the symbol from my vision on it as well. The sign was white, with black letters and art. It sounds larger than it was — most of the nearby buildings had bigger signs, and brighter colors.

And even knowing Culcate was based there didn’t seem to help. My eyes wanted to slide right off it while I looked.

“It’s an attention spell,” Juniper practically shouted. “I got it. Very clever. They’ve twisted it, since normally it would make you notice the building. But instead of using it to draw our eyes, it’s making us want to look away.”

Like a glass shattering, I suddenly realized that’s what was happening. Now that I knew, it felt like the spell had no power.

“Point for a lot of the people there being demons, then,” Rory said. “If it was a real company, they wouldn’t want people ignoring them.”

“I don’t know.” We finished our drive by, and Juniper took us a few blocks away for an unobtrusive U-turn. “Reading up about them, they do seem to take a lot of really bad clients, or do some awful things. This old family book publisher hired them, and within a year, they’d laid off every single person who worked there so they could move to a different state for like two percent less taxes. It decimated a town, and even the owner regretted it. There’s lots of stories like that.

“And these aren’t even their main offices. It’s pretty rare to see such a big one in a small town like this. Normally they’d be over in L.A. or San Francisco.”

“I was wondering about that,” I admitted.

As we passed again, it was easier to examine the place without the spell distracting us. For a busy company at lunchtime, I didn’t really see anyone coming or going. I told the others, hearing a lot of agreement.

“No obvious security, either,” Rory said.

Now that she said it, I noticed the same thing. It was curiously empty, with the only person a man in a business suit. He hurriedly crossed the lobby and walked up the stairs at the back. There wasn’t even a receptionist to greet people.

“Does this feel a little too easy?” I asked.

“Way too easy.” Rory glared at the building.

“But we need to go in there, right?” Juniper glanced at the doors before we finally moved past it.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s park out of sight and walk up. If it’s still quiet, maybe we sneak in before they get back from lunch or wherever they are.”

“Ugh. Demon lunches. What do you think they eat?”

I ignored Rory’s joke as Juniper found a spot around the corner. Climbing out of the car, we readied our weapons, hiding them as best we could. I had on a winter coat, and the brass knuckles slid into the pocket without an issue. When I collapsed the baton, it slid into my back pocket. I pulled the bottom of my coat over it, and thought it did a pretty good job hiding the weapon.

“You’re going to have to leave that here.” Juniper pointed at the ax.

“But I wanna bring it,” Rory pouted. She clutched the four-foot-long weapon to her chest.

“She’s right. That’ll stick out. Even a cop driving by will have questions, and that’s the last thing we need.”

“Fine.” Rory tossed the ax into the back seat. She looked at it longingly for a moment before shutting the door.

Walking as normally as we could, we rounded the corner. The offices were across the street, so we strolled to the other end of the block and waited for a light to cross. I still didn’t see movement in the lobby, which gave me some hope that this might actually work.

“If we get in there, we just need to find where they are keeping Via. Look for a guard or an obviously locked door. Let’s get her out and then worry about stopping the ritual.”

The two women nodded.

The light changed, and we crossed over. The parking lot for Culcate had a few cars in it — all fancier than Juniper’s. But it felt like too few for the size of the building. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

We reached the walkway, and I turned down it as if it was the most natural thing in the world. The doors opened without a card or key, and we made it to the lobby. No alarms sounded.

So far, so good.

“Stairs or hallway?” Rory whispered.

“Let’s clear this floor first,” I said. “They don't look like my vision, so I think what we’re looking for is upstairs. But we don’t want anyone sneaking up on us.”

The lobby was wide and long, with large tiles and wood paneled furniture. Another sign from Culcate hung on the back wall, just as modest as the exterior. A couple doors sat on either side of the room, and there was a hallway behind the empty reception desk.

I walked with a purpose and the other two followed. Making it to the hallway, I heard Juniper sigh in relief. That was the first obstacle — just getting in. If they were all that easy, we’d be home for dinner.

But my luck never went that way, did it?

“Where is the security?” Rory whispered.

Juniper glanced around. “Where is anybody at all?”

“This place is big. Maybe they’re out. All of them.”

It sounded thin even to me. The place looked like easily a hundred or more people could work there, and we’d seen evidence of one before entering.

We didn’t run into anyone on the first floor. It seemed empty, and mostly filled with conference rooms for visiting guests. There was even a big auditorium-like room, but it was also vacant and dark.

After coming up empty, we found a back set of stairs. It felt safer than going back to the front, so we made our way up it. The second floor had lower ceilings and felt much more like the kind of offices I saw on TV — classy, but clearly for work.

A vague sense of unease settled over me. I didn’t recognize the hallways, but the design was close enough to my vision that I didn’t want to rush.

“Are we sure we’re in the right place?” Rory asked. “I know what the sign outside said, but where the hell is everyone?”

“Yeah, I don’t like it.”

We were walking side by side, and I looked over at Rory. The blonde looked back and forth down the hallway. Immediately, I flashed back to my dream — this was something I’d seen.

Rory said, “Let’s just find where they’re keeping her and get out of here. Ace, go that way, Juniper down to the right. I’ll go in here.”

“We don’t know where it is,” Juniper said.

It was all playing out again, and I knew something bad was about to happen.

“And no one is here, so it makes sense to split up,” Rory said.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Ooo, that door looks special,” the blonde said.

She reached for it right as I shouted, “Wait!” Rory didn’t stop, and when the door swung open, I grabbed her wrist and Juniper’s.

A wave of magic hit us. I could feel the change, but didn’t immediately know what happened. We were spread out through the door, with both sides looking similar.

“What’s the deal, Ace?”

“Something changed,” I said.

“Because of the door?”

I nodded. Rory looked around skeptically, but she stepped back to our hallway. Remembering how I’d been trapped before, I kept holding on to the woman.

“I don’t want to get separated,” I said. With all of her eagerness and sassiness, it wouldn’t be out of character for Rory to complain or make a joke, but even she was on edge. We shifted to holding hands instead of gripping their wrists.

“What now?” Juniper asked.

“Let’s keep walking.”

We moved down the hallway together, more cautious than before. There still weren't any alarms, which might be good, or maybe we couldn’t hear them. After a minute, I realized we’d walked way too far to still be in the building.

“Shit.” I looked around, and sure enough, we were in the repeating hallways from my dream.

“This happened before,” I explained. “It didn’t matter where I went or what doors I tried, but I was stuck in here.”

“How’d you get out?” Juniper studied the walls and doors.

“I was trapped in a loop in my vision until Galliyae freed me. I thought it wouldn’t work again, based on what she said. Maybe I got it wrong?”

“It’s an enchanted trap, right? I looked it up after you told us about it. If she didn’t alert you, you might not have noticed you were stuck for a long time or forever. But now we know.”

“Can you get us out?” Rory asked. “I don’t like this magic stuff. I want to do what we came here for and stab some demons.” A knife appeared in her hand as she said it.

“And rescue Via…” I said.

“Yeah, also that. But mostly the demon stabbing.”

“I can break it, I think.” Juniper examined the nearby doors. I kept her hand firmly in mine. “Yeah, definitely. But Ace was right. If we lose touch with each other, the spell will separate us. So Rory, pay attention.”

The blonde sighed, but nodded.

Juniper went on, “Unfortunately, I need both hands for this.”

“I know what to do,” I said. “Rory, touch her waist for a second. Maybe hold her belt loop.”

“Kinky,” Rory said with a laugh. “I didn’t expect you to take me up on my offer so soon.”

“What’s she talking about?” Juniper looked between us, confused.

“Ignore her.”

Once Rory had a hold of Juniper, I kept my hand in Rory’s. My other hand, I slid up the witch’s arm. She shivered.

“It tickles.”

I ran my hand up her arm and around her back. Soon, I was behind her, still holding Rory’s hand. I wrapped the arm from Juniper’s side around her waist.

“That give you enough room to work?” I asked.

“Yes. Although it’s a bit distracting. I’ll make it work.”

As we stood near her, she started casting the spell. The witch held her hands straight in front of her, one hand facing up, the other facing the floor. Her fingers spread out, each one moving in a different angle. Even after months of work, it looked painful to me, yet Juniper did it almost casually while we were stuck in a magical trap.

She really was something else.

Slowly, she twisted her hands further, so the backs of each were facing each other. They slowly touched, then she slammed them wide, almost hitting Rory. She ducked, and only made it because she was that much shorter than Juniper.

Juniper shouted the incantation. “Ga-ba-ra-hum.”

The hallway shifted back to the one we’d stood in before Rory opened the door. I heard a faint sound of tinkling glass, as if someone dropped a small bottle or wine glass.

The redhead sagged back against me. “There.”

I held her up while she caught her breath.

“You okay, Junebug?” Rory asked.

“I’ll be fine. Just give me a sec.”

We let her rest, while I kept an eye on the distant hallway. And good thing I did, because a confused man rounded the corner. He spotted me the same time I noticed him.

“Shit,” he growled. He turned and ran back the way he came.

“Do we need to keep touching each other?” I hurriedly asked Juniper.

“No. I broke it for the whole building. We’ll be safe until one of their wizards remakes it, which will take a while. Go get him. I’ll follow.”

Grinning, Rory raced off after him. I charged after her, pulling on the brass knuckles as I did. I didn’t know who the guy was, but the fact he ran instead of telling us off meant he probably recognized me.

We rounded the corner, and I saw him duck into a side room.

“There!”

The blonde matched me step for step. I put my shoulder into the door and crashed through.

We stepped into a conference room. The view from the back matched the one from my vision. The demonic sigil slash logo was on the wall.

“They’re here,” the man we chased gasped out.

“I can see that,” another deep voice answered.

Three demons waited for us, standing across a small table. The man was questionable, but the other two were very clearly not human, even though they wore suits.

The middle demon’s face was covered in eyes, each a different color and size. I saw human shaped irises, but also cat’s eyes and snake eyes, or the solid black of a shark. His skin was a pale gray, like a zombie.

The other demon could pass for human with a little makeup. He had white skin, but it looked slightly off. More the texture than anything, just uneven and rough like hide. He had horns like a bull coming out of the side of his head.

The Bull spoke up, the owner of the deep voice. “You're the Chosen, right?”

“Guilty.”

“What makes you think you can just walk right in like you own the place?”

“It’s not like there was security to stop us.”

“We are the security. You made a mistake coming here. Especially without your sword.” He grinned. “A Chosen without his sword. Take a picture, everyone. We found the dumbest one.”

The other two chuckled.

“You get one chance to give me the sword and my friend,” I said. “Then I’m going to take you all apart. Piece by piece.”

“Bold words, Chosen. You and Blondie aren’t as tough as us. That’s a promise.”

I reached into my back pocket and pulled out the baton. When I flicked it out, the rod extended with a loud click. The Bull was unimpressed.

Pointing at the other two, I said, “So either of you want to tell me where they are?”

The Bull snorted. “A long way from here.”

The demon with too many eyes shrugged in agreement.

THUNK

A knife slammed into one of his eyes and he roared in pain.

“Bet you didn’t see that one coming,” Rory taunted. “Ace, get it? See?”

“Yeah, Rory, I got it.”

Rory was right to surprise them. The eye demon stumbled backwards, clutching the handle of the blade in his head. The Bull roared.

“Kill them!”

He gripped the conference table and hurled it against the wall, where it shattered. The Bull ran at me, swinging a fist at my head.

I ducked under it and cracked his elbow with the baton. I heard a snap inside as he grunted in pain. Taking the advantage, I also hammered a punch into his side, the brass knuckles giving it some extra oomph.

He crashed into the wall, wildly swinging to keep me back.

“Mul!”

I glanced over my shoulder to see Juniper leaning in the doorway. A spark flew out and hit the eye demon in the chest, setting his shirt on fire. He screamed again, dropping to the ground to try and put it out.

“Bet you didn’t see that coming,” Juniper said.

“Already used that one,” Rory shouted.

“Awww,” Juniper pouted.

Rory was going toe to toe with the man we’d chased. He still looked human, but I could see his mouth was full of teeth like a shark.

She had to handle him on her own, though. The Bull recovered and approached me again. This time he didn’t charge, but came on ready for my attack.

The big demon had at least twelve inches on me, and was built like a linebacker. My sword would give me reach enough to handle him, but the baton only brought us onto equal footing.

I kept my feet light and moved out of his range right before he swung. Leading him in a circle, I watched as he got more and more frustrated.

“Hold still, you asshole,” he growled.

“What’s the matter, big guy? I thought you were going to handle me easily?”

“That’s it!”

I knew I was close to the wall, and he started to lunge for me.

The baton was basically a thin metal club, and it worked well as that. But I leaned into my sword training with my next move.

Instead of retreating, I darted forward. Thrusting, I shoved the end of the baton into his open mouth as he tried to correct. I yanked it to the side, hearing teeth shatter as he went with it.

The Bull thrashed, moaning in pain. Even I was a bit shocked at how painful it looked. But I didn’t let that stop me. Cranking my other hand around, I hammered into him. The brass knuckles smacked into his temple.

His eyes rolled back into his head as he went limp. He crashed to the ground, shaking the painting on the wall.

“Come on, you jerk.” Rory danced back and forth, still fighting the normalish demon with the shark mouth. Three knives stuck out of his chest, with blood flowing freely down his front.

The blonde only had one left, and she kept it in front of her.

“Mul!”

Both Shark Mouth and I flinched, for slightly different reasons. We both expected Juniper to use the spell on him, but instead it shot out and hit the downed eye demon, who had started crawling to his knees.

“Argh!”

He flipped and rolled away, groaning.

Not missing the chance, Rory raced forward and buried her knife in her opponent’s throat. He gargled and rocked backwards, his mouth opening and closing in surprise. A moment later, he fell to the ground.

“I’m going to kill you all.” The multi-eyed demon was struggling back to his feet again, threatening us from his hands and knees.

I ran over, and putting all the power I had into it, kicked him in the chest. He flew through the air and slammed into the window. It didn’t break — or even crack. But the demon did, crunching loudly and sliding to the floor.

“Rory, knife.”

She grabbed a knife out of the fallen Shark Mouth and tossed it to me. I ran over to the eye demon and stabbed him where a heart would be. That finished him off, which for his kind apparently meant turning into a brown, soupy liquid.

“Gross.” I jumped away, getting clear of it.

Demons didn’t die. At least, not forever. Killing them on earth sent them back to hell.

That meant I had no problem slitting the Bull’s throat as well. Only the demon covered in eyes turned gross, leaving us in a destroyed conference room with two demonic bodies.

“So they’re not here.” I could hear the frustration in my own voice.

“If we can trust what a demon said,” Juniper offered. “He might be lying.”

“Where is everyone if that’s the case?”

“That’s a good question.” Rory lit up. “A very good question.”

We both looked at her, clearly needing more than what she was saying.

“If they aren’t here, then they probably left some sort of clue where they were going. You can’t move this many people without some instructions. Every time my cheer team has a road trip, we have a half dozen print-outs and guides.”

“Yeah, but that’s for college students,” I said. “Not a bunch of demons.”

“A bunch of corporate demons. The kind who work here.”

Suddenly it seemed more likely that Rory might be right. We hurried through the rooms. After the loud fight, I assumed anyone who hadn’t heard us wouldn’t notice even more noise, so I just kicked open doors for the girls.

Three minutes later, Juniper shouted, “I found it!”

Rory and I joined her in a corner office. She sat behind the desk, looking for a brief moment like a normal office worker, not a witch on a demon hunting mission from a trapped god.

“What did you find?” Rory asked.

“Here, take a look.”

We walked around the desk and leaned over Juniper. She had a computer on, and started a PowerPoint presentation. It had pictures, graphics, even some pie charts. As she clicked through it, we saw exactly what was going to happen. The demons had laid it out efficiently, one slide after the other.

While a few specifics were missing, the basics were that they were going to a ritual site deep in the woods. There they would summon a new demon and immediately destroy it permanently. Because of the powers of the Eve of Anshar, instead of empowering one single demon, the ritual would empower an army.

Once they had an army of insanely powerful demons, well, they weren’t going to consult anymore.

They were going to rule the world.

“Shit.” I said. “We have to stop that.”


Chapter Twenty-One



The presentation helpfully had a general map of the ritual site, enough that we felt confident we could find it. It was deep in the woods on the far side of town, and we’d have to hike to get there.

I sent Wren a text, letting her know to meet us there.

Wren: Did you get your sword and your friend?

Ace: No.

That was something we learned in the slide as well. The plans for the ritual and everything involved were well-thought-out. Culcate opened this office in town specifically to hamper me. And they had the sword with them at the ritual site.

A small and somewhat infuriating addendum mentioned they had Via there as a back-up if I decided to show up anyway. As if my best friend wasn’t important — just a tool for them to use.

Well, that wasn’t going to work out for them.

We returned to Juniper’s car, without seeing another soul in the office. The guards we’d fought must have been the bottom of the barrel to be left out of the big ritual, probably with promises of more power once they had the army. Of course, the trap left in the hallways should have stopped me cold, especially if the three of us were separated, but the warning dream from Galliyae threw a wrench in that plan.

Hopefully there were more wrenches in the demons’ futures.

We reached the edge of town, heading a different direction from Saidra’s home. The houses grew smaller and more spread out along the little used road. It narrowed, losing the shoulder, and became twistier. The presentation didn’t have the exact address, but it was easy to find.

A dirt lot six miles outside of town had four large and high-end buses parked in it. While there weren’t any logos outside of the rental company, there wasn’t anything out here except the ritual site. We drove a few hundred feet past the lot. Juniper found a flat stretch near the road and pulled off. A thick growth of trees visually blocked us from the dirt lot.

The redhead looked over in the direction of the buses that we could no longer see. “We found it.” I could hear some trepidation in her voice, and I couldn’t blame her. At least four bus loads of demons were out in the woods, preparing for a ritual to make themselves insanely strong.

Not the stuff of fun picnics.

“Are you two sure you want to come? You don’t have to be here.”

“Yes we do,” Rory said.

Juniper nodded. “Yeah. We’re with you, Ace. Wherever you go, we’ve got your back. Even if it’s into scary demon infested woods. Really scary woods.”

I looked at the two beautiful women, determination etched into their faces. “How did I get this lucky?”

“You really did, didn’t you?” Rory smiled at me from the back seat.

Juniper reached over and took one of my hands. I held my other out to Rory, who took it. It felt good to just touch each other — to feel exactly what I was fighting for. These two and everyone else important to me.

A half hour later, Wren pulled up. She parked alongside us, giving me a nod.

“This feels like the kind of place you’d have a demonic ritual,” she said when she climbed out of her car.

Juniper raised an eyebrow. “You can feel that?”

She gave a quick nod. “There’s a vibe you learn to feel.”

I thought I understood what she meant. There was a general sense of the other world here, like the walls between hell and earth were thin. It felt the same as Pallatrox’s ritual — at least once it reached the stage where one of us had to die.

“Plus, it’s way the hell out in the middle of nowhere,” Wren added. “So you have some peace and quiet while violating the laws of man, demon, and nature.”

Daylight was burning, and we needed to stop the demons before the night fell.

“Alright, let’s get ready.”

This time we didn’t need subtlety. As soon as they spotted us, we’d be fighting. I kept the baton and brass knuckles, but I also took a hand ax and slid a large knife through my belt. Juniper grabbed a smaller mace along with another knife.

“And you’re coming with me, my pretty.” Rory hefted the battle-ax over her shoulder. It looked impractical, over half her height in length. But I knew better than to question the cheerleader.

“Is it bad that I wish we had a gun?”

Rory cocked her head to the side. “Not really. They’re good weapons. Of course, if it gets taken from you, then your enemy can use it just as easily as you.”

“That reminds me, whatever happened to the one you took from Lattie?” She’d taken a direct hit from the demon’s gun, before turning it on him during the Farmer’s Ball.

“I ditched it before the cops arrived. Who knows how many crimes he used it for.”

“Smart.”

“That’s the other reason no one uses them. They are loud and draw a lot of attention from the authorities. They might look the other way if demons and witches are throwing fireballs around deep in the woods, but if someone opens up with a semi-automatic, there’s tons of evidence and a lot more problems. Anyway,” Rory said, “Our firepower comes from Junebug.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, little miss witch. You’re the distance fighter. And no one’s taken the magic away from you.”

“Oh, boy.” Juniper looked pretty nervous hearing that.

“You’ll do great,” I reassured her. “I know you will.”

“And if that doesn’t work, I brought this.” Wren opened her trunk. She pulled a compound bow out, along with a quiver of barbed arrows. “Quieter than a gun, less flashy than magic, and good at killing demons.” I looked in the trunk, and saw a shotgun and some shells as well.

“What about that?”

“Rory is right. They are easy to use, but a gun can get taken away and used just as easily against you. It’s really only good for emergencies. When you need some serious stopping power.”

She slung the quiver around her back. Then she belted on a thick strap which had a series of hand axes and daggers on it.

“Where was this when we were attacking Pallatrox’s hideout?”

When Wren and I went to retrieve my sword, we’d snuck into a series of cabins and fought some of his goons. At the time, the blue-haired demon only used a tire iron.

“Stuck on a cargo boat from Budapest. Hard to get this kind of thing through customs when you aren’t a citizen of any country.”

“That checks out,” I said.

“So, where are we going?” Rory glanced back to where the buses were parked around the curve of the road. “Follow the trail?”

I shook my head. Ever since we arrived, my ears had a faint tingle, and I knew they would lead us straight to the ritual site. “If they’re smart, they’ll have a guard or something. I know where to go.”

We set off into the woods. It was rough going. Unlike the park, the forest here wasn’t used for anything at all, and we had to force our way through in a few places. Away from the road, it cleared a little bit as the weeds and bushes got less light from the sun.

The demon sense I had kept me going in the right direction, even when we had to veer around rocky areas.

A stream that was one strong rain away from being a river cut across our path, and we had to hike a half mile out of our way to find a spot all four of us could cross. I thought I could jump it easily, although with the risk of getting wet, and I’m sure Wren had the distance, but the other two couldn’t. And since we didn’t know how far the site was, wading across would mean trudging through the woods with wet shoes. And that didn’t make sense or sound fun.

Even though she was in the best shape of all of us, Rory complained the most. A mile beyond the stream, she asked, “How much further is it?” Rory asked.

I looked over at my two girlfriends walking next to me.

“About ten steps less than the last time you asked,” Juniper shot back.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Wren with an annoyed look on her face. She muttered something to herself. My best guess was “Amateurs.”

Ten minutes later, and the sun was getting lower. The temperature dropped along with it. I was also getting worried about how long this was taking.

“Stop,” Wren hissed.

We all froze.

“We’re close,” she whispered. “I heard something.”

“The great Wren Harmonious,” a familiar voice said.

The demon I fought near the street by campus stepped out from behind a tree. He was wearing khakis that had seen better times, and this time he held a large mace.

“Do I know you?” Wren asked.

“You will. I’ve heard stories about you, you know. The Outcast.”

“Even demons don’t like you, huh?”

“Shut up, Ace,” she said with a glare.

“What a glorious day for our mission. We get to kill the Chosen and fight the Unkillable Wren.”

“You know what unkillable means, right?” Wren took a step to the side, spreading out from our group.

“I do. But your little friend over there revealed a weakness in that plan. He killed Pallatrox. Why hasn’t he killed you?”

Wren looked over at me. I shrugged. “She’s not that annoying.”

“I saved your life, Ace.”

“Yeah, that’s a point in your favor.” I turned back to the demon in front of us. “But she’s a good demon. I wouldn’t kill her even if it only sent her to hell.”

“Oh, no,” Juniper whispered.

“What?” I spun, looking for another attacker, but we were still alone.

“Your little witch there just figured it out.”

“They can use you in the ritual,” Juniper said. “Destroy you permanently and take your power.”

The demon nodded. “And we will. Not tonight, of course. That feast is already set, and nothing you can do will stop it. But after that, I’m sure you’ll make a fine prize. I wonder if your unkillable nature will pass on to whoever consumes you.”

“That’s not going to happen,” I said.

“You think you can beat me?”

“I’m sure of it.”

He snorted in derision.

“Why are you fools doing this?” Wren asked. “You could end up destroying everything.”

“For power, of course. Our dark leader discovered the process a century ago, and we’ve been paving the way since. She has been guiding us and harnessing the power of the Deep.”

“And you’ll doom us all if you continue this way.”

The demon didn’t even blink. “Demons existed alongside the Sleepers, and some of us will be around after. And I can guarantee that it won’t be a problem for us. Don’t you worry.”

This discussion was slowing us down, which was almost as bad as losing to him. Since he was distracted talking to Wren, I knew I had to strike. I snatched the ax out from my belt and flung it at the demon. He hissed and ducked out of the way incredibly quickly. It glanced off his shoulder, leaving a thin cut, before landing in the woods.

“Mul!”

A spark flew out from Juniper’s hand. It seared into the demon’s arm, and he roared in pain.

“I’ll kill you all for that!”

“Weren’t you going to kill us all anyway?” Rory taunted. The demon glared at her. She stayed back, a throwing knife in her off-hand.

I twisted my hands, trying to bring the vine restraint up on the demon. He was faster than me, though.

“Now, no more of that magic. Nam-šilig.” The demon waved a hand, and I felt my power cut off. Juniper gasped, the sudden feeling shocking her.

I stepped forward.

“Prepare to die.”

My hand instinctively went for my sword, before I remembered. The demon smirked at me. I shifted and grabbed the large knife, holding it in front of me.

“You weren’t a match for me before, boy, and you aren’t now.”

His words didn’t fall on deaf ears. I barely escaped with my life the first time we fought, and another empowered demon only fell to my sword because of his own hubris.

But I knew what was at stake. Falling here would unleash a horde of demons onto the world with power unlike any other. So I knew I had to stop him.

And we had help this time.

THUNK

An arrow slammed into his thigh. He grunted in rage. The demon swung his mace back and rushed at Wren. She walked backwards as quickly as I might move forwards.

The demon was fixated on her, and with good reason — the bow and arrows were something he didn’t have a counter for.

I took the chance and darted forward. I slashed across his other leg, cutting much deeper than my failed ax throw.

“You insects!”

The mace twisted around at me.

But I was prepared. Dropping my knife, I twisted away from the incoming weapon. At the same time, I gripped the shaft closer to the head. Putting my whole body into it, I yanked.

The demon wasn’t ready for it, but he also wasn’t giving up his weapon. I didn’t pull it out of his iron grip, but I did pull him off balance.

His foot caught on my extended leg and he rolled over me. I had to drop the weapon as he went or risk having my shoulder dislocated.

The demon flopped past me, landing hard on the ground. I knew I had him off balance, but with his speed and power, it was only a momentary advantage. I dove for my knife, somersaulting as I picked it up and facing the demon.

THWACK

His head separated from his body, not even enough time to be surprised. I knew he was dead because I instantly felt my magic source reconnect. Standing behind him, holding the battle-ax that was buried in the ground, was Rory.

She smiled. “You remembered my lesson!”

“Yeah.” I looked down at the dead demon. “You destroyed him.”

“Holy hell, girl,” Wren said. “How were you…? When did you…?”

“I taught Ace everything he knows,” she gloated. “And when I saw him going for the move, I was ready.” The blonde looked me up and down with a critical eye. “Your form needs work.”

I collected my ax while Rory took another verbal victory lap. Wren checked her arrow, but it snapped in half when I threw him, so it was gone.

“You don’t have a magic quiver that replenishes arrows?” I asked.

“Ace, if you’re powerful enough to make that kind of magic, you’re not wasting it on an endless supply of arrows.”

“Maybe. But an endless quiver sounds really cool.”

Wren sighed, muttering to herself. “I hate my life.”

I checked my phone, looking at the time. “Shit. Sundown is in twenty minutes.”

“Let’s go,” Wren said. “I can hear them close by.”

We all ran behind her, knowing we had to hurry.


Chapter Twenty-Two



We raced up a hill. As we did, I heard hints of conversation on the wind — the sound of multiple people talking. We darted through the trees, trying to get there as fast as possible. Wren and I pulled ahead of the other two.

Cresting the hill, we both stopped in our tracks.

Below us, a wide clearing opened up. It was about the area of a football field, only rounded in the middle. The trees thinned out and shrank closer to the clearing, before eventually disappearing altogether. The big area was made up of dirt and rocks — devoid of all life.

Except for one hundred demons that milled in the middle. The motley hoard was made up of all kinds — from the almost human red-eye Grunstag to more animalish demons like the Bull and the other end of the spectrum with totally alien creatures. There were easily ten or twelve that didn’t look like anything found on earth, with odd shapes and forms like the blob demon that ambushed me.

In the center of the dead field stood a stone platform. It was weathered and ancient, wind having worn down the edges. Eight feet tall, two sets of stairs ran up either side.

“Those fools,” Wren whispered.

“Oh, goddess,” Juniper said as she and Rory joined us.

The reason they both spoke was chained to the top of the platform. A massive demon laid there.

“A Sleeper.” Wren sounded terrified.

The demon was the size of one of the buses back in the dirt lot. It had a vague insect-like appearance with a hard outer shell that ran in segments down its long body. Or maybe up. The creature didn’t have an obvious head because there were smaller heads all along its sides and top.

They had as much variety as the demons below. Some appeared almost human, while others looked like rejects from the animal kingdom. Others were just gaping maws or large eyes.

“Is that a dinosaur?” Rory asked.

For a moment I thought she meant the Sleeper, but I saw a nightmare version of a T-Rex head near the far end.

Thankfully, the Sleeper was still living up to its name. All of the eyes were closed, and it didn’t move even to breathe. A deep sense of power radiated from the demon, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that it was death incarnate if it ever woke up.

Wren groaned. “What have they done? If that thing wakes up, it’ll destroy the whole continent before it even realizes where it is.”

My eyes were drawn to the giant demon. On top of its obvious power, it was revolting, wrong, and disturbing in ways that other demons weren’t. Like its very presence in our world was a violation. When I finally tore my gaze away, I saw another stone near the right side of the clearing. A small dirt path wound down out of the trees near it.

More importantly, Via was tied to the rock. Her hands were bound behind her and the rope was wrapped around it. And dropped in the dirt just out of her reach was my sword.

“There,” I whispered.

The others seemed just as drawn by the Sleeper as I was. When they finally looked away, all three blinked like they were waking up.

“It’s so powerful,” Juniper whispered.

“To bring one to this realm is the height of stupidity,” Wren growled. “They cannot control the Sleeper if it wakes. Nothing can.”

All of the pieces clicked into place for me. “They don’t plan on controlling it, Wren. That’s why they aren’t afraid of waking the Sleepers,” I said. Fear crossed the demon's face as she connected the dots as well.

“What?” Rory asked.

Wren almost stumbled back at the shock of their plans.

I explained, “They are going to destroy the Sleeper and use it for the ritual. They are taking its power and splitting it between all of them.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah.”

“What are we doing, then?” Juniper asked.

I glanced up at the sun, already touching the hills. “We’ve got to move fast. I can’t fight the demons without my sword. Not this many. So we go around, grab the sword and free Via.”

The others nodded at my words. We sprinted through the trees, keeping wide and out of sight of the demons in the clearing.

The stone Via was tied to was outside of the woods, so we’d have to break our cover to get to her.

“I’ll cover you,” Wren said. She pulled her bow out and readied an arrow.

“Rory, cut her free. Juniper, back up Wren. I’ll get my sword, and then we retreat and regroup. Go.”

The four of us sprang into action. Ax in one hand, baton in the other, I rushed to my sword. As the trees died away, it only took a few seconds for the demons to notice me.

And I discovered one mistake in our plan. The almost obelisk sized stone had two Grunstag demons leaning against the far side, blocked from our view earlier.

“The Chosen!” one shouted.

“Get the sword!”

THUNK

An arrow hit the first in the chest. He stumbled back, catching himself on the obelisk.

Via saw me, and hope filled her face. “Ace!”

“Help us,” the second demon yelled to the others.

I saw a familiar and fierce woman in a business suit standing near the platform the Sleeper was chained to. Five powerful looking demons flanked her. At our attack, they started towards us. The woman raised her hand.

“Ignore them. It’s time for the ritual!”

“Wren!” I shouted, pointing at the woman. She was clearly in charge, so maybe we could stop this whole travesty.

“I see her.”

Our demon ally shot an arrow at the woman. One of the five near her jumped in front of the woman, taking the arrow in the stomach. He had two heads, one a snake-head the size of a boa constrictor, the other a crocodile.

He ripped the arrow out and kept his body between Wren and the woman. The woman grinned — a malicious smile, and started chanting. The words she said hurt my ears, like nails on a chalkboard.

It wasn’t just me feeling the pain of her unholy chant.

Via groaned. “What is that?”

I couldn’t worry about it any longer. If I didn’t make it out of the fight in front of me, nothing else would matter.

The demon without an arrow in him dove for my sword. His hand touched the handle, and I heard a hissing sound as smoke rose from his skin.

“Shit,” he groaned. It looked like it was burning his flesh, but he gritted his teeth and lifted it up, pointing it at me.

The injured demon lunged for me. I smacked him in the side of his head with the baton, knocking him away. He clearly didn’t have any boosted powers, and I’d handled his type well enough without my sword, so he wasn’t a big threat.

I lunged at the demon with my weapon still smoking in his hand. Parrying a slash with my baton, I struck out with my ax. He dodged away.

A heaviness settled over the clearing as the tone of the chanting changed. The rest of the demons joined in. Their words sounded like a powerful amp breaking apart, an unearthly sound of something being horribly wrong.

The demon with my sword glanced over, and tried to join in with the chanting as we fought.

I threw my ax while he was distracted, burying it in his forehead. He collapsed to the ground, and I reached for my sword.

My hand touched the pommel and I felt a rush of power. It felt good, strong. And like I was finally whole again.

I spun and killed the other demon as he tried to stand.

Rory reached the obelisk and cut away the rope. My friend stumbled free, her legs weak after being tied to the rock. I caught her. She wrapped her arms around me, tears streaming down her face.

“I was so scared. What’s happening, Ace?” Via said.

“It’s going to be okay, Via.” I turned to Rory. “You all get her out of here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’ll stop the boss before this turns wrong.”

The Sleeper groaned and shifted, the first time it had moved since we saw it. Even some of the chanting demons looked worried at the new development. But they kept up their ritual without missing a beat.

“Hurry,” Rory said.

Via grabbed me and kissed me. I tasted the salt from her tears on her lips. But I felt all the emotion between us pouring into it.

It was too brief, but it had to be. I had the world to save.

Rory pulled her away.

“For luck,” Via whispered, almost drowned out by the chanting. The two turned back for the woods.

I felt invigorated, but I still had a horde of angry demons to handle. Running around the obelisk, I headed straight for the woman chanting.

The two-headed demon had another half dozen arrows in his chest. He looked worse for wear, but was somehow still standing. I didn’t know what it would take to kill him — but I didn’t need him dead. I needed him out of the way.

The chanting took on an increased pace and volume. The Sleeper stirred again, a couple dozen eyes opening.

“Kešda!”

Vines ripped out of the ground and wrapped around the two-headed demon. They pulled him down, slamming him into the hard dirt.

Wren finally had a clear shot, and she didn’t waste it.

The twang of the bow’s string carried over the loud chanting. Her aim was true, and the arrow flew straight at the demon leading the ritual.

It was just one second too late.

A bright flash of light came from the top of the platform. Waves of energy and force radiated out. The arrow shattered, the pieces flying into the crowd. The energy caught me and threw me back across the dirt. I rolled to a stop twenty yards away. When I tried to stand, I felt the force of the ritual holding me back.

Wind whipped round the clearing, stirring up dirt and dead leaves. A loud roar like a hundred bonfires emanated from the platform. The ground shook, like the earth was shouting in anger.

Rising over it, I heard maniacal laughter coming from the woman. She stood at the front of the rows of demons. Her human disguise fell away, revealing a splotchy purple skin underneath. She grew, standing almost seven feet tall.

While she did, the Sleeper roared and thrashed. The chains held, somehow, glowing with a dark green energy. As I watched, the god-like demon was ripped apart by the end of the ritual. Heads tore off, followed by the hard shell. Flesh underneath followed. Green streaks of glowing light swirled among the shards of Sleeper.

The pieces soared into the air, circling above the assembled demons.

“We’ve done it, my followers. Feel the power. Your power. My power.”

The various parts of the demon were drawn down into the demons. Shouts and cries of pain followed as they sank into the chests or bodies of them. They shook, some falling to the ground as if consumed by a seizure. As they continued absorbing the Sleeper, more and more dropped, unable to stand.

What I assumed was the heart of the creature was saved for last. It pulsed and shook, almost the size of a VW bug. It slammed into the leader.

She held her arms wide and didn’t cry out as it pushed into her, becoming part of her. Her skin bulged and deformed as she sucked it in. Even as pain crossed her face, she didn’t flinch.

As the wind died down and the noise quieted, her eyes started glowing — the same off green color that swirled through the ritual. The pressure from the spell faded, and I climbed warily to my feet.

“Yes! Ahahaha! I feel it. I have the power of the Deep coursing in my veins.”

She turned to me, a smile appearing at the corner of her lips. The space between us lit up with the eerie light.

“Nothing can stop us now.”


Chapter Twenty-Three



Iglanced behind me. The three human women with me were out of sight, and I hoped safely away.

The force of the ritual ending had thrown Wren much like me. She was slumped against the tree, a dark blue blood pouring from her head. Even with the wound, she stood, reaching for her bow.

Unfortunately, the bow fared worse than her. It fell apart as she lifted it. While I would like her help in the fight, she didn’t look particularly steady, and I was worried about my friends.

“Go,” I said. “Check on the others.”

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “I’ll hold them here.” Then, under my breath, I added, “I have to.”

The blue-haired demon took one look at the army and then turned to run for the hills. A part of me wished that I could follow her. But the growls of the demon army behind me told me that I was needed here.

Facing the horde, I took in my opponents. Night had fallen fully, and the only light came from a dozen torches stuck in the ground around the platform, along with the candles still burning on the ritual symbol.

The demons were slowly getting back to their feet after the shock of the ritual. Some had physically changed, and they all were shaky. They looked even weaker than before the ritual. All except the leader who was smiling, her glowing eyes filled with triumph.

Warmth spread across my chest, a feeling of peace and power.

My Chosen. This is the Second Challenge. You only have a brief window to stop them before they will be too great for even my powers.

None of them can leave here, Ace Winters.

Galliyae’s voice flooded my mind. There was no doubt in what I had to do. And hearing her inside me reinvigorated me. I felt fresh, strong, and ready.

“They won’t,” I said.

Good.

Her presence — the warmth I felt — faded as she left again. But the energy she gave me stayed.

The after effects of the ritual were still clearly impacting the demons. Once they recovered, they wouldn’t fight fair, so I had to make the best of a bad situation. There was no telling how strong the Sleeper made them. And Galliyae told me to kill them, so I knew it was possible.

When it came to magic, casting a spell tapped into our own power source. For someone like Juniper, that was like a bucket of water, slowly refilling with drips over time. Using too much could knock out the caster, leaving them weak like Beatrix. But for me, thanks to my connection to Galliyae, instead of a bucket, I had an Olympic sized-swimming pool, with a fire hose refilling it. I didn’t need to worry about running out.

Swinging my sword in a short arc, I put all of my power into a spell.

“Mul!”

A crescent of fire swept out, burning brighter than I’d ever seen it. It slammed into the nearest demons, slicing through the necks and chest of a half dozen. They were all too out of it from the ritual to even try and dodge.

“If this is how they handle it,” I said to myself, “This will be easy.”

Most of the demons hit by the spell died, and a couple were injured. I repeated it, sending another crescent out with similar results. The bodies of the demons I killed started glowing, before vanishing. The light left behind streamed into my sword, and I felt a rush of power.

Grinning, I sent a third spell out. “Mul!”

“Enough of that,” the leader yelled.

She swirled her hands around and said, “Nam-šilig.”

This time the crescent of flame winked out of existence immediately, saving another cluster of demons from the fate of their friends.

I felt the spell, and knew instinctively it was stronger than the one the earlier demon used. It felt like a ton of concrete was dumped down on my magic core, cutting me off totally. If my first experience with the spell felt like someone unplugging my power source from the wall, this felt like the wall and the entire house it was attached to was ripped out of the ground and thrown into the Grand Canyon.

That left me with my sword and my skills facing off against just under ninety angry demons.

“Chosen, how does it feel to fail?”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said. “I generally get Bs with the occasional A.”

Her eyes narrowed. There was something familiar about the leader, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. “You think you are clever. But we were one step ahead of you the entire time. I’ll admit, I’m impressed that you found us here.”

“That PowerPoint was pretty helpful.”

“Evading the trap shows great intelligence. Or was it a bit of foresight? Or just dumb luck?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

She growled, revealing sharp teeth in her mouth. “What do you think is going to happen here? We both know you struggled against even one of us. You are a child. I doubt previous Chosen at the heights of their power could stop us at this point.”

“You’re just a bunch of roided up demons. I don’t know if you heard, but I did kill an unkillable demon. I don’t even know your name. At least Pallatrox had a reputation.”

That got a few worried glances from the demons in the crowd, but the leader didn’t even blink. “Yes. You don’t know us, do you?”

I finally placed her. “Oh, you’re that assistant from the job fair. Gretchen?”

She growled. “The name I gave you was Gretel. Yes, I debased myself by talking to those students, all to get a read on you. And you had no idea.”

The demon raised her arms in triumph, spreading them wide. “I’m Kesnoz, CEO of Culcate. But don’t worry, we researched you quite thoroughly. Ace Winters, twenty-one years old. Junior with a middling academic history.”

“Middling is a bit rude,” I muttered.

“You are in a relationship with Juniper Martindale, a witch, and Rory Silver, a cheerleader and prolific demon hunter. While you have a few friends, the only one of significance is Via Wilson, a costume designer and wannabe influencer from your childhood.

“When it comes to your time as the Chosen, less is known. Although it is clear you were unprepared and not worthy to take on the responsibility.”

“Wow,” I said. “You act like telling an intern to google me is impressive.”

“And still you sit here and joke. Can I assume you plan to stand in our way?”

“You know it.”

“As you have already done some harm to my employees, I would prefer to limit anymore.”

“I’d say that makes you a good boss, but you don’t give a shit about them. You just need their strength for whatever you have planned next.”

“Yes. But they know that. We all are using each other for our own benefit. I think a demonstration of our new strength is in order. It takes a few days for the ritual to be truly effective and for our bodies in this realm to adapt, but with the power of the Sleeper I can already tell I am stronger than you can handle. So, to make your options clear, you can fight just one of us.”

“And if I win, you’ll all let me make with the chop-chop and send you back to hell?”

She chuckled. “No, if you win, you’ll know how impossible your Challenge is.”

The leader looked over her troops. She glanced at the four demons close to her, all of which looked terrifyingly strong before the ritual. Kesnoz shook her head, then glanced across the rank and file. Most were back on their feet or whatever passed for feet among the non-humanoid creatures. Her gaze stopped on a smaller demon still on one knee, panting hard.

“Yll-Waa. Kill the Chosen.”

“Yes, Kesnoz.”

The demon pushed herself to her feet. She was the same height as Rory, with a similar slight build. Wearing a tattered business suit, Yll-Waa had a mostly human form. Her skin was pebbled like rough asphalt, but the color of pea-soup. Two small wings jutted out from her back, smooth like what I imagined a dinosaur’s wings might be.

She cricked her neck to the side as she walked forward.

“Yll-Waa is one of our magic specialists, Chosen. She helped with the ritual that summoned the Sleeper. I’m not sure how much you know, but not all demons fight or have strength, and few are as physically weak as her type. Before she consumed part of the Sleeper, I expect that you would have killed her in seconds if she couldn’t cast a spell. And the magic that keeps your spells at bay stops her as well.”

“And you didn’t want a fair fight?” I said.

“Oh, no. If I wanted that, I’d have Yll-Waa cut one of her arms off first.”

“I will, Mistress,” Yll-Waa offered.

“No, that’s quite alright. Just make it quick. That reminds me. You, at the back, go take care of the runners.”

I snarled as a demon charged into the woods. As I went to stop him, Yll-Waa flapped her wings and landed between us. The demon vanished into the woods.

“Shit.”

Yll-Waa chuckled. “You’ve realized your mistakes?”

“No, I wasn’t supposed to let him leave. Ah, well, I’ll just kill him later.”

The short demon approached me. I gripped the pommel of my sword, keeping my eyes locked on her. Yll-Waa didn’t give away anything, and I thought she looked particularly weak for a demon.

She stopped ten feet from me, assessing me as I did the same. As far as I could tell, she didn’t have any natural weapons. Her skin might be tougher, but her hands lacked claws, and her feet were close enough to human that they didn’t look particularly threatening.

“It is an honor to kill the Chosen,” she said, bowing her head. “This will earn me a promotion.”

“Counting eggs a bit early, aren’t you?”

Yll-Waa shook her head. “No. The power of the Sleeper has only barely begun to feed me, but I already know how strong I am and will be.”

The sickly green demon rushed at me, a blur of speed. She threw a punch at my stomach, and I only managed to shift out of the way at the last second.

I kicked out, catching her on the side. She took the strong blow without wincing, even if it knocked her a few steps away.

“I’m still getting used to this,” she said.

“Been there,” I said. “You should see the wall I punched through trying to impress a girl. It didn't work.”

“You talk too much.”

“No need to be rude.”

With that, Yll-Waa charged at me again, swinging her fists. I blocked one with my forearm.

It hurt like hell. She hit as hard as I’d ever been hit, packing an insane amount of strength into her small frame. I expected something around Rory’s level, and instead got Pallatrox packed into the pipsqueak.

I ducked away from the second hit and slashed my sword wildly. She had to retreat to keep from getting sliced.

My arm ached, and I knew I was lucky she didn’t break the bone. More hits like that and I might not get back up.

“I’ve seen what you can do,” I said. “My turn.”

Thrusting, I went on the offensive. Yll-Waa flitted backwards, using her wings to move quickly away from my sword.

I slashed and sliced at her, trying desperately to land any sort of cut I could. She stayed just outside of my range, moving like a boxer and using her wings for an extra boost if I got close.

“Is that all?” she taunted.

Lunging forward, I thrust the point straight at her throat. She shifted and knocked the blade wide with the palm of her hand. Her other fist flashed out and hit my square in the gut.

The wind was knocked out of me as I flew backwards. Crashing to the ground, I rolled over my head and landed flat on my back. Somehow, I kept a hold on my sword without slicing off my other hand.

Yll-Waa smiled, but didn’t chase after me. I pushed back up to my feet, expecting her to attack at any second. She didn’t.

“That didn’t kill you,” she said. “Too bad. I think in another day or two you’d be smeared across the mountains in the distance.” She looked down at the hand that blocked my sword, frowning at a small burn mark there. “Interesting.”

My stomach ached, and I knew I’d have a bruise the size of Delaware in the morning. If they were telling the truth that this was just part of their strength, I had to stop them soon. If I couldn’t out muscle the demon, then I needed her to make a mistake.

“Oh, you hit me?” I shrugged. “I didn’t notice. I guess that’s why you’re one of the weak ones.”

Anger flashed in her eyes. Her hands spun in a circle, her fingers tracing shapes in the air.

“Amagi Mabi!”

I flinched back, but nothing happened. We both looked at the air between us, with Yll-Waa wearing an embarrassed frown.

“Right, you can’t cast spells,” I said. “Did you forget? That promotion seems a little far-fetched now.”

A few demons laughed.

“I’ll rip you limb from limb, Chosen,” Yll-Waa growled.

Apparently this short demon had a complex about her abilities, and I’d pushed all the right buttons. Hopefully it put her off kilter.

Yll-Waa rushed at me, a roar of rage as she swung wildly. I couldn’t block her if I wanted my arms to stay in one piece and it took everything I had just to get out of the way.

Rory’s lesson when dealing with a stronger opponent only covered when they were bigger, slower, or had a weapon. I had no idea how to surprise the demon frantically trying to beat me into a paste.

Then an opening presented itself to me. Once again, Yll-Waa overextended as I moved to the side. I kicked out again, happy to do some more damage.

Only this time she was ready. The demon flapped her wings to move to the side. As my leg shot past her, she grabbed it with both hands.

Spinning, she launched me straight into the obelisk Via had been tied to.

CRUNCH

I slammed into it, taking it mostly on my back. Sliding down, I coughed as the stone knocked the breath out of me.

“You thought that would work again?” she said with a laugh. “What a fool.”

Sitting on the ground, I was running out of options. I had one more, but it was a long shot.

As Yll-Waa stepped closer, an evil smile on her face, I dropped my sword. “Admitting defeat?” she asked.

I reached across and pulled out my knife. Whipping it, I threw it as hard as I could at the demon.

She snarled and leaned back. It grazed her cheek, but didn’t do anything more than a superficial cut.

THUNK

The brass knuckles slammed into her forehead, right between the eyes. I threw them as quickly as I could after the knife, and they hit hard enough to draw blood.

I snatched up my sword and rushed at the demon. She was still shaking her head clear when I slashed down at her.

Yll-Waa stepped to the side, but a second too late. I sheared her arm off at the shoulder.

“Argh!” Yelling in pain, she flailed with her other hand. The form was off, and she didn’t even make a fist. Even with all of that, she hit me hard enough in the side that I heard a rib crack.

I used the force of her hit to spin away. Keeping my sword moving, I swept back across. She darted away, but not before I managed to slice a thin line across her thigh.

The fight had turned, and she felt it as much as I did. I charged forward, swinging high. She grinned and ducked.

But she forgot her wings, and her inexperience fighting showed through. They stuck up enough that my sword slashed through them both. One was fully severed halfway along the appendage, while the other had a deep gash.

“No!”

Pain and fear permeated her shout. She swung at me again. Bracing with both hands, I blocked with the flat of the sword, sliding a foot back from the hit.

But I shifted the blade and cut again, catching her across the chest. She moaned and fell backwards.

Seeing my chance, I lunged and drove the blade into her chest.

“Ahhhhhhh!”

An ear-splitting scream came from the demon. She glowed, a bright white light surrounding her. Then she sucked into my sword, her scream fading as she did.

I felt the change. It was small, but as my sword ate her, I felt a small drop of power landing in my chest. It didn’t heal me, or do anything more than make me feel like this was possible. Given the chance, I could take each of these demons.

At least one on one.

“Hmmmm,” Kesnoz said. “Interesting. It really is a shame you didn’t accept that job offer, Chosen.”

“I didn’t apply.”

“Yes, but you would have been hired if you did. Imagine what we could do together. When our power fully manifests, almost nothing could stand before us. And you could be happy hunting our enemies.”

The demon still wanted me, for whatever weird reason she had. I doubted I could trust her, and even if I could, there was no way I would work with someone like her. My skin crawled just thinking about it.

“What will it be, Chosen? Come work for me. We’ll take over the world. I’ll even let you keep your little harem members as safe as you want.”

I was still breathing hard after the fight, and wanted to stall for time.

“What sort of benefits are we talking about? Company car? Insurance?”

“The main one is not dying, and you’ll be happy to take it.”

“I guess. What about Wren?”

Kesnoz tilted her head to the side, thinking. “Wren? Wren Harmonious? That’s who that was? I should have realized when I heard the reports of your rescue. Sadly, the offer does not extend to her. She will be used for the ritual. I imagine that if I take her that I will gain the same unkillable nature she has. Quite the tasty treat, is it not?”

“That’s not going to happen,” I said. “I think I’ll decline your offer.”

“I assumed so. But I had to shoot my shot, as they say. Now, who should have the chance to prove themselves?”

I was relieved, slightly, to know she wanted to make a spectacle of killing me. The longer she kept sending one person to fight me, the better my chances of thinning the numbers. One was tough.

“Gree. Zoey. Kill him.”

A demon in the middle said, “I told H.R. that I don’t like being called Zoey. Use my proper title, Mistress.”

Another demon spoke up. “I sent a memo out. I really wish you all would actually read them. The Human Resources Department is important.”

“We’re not even human,” someone else shouted.

Kesnoz sighed and looked at me. “Employees, right? Fine. Zoethina the Brawler of the Seventh Hell, kill the Chosen.”

The demon who spoke stepped forward. She had four arms and a mouth that was way too wide, almost splitting her head in half. Another joined her — Gree, apparently. Gree was a Grunstag demon, but in his larger form with spikes jutting out of his shoulders.

“So, who wants to go first?” I looked between the two.

“At the same time,” Kesnoz said. “Kill him while your coworkers get stronger. Every second that passes, the Sleeper’s power merges with our own.”

I swallowed nervously as the two demons strode towards me.


Chapter Twenty-Four

An Interlude with Rory Silver


Rory ran through the woods, following the path as best she could in the dusk light. She’d half-carried Via for a hundred yards before the woman got it together enough to move on her own.

The blonde rounded a corner in the path and came face to face with two scrawny red demons in cheap black suits.

“It was just sitting there?”

“Sure, after I broke into the trunk and took it. Pretty nice, right?” The demon held up the shotgun from Wren’s car. “I figured I should grab it, just in case. Maybe it’ll earn me a bump up in line for the next ritual. If nothing else, I can add it to my collection.”

“Hey, who are you?” His friend spotted Rory as she skidded to a stop. She lifted her battle-ax, but knew there was not much she could do against the ranged weapon.

“Oh, no,” Juniper whispered as she joined Rory. Immediately, her fingers started shaping a spell.

All of a sudden, a bright flash lit up the woods around them. Seconds later, wind and power struck the three women. Rory fell to one knee, while the other two were knocked over.

The demons didn’t fare any better. One slammed into a tree face first, while the demon holding the gun was tossed backwards onto his back. The gun fell out of his hands, flying further than the demon holding it.

Not one to miss an opportunity, Rory charged the demon on his back. She whipped her battle-ax above her and slammed it down on his chest. The blade cut through to the dirt as he squealed in pain.

She tried to tug it free, but it was stuck fast.

Knowing when to cut her losses, she dropped the handle. Two knives appeared in her hands almost like magic.

“I’ll kill you,” the demon with an ax in his chest threatened.

“Not like that you won’t.”

She left him on the ground and rushed at the other demon. He was shaking his head as he tried to stand.

“What the hell was that? Gurgklekg.”

Gurgklekg wasn’t a name but the sound he made as Rory shoved a knife through the back of his throat. She yanked it free, happy to see that the demon died easier than his friend.

Rory returned to the other demon.

“You can’t stop us,” he growled.

“Watch me.”

The knife plunged into his eye and he stilled.

“There we go, all done.” She grinned and turned back to her friends, only to see them both still sprawled on the ground.

“Juniper!” Rory rushed to her best friend first.

“I’m okay,” the redhead mumbled. She sat up. Rory nodded and found Via.

The gamer-girl groaned and rolled onto her back. “What happened?” They both looked back at the clearing.

“Nothing good,” Rory said. “Are you hurt?”

Via closed her eyes for a few seconds, then shook her head. “Nothing but a couple of bumps and bruises. Those might be from earlier, anyway. The demons weren’t exactly gentle with me.”

Rory helped Via to her feet. When the nerd saw the dead demons, she gasped. “You killed them?”

“Yeah, they would have killed us.”

“That’s so badass.”

“Thanks!”

As Juniper dusted herself off and got to her feet, Rory returned to the demon. She pulled at the ax with as much strength as she could muster, but it was good and stuck. Even planting a foot on his chest didn’t help.

“Ugh.”

“Why are you still here?”

Wren appeared out of the trees.

“Demons,” Rory said, pointing at the dead ones. “What happened?”

“The ritual?” Juniper asked.

Wren nodded. “We didn’t stop it in time. Now, let’s get you to safety so I can go back and help.”

“No way,” Rory said.

“Yes. Ace was clear that he wanted you safe. He’s in the Second Challenge now, so he wouldn’t want to worry about you three.”

“What if we can help?” This was from Via. She was unarmed, bruised, and shaken, but Rory admired the determination in her eyes.

“What can you do? Can you throw fireballs? Banish demons? Lift a truck over your head?”

“No…”

“Then let’s get you to safety.”

A loud, menacing laugh echoed through the woods. “Not going to happen, Wren.”

The blue-haired demon spun around, lifting an ax.

“Fuulistar? After that nonsense in Mongolia, I wondered what little rathole you ran off to. Who would have guessed you threw in with this lot.”

Another demon walked through the woods. He was mostly human, but with long deer antlers coming out of his forehead. He shuffled as he moved, and Rory realized he had hooves on his feet.

“Never actually seen a demon with hooves,” she said. “Neat.”

“Neat?” Fullistar asked.

“I mean, that’s what all the classic paintings look like, but then you meet a demon and it’s horns on the chin or glowing red eyes.” Rory pointed at Fuulistar’s feet with her ax. “But that’s the real deal right there. But, be honest, is it how you actually look, or did you get some work done to fit the part? I know how bad body image issues get with social media these days.”

He growled. “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

“I think you made him mad,” Via said.

“That was the point.”

“He’s a big scary demon! Why would you want to make him mad?”

“‘Cause it’s funny. And then he’ll really hate it when I kill him.”

Via gave Rory a confused stare.

“This one has powers from the Sleeper,” Wren said. “Be careful.”

She held her smaller ax up, stepping to the side. Fullistar kept back, making sure the blue-haired demon didn’t get behind him.

Rory whipped one of her well-balanced throwing knives at the big guy. He twisted his horns down and managed to knock it away.

“That won’t work on me.”

She immediately threw another one. This time, instead of aiming at his throat, she targeted his thigh. He growled and twisted out of the way, but it still managed to hit him. The blade cut deep but slipped out.

“You’re fast,” she said. “But kind of dumb.”

“You think I’m dumb?”

WHACK

Wren hit him from the side. Her ax slammed against his shoulder. It bounced off with a ringing sound of metal.

“Rrrar!” Fullistar grabbed Wren by the neck and flung her at Rory.

Rory dropped to the ground, letting the demon fly past. She thumped to a stop behind her, groaning.

“Rude,” Rory said.

“You have no idea what you’re messing with.” Fullistar ripped off his coat and shirt, revealing a series of metal plates bulging out of his skin.

“That’s new,” Wren said. She limped back to Rory’s side. “You didn’t want to catch me?”

“I’m the one they toss, not a catcher,” Rory said. “You would have squished me. No offense.”

Wren rolled her eyes. “You got anything better than those knives?”

Tipping her head to the body on the ground, Rory said, “Yeah, but it’s stuck.” Wren tossed her smaller ax to Rory, moving to grab the handle of the big one.

Without missing a beat, Rory grabbed the grip of the small one and flung it at the demon.

He snorted and twisted his horns to block it.

“Don’t waste it,” Wren groaned, but stopped when two more knives stabbed into the big demon. Rory flung them when he was distracted. Both found small gaps in the metal growing out of him.

“Arrrgh!”

Apparently sick of the way the fight was going, Fullistar rushed at the two women.

“Kešda!”

Juniper hadn’t been wasting her time. As soon as the demon started running, vines ripped out of the ground and wrapped around him. They pulled him backwards, almost unbalancing him.

“Witch!”

“That’s right,” Juniper said. “Mul!”

A spark of fire hit the demon on the right horn, starting a small fire on the protrusion. He bucked, waving his head side to side as he roared in pain.

THUNK

Another knife hit the demon, this time in a gap on his stomach.

“Release the vines,” Wren shouted.

Juniper listened, and the vines wilted and fell off of the demon. He stumbled forward, the vanishing resistance throwing off his balance.

One step later, a sharp ax blade bit into his unprotected throat. It didn’t take his head off completely, clanking against metal inside the demon. But it did enough, and Fullistar dropped to the ground, flopping around in pain.

Wren kept her grip on the ax, pulling it free. Three chops later, and Fullistar stopped moving. They stood around the body, everyone panting from fear and exertion.

“Good work,” she said. “Let’s go before they send more.”

Rory looked back in the direction of the ritual site, concern on her face.

“I hope Ace is okay.”


Chapter Twenty-Five



Iwas not okay.

The two demons were clearly just toying with me. I had a half dozen cuts on my arm and back.

Zoethina, the Brawler of the Seventh Hell, was especially hard to get a handle on. Her four arms meant that she could block me while attacking, or strike with all four hands one after the other. Her strength wasn’t nearly as high as Yll-Waa, and I assumed that meant she’d received some other sort of power. Considering how fast she was, it might be speed. Or maybe she was always that fast and had new magic powers still muted by Kesnoz.

Gree, the Grunstag demon, had yet to hit me. The one attack he made was attempting to stomp my foot as I dodged Zoethina. He missed, but I felt the ground shake from the impact, so I really didn’t want to give him the chance to succeed.

I backed away from the two, doing my best to keep them from surrounding me. My heel collided with something hard. I spared a half second to check, seeing that they’d looped me around to the obelisk again.

In the brief time I looked away, the towering Grunstag sprang forward. His fist was already cocked back, and he tossed a vicious punch directly at my head.

I dove to the side, rolling out of the way. His meaty fist crashed into the rock. Instead of stopping, it smashed through it, sending a chunk the size of my head flying into the woods. More shards rained down around me as I crab walked away.

Finding my feet at the last second, I managed to parry a hit from the four armed Zoethina. My arm shook from the impact, but I had the blade faced towards her hand. It bit deep, severing a finger as she yelped and retreated.

“Fuck,” she complained. “That sword hurts.”

“Yes,” the CEO said. “Try not to punch it, Zoey.”

Zoethina shot an angry look at her boss, before returning her attention to me. Gree shook pieces of rock off his fist, which looked like it would handle hitting my sharp sword a lot better than the other demon.

He ran at me, grinning. A slow, wide hook meant I had to back up again. The woods were behind me, but I couldn’t run for it. Failing the Second Challenge was bad — letting this army free was even worse. It increasingly felt like I couldn’t do anything to stop it, but I knew I had to try.

Both of the demons were tough, competent fighters. They still were shaky from the ritual, as far as I could tell, adjusting to the new power inside them.

A few more testing strikes came from the Grunstag while his ally looked for another opening.

I hammed it up for them, trying to look as nervous as possible. It wasn’t that hard.

Finally, Gree lunged for me, trying to grab me in a hold. If he got those arms around me, he’d squeeze me to death in seconds, if Zoethina didn’t come make it faster.

I ducked forward, moving faster than the demon. Reversing the grip on my sword, I slashed across his leg.

“Argh!” The blade cut through muscle near his knee, and he stumbled. The leg struggled to hold his weight as he tried to turn.

Trying to finish him off, I thrust straight for his back. But two hands caught my wrist and the blade of the sword.

“Nice try,” Zoethina growled.

I struggled to pull free of the four-armed demon. Her wounded hand she kept close to her side, but the other started pummeling my side. She was nowhere near as strong as the other demon, but I couldn’t take the hits forever.

But I had one free hand as well. Digging around in my back pocket, I found the last trick I had up my sleeve.

FWICK

The baton extended, and I jabbed it straight into Zoethina’s eye. She yelped and flailed, tripping as she tried to get away from me. My sword free, I slashed across at her, taking a hand off at the wrist.

The demon wasn’t alone, and Gree came to his teammate’s rescue. His heavy steps were all the warning I had. I abandoned finishing off the four-armed demon and leapt backwards, barely getting out of the way of a powerful backhand.

The limping Grunstag waited for Zoethina to get to her feet. She was missing a hand on one side and a finger on the other, with one eye closed and leaking blood.

“Well, come on then,” I said.

She took the lead, sprinting at me while the other demon came more cautiously.

“I’m going to tear you apart and eat your heart, you pathetic human,” Zoethina shouted.

“Aren’t you supposed to be a brawler?” I taunted.

A pair of fists hit me on my side. I let out an uncontrollable gasp of pain as she managed to hit the already broken rib. But I knew that was a risk, and was trying to bait her into attacking. It just went a little too well.

I brought the baton down on her elbow. It cracked as she screamed. I plunged my sword into her chest. It glowed as she continued wailing in pain.

It only took a couple of seconds for my sword to absorb this demon. More power rushed into me — still only a few drops, but every little bit helped.

Of course, while I finished her off, I was stuck draining the demonic soul from her. And Gree took advantage. As her body vanished into my sword, his thick fist came straight for me.

I spun to the side, but didn’t get out of the way fast enough. Just part of his punch caught me, but it was enough. I tumbled head over feet through the air, my shoulder aching.

Crunching onto the hard ground, I struggled to my feet. I lost the baton when he hit me, and was thankful I didn’t lose the whole arm. It ached, but I had nothing to help it. All I could do was try and stay alive.

Gree chased after me, powerful swings coming closer and closer to hitting me. I had the speed, but he had the strength. And he didn’t care about taking a few superficial wounds to get a better shot at me.

After thirty seconds, he had a dozen cuts across his arms and legs — none as bad as the knee injury, but still adding up. Even with that, he had a confident smirk as he continued trying to bash my brains out with his deadly punches.

“You don’t quit, do you?” I muttered.

“Oh, I’m enjoying this too much for that,” he replied.

“Too bad.”

I couldn’t lure him into making another mistake, and I was starting to get desperate. The demon was relentless, and a single hit would be the end of me. Even if it didn’t kill me outright — a distinct possibility — I wouldn’t be in any shape to continue fighting.

So I did the sensible thing. Right after dodging another swing, I turned and ran.

“Hey! Come back here!”

Our fight had circled from the obelisk around to above the platform they’d had the Sleeper restrained on. I raced back to the obelisk, hoping to find some sort of advantage.

I passed my baton, but knew it wouldn’t help against the big guy, so I left it instead of wasting time picking it up. The obelisk was broken, but there was something I thought might help. I knelt and picked up a few stones around the size of a tennis ball. I slid them into my pocket, keeping one in hand.

Gree was approaching cautiously, his injured leg slowing him down. I wound up and hurled the first stone at him. He must not have seen what I was doing, because it caught him by surprise.

The stone crunched into his already injured knee with a loud crack.

“Rrrrargh!”

He dropped down to one knee, wincing in pain. “You little cheat,” he shouted. “You’ll die slowly for —”

WHACK

Another stone hit him in the mouth. He growled, covering his head as I threw a third. Switching my sword, I rushed forward.

He lowered his arms to see what I was doing only to see the point of my sword drive into his eyeball. The demon shuddered as light surrounded him. A few seconds later, nothing was left of the Grunstag except a little more power inside me.

“Damn it,” Kesnoz complained.

I took a few shuddering breaths.

“Is anyone here not going to disappoint me?” The CEO looked at her demon army. “He’s one jumped up human with a magic sword. Well, two almost killed him. You four nearest him, kill the Chosen.”

Another medley of demons stepped forward. They all looked big and vicious, with horns, claws, and sharp teeth glistening in the dim torchlight. Remnants of the unsteadiness from the ritual were still obvious, but I knew that wasn’t much advantage after the other fights.

I took stock of what I had that might help. I still had one stone in my pocket, my sword in my hand, and not much of a hope.

“This is where you die, Chosen,” the closest demon said. He had a chin of horns like Darrell, but was taller than me and built like a bodybuilder.

“Man, get a new song,” I said.

Rage flashed in his eyes. I was finding these demons were a lot easier to annoy than normal.

“You made a mistake coming here. You thought you could take on a whole army. But what can you do? You’re all alone.”

BANG

Not-Darrell’s head exploded in a spray of blood and horns as an explosive sound echoed around the clearing. The body stood for a second, wobbling, before slumping to the side.

“He’s not alone.”

I looked over my shoulder to see Rory holding a big shotgun. She cocked it, ejecting a shell. Wren and Juniper stepped up next to her. Even Via was there, holding a small knife and looking terrified.

As much as I wanted them to be safely away from this, I couldn’t help but smile. They came to back me up, and I hoped they knew how much I loved them for it.


Chapter Twenty-Six



The appearance of my friends startled the demons. Even the cool and collected CEO was taken aback. The women spread out along the edge of the woods. Rory tossed Via the shotgun and pulled the big battle-ax off of her back.

The big question mark for me was Juniper. She only had a single knife still in the belt of her pants. With the magic blocked off, I didn’t know what she expected to do, and part of me wished she’d taken Via back to the cars and safety.

I quickly took that back.

She waved her hands in a circle, starting to chant.

“You fool,” Kesnoz said. “No magic will happen here without my say so.”

The redhead ignored the CEO, which only served to make her angrier. “Did you not hear me? This is what working with amateurs gets you, Chosen.”

A faint pink glow surrounded Juniper. A small crystal floated into the air in front of her. The light strengthened, brightening and solidifying into a solid aura, almost like a magical backlight for the witch. As it grew strong, her feet lifted off the ground.

“That’s impossible,” Kesnoz muttered.

Then the crystal shattered. Juniper’s voice boomed out, carrying across the whole field. “Níĝ-gul Im-dù-a!”

Kesnoz staggered as if hit as a loud crack followed Juniper’s chant. I still couldn’t feel my own power source, but Juniper clearly had no problem.

“Šu taka!” Juniper shoved at the nearest demon and a blast of wind and force shot out from her extended hand. The demon shot backwards like a cannonball, slamming into others.

The last time Juniper did something like this, it only lasted for a few brief moments when we were in intense danger, so I figured it was time to take advantage of it.

I rushed forward and chopped the head off a demon still staring at Juniper in disbelief. Wren and Rory followed, weapons at the ready.

The demon I decapitated glowed like the others and the power sucked into my sword. Even the one Rory killed with the gun started to glow and get absorbed. That was good to know — I didn’t have to leave my sword in the dying ones to gain their strength.

Rory and Wren both struck down stunned demons before they started getting their wits back. A few tried to cast spells, waving hands and chanting, but whatever Juniper did only applied to her.

“Kill them!” Kesnoz yelled.

Like a dam breaking, the demons rushed at us, a flood of claws, teeth, and rage. With my sword’s instinctive guidance, I weaved through the horde, slicing and blocking. The demons clearly gained a variety of abilities, but in the crush of bodies they didn’t know how to use them to their full advantage. I got the sense that they were still muddled from the ritual as well.

I focused on injuring as many as I could — any kills were icing on the cake.

BANG

Kesnoz’s shout apparently woke Via up as well. She started firing the shotgun, taking her time to aim and fire into the crowd. It didn’t matter too much at that point — as long as she didn’t hit one of us, it was hard to miss hitting something.

“Mul!”

Juniper’s power was still firing on all cylinders. Instead of sending a spark into the crowd, she sent a glowing ball of fire almost as large as a watermelon. It collided with a demon charging at Rory, detonating and engulfing the victim and two others in flames.

“End damn it,” Kesnoz cursed, waving her hands and trying to cast something.

Juniper wagged her finger. “Ah ah ah. You banished the magic here, so it will stay gone.”

One of the large demons next to her stepped forward.

“No,” Kesnoz said. “Let them cull the weak. You know all of the Partners could kill the Chosen even without the new power.” The four demons near her nodded and resumed their placid positions behind the CEO.

I didn’t like the sound of that, but I didn’t have any time to worry. There were plenty of demons ready to fight me without looking for more.

Another demon blob filled with bones approached, yellow like the one Wren killed. It bubbled and hissed.

“If you’re saying something, I don’t know what it is,” I replied.

It lunged at me, and I shifted back as it splattered against the dirt where I’d been standing. The blob kept its form and dragged towards me, bone appendages digging into the ground as it crawled and rolled.

Wren hadn’t done much damage to it without outside help, so I kept my distance.

Another demon dove at me, trying to tackle me with its arms that were thin but seven feet long, with extra elbows along them. I slashed with my sword, catching one of the joints and spinning free. The blob used the distraction and shoved towards me.

With less room to maneuver, I just stabbed into the blob, hoping to slow it down. A deep sucking noise came from it and my sword was ripped out of my hands. It quickly pulled into the core of the demon.

“Shit,” I groaned.

I ducked under the long-armed demon and slammed a fist into its side.

“Argh!” It moaned in pain.

Getting behind it, I grabbed it around the neck and dragged it back. The thing’s neck was as thin as its arm, and I twisted until I heard a crack. The demon went limp and dropped to the ground.

It started glowing and disappeared. The energy flew towards the sword, still buried in the blob.

Following the light, I saw my sword was glowing as the blob thrashed around. It sizzled and hissed, bubbles along its surface popping and letting out a noxious gas.

Whatever burned the demon who grabbed my sword earlier was working overtime on the blob demon.

“I bet that hurts,” I taunted.

Even though it looked painful, the blob didn’t seem like it was going to give up my sword any time soon, so I had to duck out of the way of the sharp claws of another demon. This one had two heads, both close to human, although they each only had one eye.

“A cyclops?”

I blocked a punch, feeling the hit. This one was strong, but nowhere close to that Grunstag. Countering, I slugged one head in the jaw. The other yelped in pain.

“That’s not right. Biclops? Double Cyclops? Help me out here.”

“I’ll drink your blood,” the unpunched head threatened.

“That’s not a name.”

I kicked his knee out from under him. As he dropped, I launched an uppercut into the injured head. That eye closed, slumping down.

“Wake up, asshole,” the other head complained. He was struggling to stand, but apparently couldn’t control the body as well without the other head. I still had the rock in my hand, so I cracked him on the side of the head. He dropped, and I finished him off with another powerful hit.

His body started glowing, sending the bright energy flying to the sword buried in the blob demon. The energy cut a hole through to the sword. When it didn’t close back up, that gave me an idea how to get my sword back.

I noticed a few more glowing lights streak to it — as my friends and harem killed more demons, the bodies were being absorbed as well, albeit slower than if I did it. And whatever power was not reaching me, instead staying bound in the sword.

A few of the demons noticed I was unarmed, giving them a boost of confidence. One, a blue fellow with cat-like eyes and a lot of hair across his body pointed at me.

“He doesn’t have the sword. Get him, boys.”

Three others listened, all rushing at me. One, almost imp like, had a spear. I hurled the stone in my hand at him. It cracked against his head with a loud thump. His momentum kept him moving forward.

I ripped the spear out of his hand and shoved him away. Twisting, I drove the spear into a Grunstag demon behind me. I nailed the guy right in the heart. That seemed to work as well as it would on a human, so he dropped to the ground, dead.

The fall snapped the spear, leaving me with a two-foot-long piece of wood and nothing else.

My sword was still trapped in the blob. It was suffering and looked pretty terrible, but I doubted I’d get it back in time for the demons closing in on me.

I ducked under a swing from a large, horned demon. This attack felt as strong as Gree the Grunstag, displacing air and crackling with power. The horned demon swung again, and I managed to move out of the way in time.

A demon behind me was not as lucky. The punch collided with his chest. A loud crack of splintering bones drowned out the nearby fighting as the demon spun away at the speed of a car.

“Dang it,” the horned demon said. He turned to glare at me as other demons boxed me in. I wasn’t sure how I was getting out of this one.

WHACK

A small ax buried itself in the neck of the horned demon. Wren came along with it, ripping it out and spinning to hit another one.

The horned demon groaned and pressed a hand against his throat as dark green blood spurted out. As she came back around, Wren chopped into the demon’s skull, immediately killing him.

Wren was a spinning torrent of destruction, but also looked pretty beat up herself. My ally had more cuts than I could count. Knowing that she couldn’t die, Wren’s fighting style leaned into taking damage while dishing it out.

It worked, for now, but I worried she’d get disabled enough that she might not be able to help. She hadn’t been super clear about how her unkillable nature actually worked.

“What are you waiting for?” She glared at me for a heartbeat. Then she tossed me a long knife from her belt.

“Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. That’s from Rory.”

“Then I take it back.”

I dipped under an attack, slashing at a nearby demon. Wren and I circled, continuing to fight as we talked.

“Do you have a plan here?”

“Don’t die,” I answered.

“Done. I don’t know if that will work for you, but I find it easy.”

“How are you holding up?”

“You’ll owe me for this.”

“How about I stop an apocalypse of supernaturally roided up demons and we call it even.”

“No, you were going to do that anyway. I want a new car.”

“Something blue? To match your hair.”

“No. Red and sporty.”

I twisted away from a set of claws and rolled past Wren. She stepped into the gap I left and separated the claws from the arm they were attached to. I buried my knife in the neck of her opponent, pulling it back before he fell.

“Are you having a midlife crisis?” I teased. “Should I be worried about you turning into a cougar demon and luring me back to your lair?”

“Ugh! You wish. I saw how you looked at me back at the party.”

“That was before I got to know you.”

She growled.

“But you know you want a hot piece of Chosen action.”

“Oh my god, do you two ever shut up?” A demon near our fight ended up between us, and annoyance was clear on his pig-like face.

“I do,” Wren said. “I don’t know about him.”

I kicked the legs out from under the demon as he spun to face Wren. He crashed to the ground, sending up a cloud of dust. He was much heavier than I expected. Wren didn’t let the mess slow her down, quickly chopping into him. His skin was a lot tougher than it looked, but that didn’t stop her. She kept whacking him until he stopped moving.

“Thanks for the assist,” I said. “I’ve got it here now. Can you protect the others?”

The blue-haired demon nodded and moved away. I had a brief moment of respite as the demons regrouped around me.

Through the crowd, I saw Rory and Via standing in front of Juniper, keeping the demons back as the witch continued casting spells. A semicircle formed in front of them, with no demons wanting to risk getting blasted by the shotgun, and Via not wanting to risk getting attacked after shooting.

But Juniper didn’t hesitate. Balls of fire shot out, vines sprang up to restrain demons, and other blasts of energy I didn’t know followed.

“Where did she get that power?” I wondered.

However Juniper was doing it, I knew it couldn’t last. When it ended, she’d be even more vulnerable. But for now, she was still cutting a path through the demons.

I was starting to piece together how the ritual worked. The Sleeper was an immense demon of incomparable strength. The various parts of it were split up between the others, rather than infusing one demon with everything. That meant that some demons were tough, some were strong, while others had increased magic.

That was our biggest benefit. Kesnoz’s own spell cut out that boost. Any demon with a magic boost wasn’t any stronger than normal, and it felt like many, if not most, of the demons got that infusion. Considering how much raw power I felt from the Sleeper, it made sense that it translated to magic, in a roundabout way.

That meant that while there were some insanely strong fighters like Gree the Grunstag, most were no more powerful than before. And on top of that, they were disoriented from the ritual itself.

POP

The blob demon finally deteriorated. Its liquid splashed out, burning demons nearby. Then it glowed and sucked back into the sword on the ground. As they all recoiled from the pain, I dove into the middle and picked my weapon back up.

With my sword back in hand, I was filled with the accumulated power and a little more confidence, so I returned to killing and injuring demons as fast as I could. The crowd meant that the demons often got in their own way, and as long as I didn’t stand and fight one for too long, they struggled to handle me.

A minute that felt like a year later, I was twenty yards away from where I started, chopping another imp-like demon in half.

A powerful, ground shaking shout came from Juniper.

“Kešda!”

Vines as thick as my arm burst out of the field, covering the entire demon army. They screamed and struggled as they were all pulled down and restrained. The light from Juniper faded as she dropped to the ground.

I wanted to rush and check on her, but I couldn’t pass up the risk she took to use that much power. Between the kills before and the fight after, the hundred strong demons were now down to thirty. Juniper had been devastating to their ranks, as their inability to counter her magic meant they kept getting roasted.

Some demons clearly had the strength to break out of the vines quickly, so I rushed through the crowd, killing them before they could. After that, I went to work like a gardener with a weed whacker.

As the vines finally started withering on their own, I slowed down. The last thing I needed was to get a surprise from a nasty demon as I slaughtered more.

I’d narrowed the field down to ten demons — plus the CEO and her four shadows still standing by the platform. Kesnoz was clearly upset, but didn’t send her lieutenants — the Partners — in yet.

“How’s this going for you? Exactly what you wanted?”

“It’s a shame to waste some of the Sleeper’s power,” Kesnoz said. “But better to know now than have weak links down the line. I always love a good performance review, and this is how they go at Culcate.”

Glancing to the side, I saw that Rory, Wren, and Via had a protective line in front of Juniper. With the demonic numbers depleted, I wasn’t as worried. Still, both Rory and Wren looked pretty rough, and Juniper remained unconscious.

“You’ve cleared the chaff,” Kesnoz said. “Whoever survives will be made a partner, and as the Sleeper’s power fully awakens, we’ll have plenty of other sacrifices to make us stronger. Maybe even one of these weaklings if they disappoint me again.”

That threat stirred the demons that still lived. I took them all in. None looked particularly strong, although they might have hidden their power from me as I culled them. That meant they probably received some other aspect of the Sleeper: toughness, speed, or magic.

Which reminded me that with Juniper down, I was surprised that Kesnoz hadn’t ended her spell.

Except I could feel my magic source again. At first, I thought it was just the power from my sword, but now that I touched it, I knew it was back and unblocked. The other demons didn’t seem to realize.

Most were positioned between me and the platform where Kesnoz stood. I ignored the two behind me for a moment.

This would only work once, so I had to time it just right.

“Ahhh!”

Giving my best primal shout, I charged at the big group of demons. For a collection of literal hell monsters, they weren’t that brave. All of them stopped or even hopped backwards.

Closer, I gave as much power as I could to my sword. I slashed it in front of me, shouting “Mul!”

A sizzling hot crescent of fire burst forward. It cut through the closest demons like butter, and was wide enough that all eight of the demons between me and the CEO were set on fire.

I spun and dove at the two behind me. One was faster on the uptake than the other, her hands already spinning with the start of a magic spell.

Then she didn’t have hands anymore. Soon, she lost her head.

The other fell just as quickly.

Panting, I turned to face the remaining demons — only the supposedly strong Partners and Kesnoz herself.

She stared daggers at me as what remained of her army turned into glowing energy and flowed into my sword.

“Well?” I looked around the battlefield, now empty of the army she’d tried to create. “How did I do? Do I get that promotion?”


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Kesnoz’s purple skin darkened as her eyes flashed the sickly green of the Deep ritual. “You continue to surprise me in new and unfortunate ways, Chosen. All of this destruction and wasted resources, and yet you’ll still die here. Instead of letting us rule the world as we see fit, you have set us back.

“We still have this power, even if it's only a fraction of the Sleeper. But it is a fraction of something larger than anything else on the planet, and when it fully comes to fruition, nothing will stop us. And now that we know how well it works, we’ll kill you and rebuild. In thirteen years, we’ll do it again and become even more powerful.”

“And what if it wakes the rest of the Sleepers then?” I asked. “You’ll doom this world and hell.”

“Then we’ll be the most powerful demons in whatever new existence they bring. Our plan is flawless, and there’s no way for us to lose.”

As she spoke, the other demons grinned. They were committed and believed that what she was saying was inevitable. Her monologuing gave me a chance to examine the last few demons.

Kesnoz was the tallest at seven feet. The rest were all taller than me, and looked strong and fast. The one on the end had the build of a powerlifter. He’d removed his jacket, and I saw fingers sticking out of his skin all over his body. They flicked and wiggled with no clear reason.

The next looked like a traditional demon — red skin, horns, the works. He even had a thin beard.

On her other side, the final two demons might as well have been siblings. A male and female demon, stoney growths covered their skin, making them look like rock monsters.

“When we kill you, Chosen, we will hunt down everyone you knew and loved. Anyone with even a passing acquaintance with you will suffer.”

“What about people I don’t like?”

Kesnoz gave me a confused look.

“You know, there was this bully in middle school named Tony T. He liked to pick on me. I don’t really want anything to happen to him, but he seems like someone you might want to hire, not kill.”

“Shut up,” Kesnoz said.

I glanced over at my friends. Juniper was stirring. “Wren, get them out of here.”

“Are you sure?”

The blue-haired demon tried to lift her arm with the ax, but it sagged. I saw a deep wound, and couldn’t believe her arm was still even attached, let alone mobile. She wouldn’t do any good here.

Via said, “What if we can help?”

I shook my head. “No, this is between us. Right, Kesnoz?”

“Sure. We’ll find them later. It’ll give our new hires something to do for orientation.”

BANG

A hole appeared in the chest of the demon with the classic appearance. He looked down at the welling blood.

“What the fuck?”

Smoke drifted from the gun Via held. She tossed it to the side and shrugged. “I had one last shell. Good luck, Ace.”

She put an arm under Juniper’s and they started running. Rory and Wren spared a glance back before following.

The demon Via shot fell to his knees before face planting on the ground. His body started glowing, before following the rest of the troops and sucking into my sword. A bigger surge of power came from this one, and I smiled.

“He tasted exquisite.”

“You insolent little shit,” Kesnoz said.

“Mul!”

I sent a crescent of fire directly at her, hoping to eliminate the biggest threat before finishing the rest.

“Nam-šilig!”

Once again the force of her spell slammed down on me. My magic source vanished, and I felt the emptiness.

“You and your little tricks are done.”

“Are you sure you don’t need that magic, Kesnoz?”

She laughed. “While the riff-raff out there got whatever roll of the dice powers, that isn’t the same for us. We didn’t get a random selection, Chosen. The five of us got all aspects of the Sleeper. Our magic is stronger, but so is everything else. And we’d all had the ritual done previously with another demon, so if you think we’ll be stumbling around like those weaklings, you’re wrong. Our power is incomprehensible.”

“While I appreciate the info, you do realize you talk a lot, right? Is that how you became the boss? Just didn’t shut up until you’re in charge?”

“I’m looking forward to watching you die, Chosen.”

The four demons spread out to the sides.

As cocky as I was, I knew that this wasn’t going to be an easy fight. These Partners were boosted by an early ritual, and now they had more strength from the Sleeper. That made them a bigger threat than the one I’d gone toe-to-toe with and almost lost.

At least I knew they could die as easily as normal. I owed Via a big thanks when I made it out of here.

If I made it out.

Trust yourself. You are my Chosen.

The calming sense of Galliyae pushed through me again. I felt better in every way.

“I won’t let you down,” I told her.

The connection to the goddess faded once more, but I still knew it was there, even if something was stopping it.

The leader of the demons cocked her head to the side, confused. “Who are you talking to?” Kesnoz asked.

“Probably took too many hits to the head,” the female stone demon said. “Scrambled up what little brains he had.”

“Mmmm, scrambled brains,” the demon covered in fingers said. “Let’s have scrambled brains after all this. I could eat a whole town’s worth.”

“First you have to kill me,” I said.

“With pleasure,” the male stone demon said.

The four demons continued spreading out around me. I stepped backwards, keeping my sword leveled in front of me. Unlike the other demons, these moved cautiously but confidently, no one feeling the need to rush their attack.

“You have impressed us, Chosen,” Kesnoz said. “It is frustrating to need to repeat this process again to build an army, but what is time when we are eternal?”

“He got lucky,” the female stone demon said. “I remember my first ritual. It took me a week to feel normal again. Those weaklings were shaken. I’m not.”

“You guys sure talk a lot. Maybe you can have this conversation and just email me the highlights?”

“Rrrrargh!” Fingers charged at me.

His arms were longer than I expected, and he managed to catch me in the arm with a solid punch. I slid across the dirt, my side aching from the force of the blow.

Fingers followed up with another swing, but I ducked under it. I tried to slash with my sword, but had to dart out of the way as Lady Stone Demon tried to smash my head with her rock-covered fist.

“You’re way too quiet for someone made out of rocks,” I said.

“I can’t wait ‘til you shut up for good,” she growled. Another powerful hit came my way. I spun out of the way, managing a glancing strike with my sword. It bounced off her stoney exterior.

I wasn’t sure if it did any damage, although I wasn’t optimistic. I couldn’t even check or follow up before Rock-Man was on me, a powerful kick whistling past my chest as I jumped back.

With an audible rustle, Kesnoz drew two long knives out of sheaths on her back. They were ornate, and looked old and well-used. They were also a foot and a half long, closer to a short sword than a knife.

I lifted my sword to prepare for her attack. She darted forward almost faster than my eyes could track. I managed to get my sword up across my chest, catching both blades and knocking them back.

Shoving her off, I swung at the leader’s neck, hoping that without her, the others might not work as well together.

CLUNK

Rock-Man caught my sword on the palm of his hand. He grimaced as the sharp edge bit into the stone, breaking the surface. Not enough to do real damage, but at least I knew I could hurt the two rock demons.

I yanked the sword back. Tingles spread across my right ear, and I ducked and twisted to the left. My hair rustled from a punch from Fingers barely missing me.

Another tingle and I dodged a kick from Lady Stone Demon. For a moment, they were all in front of me, and I retreated, trying to get some breathing room.

“I’m figuring him out,” Lady Stone Demon said. “How he killed Pallatrox, I’ll never know.”

“I can show you,” I said.

She flashed her teeth at me in a menacing smile. They were rocks as well, shiny but clearly not organic.

“Just keep at him,” Kesnoz said. “Every second that passes, we grow stronger and faster as the Sleeper’s power merges with our own. He’ll tire.”

The fact that she felt so confident in planning right in front of me told me what sort of chances I had. I hadn’t noticed their strength increase, but at the rate I was going, they might actually wear me out before I could hurt them.

This was exactly what my grandfather warned me about — being outnumbered by more powerful demons. Their powers were growing, but I could feel my own increase from the rest of the army that I’d killed. I did think I could probably take any of them one on one. But I’d only survived against the army because of the help of my friends. And that might be chalked up to surprise more than anything.

The demons circled me again. They kept up their patient, testing pattern, each taking a turn to attack without ever giving me a chance to follow up. It took everything I had just to keep them at bay and out of their reach.

Kesnoz was the most cautious, only bringing her knives out when I was fully engaged. I knew I hadn’t even started to see what she was capable of.

After a couple more minutes, I was holding my own, but knew she was right. I couldn’t keep this up forever.

I needed to shake it up.

The strongest seemed to be Lady Stone Demon. Fingers probably took second place, with Rock Man being tougher but not quite as powerful. Kesnoz had them all beat, but was still just supervising.

Delegating.

My plan was risky, but I didn’t know what else to do.

I waited for Lady Stone Demon to attack. This time she charged, trying to wrap me up in her arms. I ran at her, then channelled my two years of Little League and slid between her legs. Jumping to my feet, I spun and kicked her hard in the back. Her weight and momentum, two of her strengths, turned into weaknesses.

The heavy demon tumbled into Fingers, knocking them both to the ground.

“Get off me!” Fingers complained.

“Let go of me, you creep,” Lady Stone Demon growled back.

I couldn’t focus on them, as the third demon was ready regardless of how confused the other two were.

WHAM

A heavy cross from the Rock Man hit me square in the back. I knew I’d be vulnerable, but I decided to take the hit. Wincing in pain, I tried to move with it to very limited success.

He hit way harder than I expected, and I was glad he chose a meaty area instead of a bone, because I don’t know if I would have made it if he broke my shoulder or hip.

I had to stick with my plan. Getting a two hand grip, I spun and brought the sword down at an angle at the Rock Man.

“The hell?”

He brought his forearm up to block. The blade cut into it, sending chips of the stone flying. I quickly hacked again, this time severing the arm.

“Ahhhh!”

He shoved me away with his remaining hand. The stump oozed a glowing orange ichor. “My hand!” he groaned.

Leaving him, I charged back at the two getting back to their feet. I ran straight past, cutting at Fingers as he tried to push out of the way. He mostly succeeded, but I managed to shear a dozen fingers off his body, sending the digits flying across the dirt field.

Fingers screamed in pain and collapsed back.

CLANG

Kesnoz realized things were going wrong and attacked. I was ready, parrying her first slash and moving out of the way of a thrust aimed at my heart.

“Get it together,” she shouted over her shoulder.

I kicked, catching her on the shin instead of the knee I aimed for. It felt like kicking a concrete pillar, but it threw off her balance enough that her knife went wide of my chest. I cracked the pommel of my sword into the side of her head and jumped away.

Everything was moving faster than I’d ever fought before, and it took all of my focus to follow where everyone was. I realized both how much faster I was from Galliyae’s gifts, and how much more practice I would need to really make use of it.

Lady Stone Demon rushed at me again, this time careful to not let me through her legs. Her caution worked against her, as I shifted at the last minute and stabbed my sword into her eye. It was not protected by anything, and she screamed and flailed as I danced away from her.

“I’ll kill you!” she yelled.

“Not if I kill him first.”

Rock Man ran at me, raining a flurry of blows down on me. He was even using the stump of his arm, and I blocked as fast as I could. If anyone else came at me, I would have been toast, but he’d pushed me far enough to the side that I was out of the circle of death.

I feinted right, and when he threw a heavy hit my way, I turned back and met it with the edge of my sword. The force of the two hits split his hand in two, slicing it straight down the middle along my sword.

Unfortunately, the blade stuck on something inside the demon’s arm. He tried to pull back, roaring in pain. I didn’t let go, and was pulled along with him.

Fingers tried to take advantage, attacking fiercely. I tugged Rock Man’s arm into the way, and heard a loud crack as the finger-covered demon hit his elbow like a truck.

They both yelled in pain, Rock Man with a now broken and cut arm, and Fingers because he’d broken his namesake on the hard rock.

“You asshole,” Rock Man complained.

I twisted my sword, pulling the Rock Man off balance. I plunged the tip into the side of Fingers as he whined.

“Aaarrrrgh!”

He was strong, but not tough, and I saw that the cut into his side hit something vital. He collapsed to the ground, glowing as he did.

The light shot to my sword, sending an even larger wave of power into me. It felt amazing, and it was enough that I could finally pull my weapon free of Rock Man’s arm.

Just in time, too.

CLANG

I blocked a slash from Kesnoz.

“Enough playing around,” she growled.

“Are you sure?” I taunted.

I threw myself backward as she brought her other blade across at my neck. It whistled past. I cut back, only to get blocked by her other knife.

My ear tingled, and knowing I was surrounded, I dropped to the ground and rolled. Lady Stone Demon’s punch hit Kesnoz in the chest, sending her sprawling.

“You idiot!”

The CEO flopped to the ground a dozen feet away. I wrapped my legs around Lady Stone Demon’s and put everything I had into pulling her down.

The stone covered demon crashed to her back. Scrambling on my hands and knees, I brought my sword over her head.

“No!”

Lady Stone Demon realized what I was doing a second too late. I jabbed the sword into her other eye and pushed down. It sank into her head, and she shuddered before dying. Even as her body glowed, I twisted out of the way and pulled my sword free.

Another surge of power hit me, leaving me feeling incredible.

Kesnoz was already back on her feet. She charged at me, just as fast as before. The effects of absorbing her two Partners meant that I tracked her easier, and got a block up well in time.

Her eyes opened wide in surprise.

I punched, catching her in the stomach.

“Oof!”

We fell into a flurry of strikes, the air filled with constant ringing. She still had an advantage — faster, stronger, and more experienced.

The tingle in my ear let me know where Rock Man was. It grew stronger, and I jumped back.

“I’m going to crush you!” He screamed as he tried to tackle me. All he did was get in the way of Kesnoz.

“Move,” the CEO shouted.

Rock Man, a shattered shell of the demon he started the night as, stood, trying to find me.

Kesnoz shoved him towards me, underestimating her own power. He tipped right over, his mouth an “O” of surprise. I’d love to say I didn’t miss the chance, but I didn’t have anything to do with what happened next.

His fall ended when his wide open mouth hit the sharp tip of my sword, and I just held it firm as he impaled himself on it. He was glowing in death before any of us even realized exactly what happened.

“Damn it,” Kesnoz growled.

“That was a freebie,” I said.

“You absolute trash. You are so far beneath me, Chosen, that I should just squash you like a bug.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay. How about I give you the same offer you gave me? I just dismantled your entire organization with a little… Okay, a lot of help from my friends. I really need to look into how Juniper managed that. But that’s neither here nor there. So, what do you think? Why don’t you come work for me instead?”

I could see the wheels turning in her head. This demon led an organization of monsters, bringing them together when everything in their nature had them grasping for their own selfish purposes. There was no way she would actually work for me — and no way I was letting her out of the dirt field. But I also wasn’t sure I could win in a straight fight, even with the power I felt from the most recent kill.

“You’d do that?” Kesnoz studied me. Whatever she saw made her decision for her, because she rushed forward a second later, one knife aimed at my stomach, one at my neck.

I cut across, knocking both wide.

We were in it, another crash of steel and strength. My sword seemed to know what she was going to do before she did, as the only way I stopped her from skewering me was listening to its subtle guidance as she pushed me back across the field.

My heel bumped against the platform where they’d sacrificed the Sleeper. I stepped up, retreating back. The height didn’t give me an advantage — Kesnoz was tall enough it didn’t even start making us equal, especially as she followed me up quickly.

“This was a personal failure,” she said. “I brought the wrong people in, but I know now what to look for. So, for that, thank you, Chosen. The next time I do this, I won’t make the same mistakes.”

“Happy to help,” I said. “But are you sure this was worth it?”

“Power is always worth it, you fool.”

Her blades sliced out at me, only to meet my own. She kept steering me back to the stairs, where I’d either have to go down or lose my movement.

“I have power, but it’s not worth anything to me, outside of helping protect my friends and the people I love.”

“And that’s why I’ll win. I want this more than you.”

I reached the stairs, and knew I needed to make a move.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “You want this more than me. But I want something else more than you could ever understand.”

She sneered at me. “Love? Family? That’s worthless.”

“To you. To me, it’s everything.”

Kesnoz stabbed at me, her knife aimed straight at my off-hand shoulder. Instead of retreating, I stepped into it

The pain of being stabbed hurt more than I could ever expect. The sharp knife sank into me, doing serious damage I could feel. The only thing worse was the second blade hitting me in the side. It cut in deep, and I knew I was done if this didn’t work.

But it did.

I brought my sword up with one last strike, running it through her chin and up into her head.

She shuddered and started to glow as I staggered back. In the haze of my pain, I forgot where I was and fell down the stairs.

The world went black.


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Ace Winters.

Wake up, my Chosen.

As I drifted awake hearing the voice of the goddess, I felt better than I expected after getting stabbed, beat up, and falling down some stairs. The dirt ground even felt nice and soft.

That was what made me realize I might not be exactly where I thought.

I opened my eyes, confirming I was on a green hill. I’d been here once before after I completed the First Challenge. That time, the area around the hill resembled a lush English countryside, with bright-green grass and trees spreading out into the distance.

Now, while the hill still had warmth and life, the nearby countryside had been decimated. Trees were strewn across the land, with large furrows of grass ripped out of the ground. The leaves and bushes were browning in death. A few were blackened as if hit by lightning.

“What happened?” I wondered.

I stood.

When nothing hurt, I looked down at my body. It was unharmed, although I didn’t know whether that was from whatever was happening or accurate. I healed fast, but not that fast.

My captor did not appreciate your last visit.

“Should we be talking, then?”

Yes. You completed the Second Challenge, Ace Winters. That means the channels between us are open, at least for a moment.

“If they can keep you imprisoned, why let you talk to me?”

Because the rules of this world are not so easy to bend or break. Completing the Challenges opens the path, and there is nothing they can do about that.

Yet.

I looked around at the destruction, wondering what could possibly do that to a goddess.

“Can I help?”

Not how you are, my Chosen. You must complete more of the Challenges if you want any hope of freeing me. But we have spoken all we can about that. My captor was caught unawares by your victory, and I already feel their power clamping down.

I nodded, not sure what I could even say to something like that.

You have done well. Not every Chosen would have succeeded against a force like that, even with assistance. Your allies are impressive, and I am happy you have found them.

“I can’t believe I won, either,” I said.

Now you will receive another gift. You already feel the power from the demons you slayed. That is yours.

In addition, you will now be able to sense demons even more clearly. All but the most powerful will be unable to hide from you, even with magic or other disguises.

“That would have been helpful at the job fair,” I said. “Coming face to face with Kesnoz that early would have made things a little easier.”

Perhaps. But you were not ready then. Now, you are.

“Thank you, Galliyae.”

A dark cloud appeared on the horizon, lighting flashing out.

Our time draws to an end, Ace Winters. You are incredible, and I am very pleased you are my Chosen. Never doubt that.

“It does feel like you didn’t have many options,” I mumbled.

Yes.

But why do you think your grandfather chose you?

I hadn’t thought about that before. Apparently he had many other family members, and probably dozens if not hundreds of heirs that might have qualified to be the Chosen.

For whatever reason, he took me in and protected me. I thought it was because he loved me — and there was no doubt that he did — but was there another reason for it?

Do not worry about that. You were Chosen. You are Chosen.

Now, before you must go, I need to warn you. The ritual has reverberated through the depths of hell. The other Sleepers are stirring.

“Is that who captured you?”

Thunder pealed out, shaking me to my bones.

No. But I cannot say more. You must discover it on your own.

The storm in the distance picked up the pace. Winds whipped over the hill, almost pushing me backwards. I struggled to stand as the strength increased.

Go.

Find me, Ace.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



This time I woke up in more pain.

A lot more.

The various bruises and injuries all ached, but the wounds in my shoulder and side felt like they were on fire. I gasped as I opened my eyes.

Expecting to find myself on the dirt ground, it took me a moment to adjust to the bright light and figure out where I was.

A familiar friendly face framed by fiery hair leaned over.

“Hey, Ace. You’re okay.” Juniper smiled and gripped my hand.

I groaned. “Are you sure?”

“You took quite a lot of damage, Mr. Winters.” Beatrix’s British accent floated over from out of sight.

I realized I was in the back room of the Veiled Volumes. Laying on a table, I looked around as much as I could without causing even more pain to come from my shoulder. They’d pulled a table in and covered it with a sheet, which is where I was laying. Next to me was another table, with Wren resting on it.

She looked even worse than me. Her arm hung on by a few strands of flesh, and cuts ran up and down her body.

“You really are unkillable.”

The demon moaned. “Sometimes I wish I wasn’t. Like right now, for instance. Why did I help you again?”

“To stop an evil army of demons from waking up ancient god-like demons.”

“Right. That did seem like a good idea at the time. Did we win?”

“Half and half, I think. How did I get here?”

“That was me,” Rory said. “And Via.”

The two were sitting on the other side, but I couldn’t turn far enough to see them. They stood and leaned over me. I smiled, glad to see they were okay.

“It was so crazy, Ace,” Via said. “We were almost back to the buses when we saw this huge flash of light.”

“I figured either you won or we were going to be overrun with demons anyway, so we should go check on you.” Rory explained. “We found you like this with no demons around. Wren and Juniper were in no state to help, so we had to carry you back as best we could.”

“Is that why the back of my head hurts?”

The two women stole a guilty glance at each other.

Via said, too quickly, “Nope. You were like that when we found you.”

“Exactly,” Rory added.

“My sword?”

“Against the wall,” Via said.

“Thanks.”

“You said half and half,” Beatrix said. “What did you mean?”

“I killed the demons and my sword ate them. But while I was unconscious, Galliyae told me the ritual stirred up hell. It sounded like the Sleepers might be waking. Whatever it was definitely isn’t good news.”

“Damn,” Wren growled. “Those fools.”

“We cannot complain about the past,” Beatrix shot back. “Only how we handle the future.”

“Galliyae warned me, but didn’t sound terrified, so maybe it’s not the end of the world.”

“A small mercy, then,” Beatrix said. She sagged, and I could tell she was still exhausted from her fight at the Bent Elbow.

“How long was I out?”

“Almost twelve hours. It's morning now.” The circles around Juniper’s eyes told me as much. They’d been worried about me.

“How bad is it?”

Juniper squeezed my hand. “Not too bad. You’re doing surprisingly well for someone who had two knives in them less than a day ago.”

“I would avoid fights and hard training for a week or two,” Beatrix added. “But a cursory examination showed that your wounds were already healing when you returned, and the process sped up when the daggers were removed.”

Once again, I was thankful for Galliyae’s gifts.

“What you need now, Mr. Winters, is rest. I’m sure that these ladies want to keep you company, but I would recommend that they come back later today when you’re ready to move to your own bed.”

Beatrix’s eyes roamed over Rory and Juniper. “That seems safer than leaving you with some nurses that can’t keep their hands to themselves. At least until you heal.”

“In a minute,” I said. “Having them close is nice.”

“Alright. Be good.”

Beatrix walked up the stairs to her apartment.

“I couldn’t have done that without you. All of you.” I looked over at Wren when I said the last part. She shrugged, and then winced. “You all saved my life, and I can’t even thank you enough.”

“You’ve saved all of us,” Rory said. “We’re even.”

“You didn’t save my life,” Wren muttered.

“Oh, shut it,” Juniper said. “I’m beginning to see why Beatrix doesn’t like you.”

“Juniper, how did you do that?” I asked. “It was like that time in the woods, but even crazier.”

“Occasionally, in intense danger or emotion, a witch can tap into more of their potential. It’s dangerous, but it gives them a short boost.”

“That’s what you did before, but this felt different.”

She looked down, refusing to meet my eyes. “I made a deal.”

“What? With who?”

“Saidra.”

“Is it bad?”

“No,” she said softly. “Probably. But I promised to be her apprentice and help her with a project. For as long as it takes. In exchange, she gifted me a small piece of her power for the fight.”

“Is this a good project or an end of the world project?” I would rather not have to face down my girlfriend as one of the Challenges. I don’t think I could.

“It’s not bad,” Juniper said. “At least, that’s what Saidra said. She needs someone with a particular type of power, and that’s me. Saidra promised it wouldn’t impact you or if you needed me in the future.”

“She’s one of the good ones,” Wren said. “You can trust her.”

That was a bit of a relief, at least. “If I can help, I will. The whole world owes you for what you did, and apparently we all owe Saidra too.”

“Don’t let Saidra hear that,” Wren said. “She’ll lord it over me for decades.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Ace.” Juniper frowned. “I probably won’t have time to teach Via magic in the near term, anyway.”

“Aw, man,” the gamer girl whined. “Bummer.”

“You can still work on those exercises I gave you. If you start having a breakthrough, maybe Ace can guide you a bit.”

“Sweet!”

The four of us chatted for a while longer. It was a relief to not have a Challenge hanging over my head. It made me wonder if all of the other Chosen faced Challenges that came close to ending the world.

Hopefully my next one wouldn’t be quite so threatening.

As we chatted, I felt my eyes struggling to stay open, even on the uncomfortable table.

“Maybe we should let you get some sleep,” my redheaded girlfriend said.

“I’d appreciate that,” Wren said. “Growing my arm back together takes a lot of work.”

“Oh, right, you too,” Juniper said.

“Thanks.” I patted Juniper’s hand.

She gave me a quick kiss. Rory followed with a kiss of her own. Via looked at me, clearly wondering what to do. She waved and followed the other two out.

I sighed.

“You do this a lot?” I asked Wren.

“I try to avoid it.”

“I’m not a fan.”

“Well, you came out better than me.”

“That’s not too hard. I’ve seen you fight.”

Wren shot me a glare, then grimaced as the movement hurt. “Ugh.”

I chuckled, sending my own waves of pain through my chest. “Okay, let’s get some sleep.”

I closed my eyes, happy that we’d won again.


Chapter Thirty



Iwould not recommend getting stabbed. One star — will not do again.

At least, that’s the plan.

I was lucky, since a goddess gifted me with her powers and all that. The two wounds healed relatively quickly, without needing a trip to the hospital and all the awkward questions that would lead to.

My lawyer, Douglass, got my court date pushed back. With the disappearance of all of Culcate, there was a lot of confusion among the police and the university, so no one minded a bit of a delay. He thought appearing with multiple stab wounds would not go far to help me prove I was not a troublemaker, so it was win-win.

It only took a week before I was basically back to normal. There was some residual stiffness, especially in my shoulder, but I could feel that fading after even a couple low intensity workouts and stretches.

I’d fallen fully into saving the world, which meant I spent most of my recovery time trying desperately to catch up on schoolwork. Most of my professors were fine with an unexplained absence or two, and the ones who weren’t just gave me extra assignments, which I did.

Not that a little thanks would hurt, but it’s not like the world knew what I was doing, let alone a biology professor who kept calling me “Mr. Vinter.” It wasn’t even an accent, he just kept forgetting.

Juniper met up with Saidra, who told her that the project she needed help with would be down the road. She said I would help as well, but that didn’t impress the ancient witch all that much. I guess if you’ve seen a few Chosen come and go, you get a little used to it.

Wren recovered slower than I did, but as soon as she was mobile, she left the Veiled Volumes. I didn’t know where she went, and considering how injured she was, I texted her just to make sure she was alright.

Ace: Do you need anything, Wren?

Ace: I owe you for saving me. Twice.

Wren: A little humility, huh?

Ace: For now.

Wren: Unless you know a ritual to knit demonic flesh back together, I don’t need anything from you.

Ace: I don’t. And I assume if Saidra did, you would have already asked her.

Wren: Smart boy.

Ace: Anyway, I was more thinking something along the lines of soup or maybe a lasagna.

Wren: Really?

Ace: Yep!

Wren: You’ve got to be kidding.

Wren: The Chosen bringing food to a demon trying to heal.

Ace: Okay, I get the picture. You don’t need anything.

Wren: Alright, not so hasty.

Wren: Lasagna, you say?

Wren: I could be convinced.

Ace: I’ll cook one up and bring it over.

Ace: Where are you staying, anyway?

Ace: I’m picturing a dark cave in the mountains.

Ace: Or maybe an abandoned church, covered in vines.

Wren: I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?

The blue-haired demon eventually revealed the location she decided to convalesce in, and I was mightily disappointed.

Instead of a demonic lair of fire or anything cool, she rented a small house on the edge of town. It even had rose bushes.

When I knocked, I heard a loud “Come in.” The door was unlocked, so I slipped in. The place didn’t have much style to it — plain furniture and decorations that wouldn’t be out of place in a mid-range hotel.

“Love what you’ve done with the place,” I said.

“It came furnished.” Her voice came from the living room along with the sounds of a TV, so I followed it to find Wren sitting in a recliner. When I walked in, she rolled her eyes and paused what she was watching. All of her body parts were attached, although her leg looked like it was getting a lot of help from some athletic tape.

“I brought food.”

“Fridge is in there.”

I dropped the lasagna in the barren fridge, along with a six-pack of beer Nala mentioned that Wren liked. Hopefully that would be a nice surprise.

Walking back into the living room, I dropped down onto the couch. “You’ll wanna heat it back up at 350 for twenty minutes.”

She glared at me. “I didn’t invite you to stay.”

“Alright, alright,” I said. “I get it. You hate me.”

I started to stand.

“Wait.”

Stopping halfway up, I wasn’t sure what Wren wanted. She frowned, before waving for me to sit back down.

“So you do want some company?”

“Don’t make me regret it. You’re not as interesting as you think.”

“I just fought off an evil demon corporation with the power of friendship. I’m pretty interesting.”

“You say that like it’s the first time in history someone has done that.”

“Really? That’s happened before.

Wren shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably.”

“What are you watching?”

“Some game show.”

“The Price is Right? Hell yeah! This is perfect recovery T.V.”

Wren grumbled and hit play. We watched for a few minutes as a contestant totally washed out on one of the competitions.

“Whenever I got sick, my grandfather would put this on. He always preferred the older host, but didn’t complain too much.”

“Bob Barker was the best,” Wren said.

“Right. You’re ancient. Now you’re going to tell me you’ve met him.”

“I was on the show in 1978. Or maybe it was 1979. He’s a stand up guy.”

Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “Is this what I’m going to be like if I survive all Five Challenges?”

“Awesome?”

“Insufferable.”

WHUMP

A pillow hit me in the face. I let it slide into my lap and kicked back. We watched the rest of the show, and I left an hour later. She might have complained I stayed too long, but I saw the hint of a smile when she thought I wasn’t looking.

I took the long way back to the university, walking the whole way. Buying a car was still on my to-do list, but it dropped below “Recover From Demon Stab Wound.”

The real question was if I wanted to go flashy or subdued. Almost no one knew how rich I actually was, so it did provide some nice cover.

I figured I’d split the difference, and get something reasonable for a college student, and something more exciting that I could stash nearby for when I wanted to show off.

“Or maybe I’ll end up fighting a gang of souped up car racing demons,” I said to myself. “That could be fun. I wonder if my powers would help or hurt.”

Thinking through my options, I returned to my dorm for the first time in a week. I spent a few minutes dusting up and threw some clothes in the basement laundry. Then I wrote a paper due the next day. It ended up being easier than I expected — I thought it was a ten-pager, but it turned out to only be five. The long one was for the final in a couple months.

With my night free, I figured it was time to finally face what I’d been putting off.

I got dressed. With Rory, I dressed up, knowing she appreciated the effort and style, especially if we were going out. She liked to show off, and I didn’t mind. With Juniper, I still wore nice clothes, but she didn’t really care too much, and neither did I, so it always ended up more casual.

With Via, I thought about both options. I figured it would be weird if I turned up dressed to the nines. We hadn’t really spoken since the aftermath of the fight, and since that was enough potential awkwardness, I went for a casual outfit — jeans and a t-shirt with her favorite superhero from a comic series we both read. This one was a villain turned good guy, the Succubus’s Daughter.

That done, I crossed the campus to her dorm building. After the craziness with Pallatrox, the security increased and people were reprimanded for leaving the doors open at the various dorms. That lasted about a month, and when I walked up, I could enter without any issues.

Standing in front of Via’s door, I found myself getting nervous. I’d faced down powerful demons and saved the world — twice! — but talking to my best friend after we kissed felt like a more serious moment.

Knowing it wouldn’t get easier, I raised my hand and knocked.

“One sec!”

Closer to one minute than one second later, the door opened. Via blinked in surprise to see me.

She looked good. Her two-toned hair framed her face perfectly, and she was dressed just as casually as me in a tank-top and shorts. I saw a scattering of cloth and leather on the ground, next to scissors and other tools of her costume making.

“Ace. Hi!”

“Hey, Via.”

“What’s up?”

“I wanted to hang out. Is it a bad time?”

“No, not at all. Come on in.”

Via lived in a double room. I rarely saw her roommate. They both lofted their beds, and under Via’s she had a desk with even more costume supplies covering schoolbooks that looked unopened. Her roommate had a couch instead of a desk.

“Sorry, I was in the middle of a new project.”

“I can see that. Is it for class?”

She shook her head. “No, I took on a commission.”

“Oh, well, that’s cool.”

“I kind of had to after someone killed all of my bosses.”

I rubbed my head. “Well, they did turn out to be monsters.”

“Monsters that paid well.”

“The best monsters do.”

“You can grab a seat while I clean up.” I dropped onto her couch while she carefully put away her different materials. Once that was done, she sat next to me.

“So…” she started.

“So…”

The awkwardness was bigger than I expected, but also different. I didn’t know what it was, but it felt like we both wanted to say something. I decided to break the ice.

“I’m sorry about the night at the arcade.”

“Oh!” That took her by surprise.

“I didn’t mean to lead you on. I was having a really nice time, but I also needed to find out about Culcate.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me the truth instead of prying?”

I frowned. “Well, I worried you might do some investigating on your own. Listen, Via, I know you want to help, and you were great during the Challenge. But this whole thing is new to both of us, and you were so excited to be a part of it that I worried you’d get into trouble.”

“Like being held hostage by my bosses to try and keep you from stopping a demonic ritual to take over the world.”

“Exactly.”

Our eyes met, and we both chuckled.

“That didn’t work out well for you, did it?”

“It did not. I’m man enough to admit it.”

“But you were probably right.”

“I like the sound of that.” I glanced over at her. “About what?”

“I definitely would have investigated. And I know that because I did. They caught me in one of the file rooms.”

Sighing, I rubbed my forehead.

Via smiled bashfully. “In my defense, they didn’t even seem surprised. And when they were holding me, they mentioned it was all part of the plan.”

“They used you as bait to try and kill me,” I said.

“Did it work?”

“I mean, I’m still alive.”

“The trap.”

“Right. Yes, that worked. Beatrix and Wren had to save me. It was a whole thing.”

Via chuckled. “Well, sorry about that.”

“No, I should have been more up front. How about in the future I tell the truth?”

“The whole truth?”

Putting my hand over my heart, I said, “So help me Goddess. As long as you agree to not do anything crazy without at least checking with me or Juniper.”

“Not Rory?”

“She’s way too into doing crazy things. Rory wouldn’t do anything dumb, but you two together might be bad news.”

“That seems fair.” She held out her hand, and I shook it.

Via sighed. “I still need to get a job, though.”

“How come?”

Via tensed up, and I realized that I hit a sore spot I didn’t even know about.

“What? Via, come on, you can tell me. When have we ever kept anything from each other?”

Sitting in the gamer girl’s dorm room, I realized how far we’d come to end up there. Her side of the room was covered in posters and shelves of comics, manga, and anime. It felt like both the past and the future. I’d come so far — receiving gifts of a goddess and fighting demons. Via wasn’t immune, and now she knew about the world and my destiny. But she also was the only part of my life from before everything changed.

I didn’t want to lose that connection.

“Please, tell me,” I said.

She reluctantly nodded. “My parents split up.”

“I’m so sorry.” I immediately wrapped her in a hug, pulling her tight. She relaxed into me, hugging me back.

“Thanks.”

“When did it happen?”

“A couple months ago.”

“You didn’t tell me!”

“Sorry, Mr. Demon Hunter. I thought you might have a lot going on and didn’t want to burden you.”

Rubbing her back, I chuckled. “That’s fair. Very fair.”

“I know.”

“But I would have dropped everything for you. You know that, right? Whatever happens, you’re my best friend.”

Via pulled back, wiping a small tear from her eye. “Of course I am. I’m too awesome to replace.”

We both smiled. After a moment, I realized something. “What does this have to do with getting a job?”

“Two houses, two divorce attorneys. No more free money for my hobbies. I know I was lucky for what they gave me, but it was a shock to lose it so quick. On top of everything else. Ugh, I sound like a whiny baby, don’t I? I don’t wanna be spoiled.”

“No. You don’t sound like that. Maybe to someone else, but with me, you can be yourself. I know the real you, and some complaints during a rough time won’t change anything.”

Via took a deep breath and shook it off. “Anyway, that’s what’s new with me. Let’s talk about something more exciting. You said Beatrix rescued you? I bet she is a real badass. She has that don’t fuck with me vibe. Like a librarian with a gun hidden up her sleeve.”

I nodded. “She really was. Although apparently she spent a ton of magic items to do it. I’m going to have to pay her back for that.”

“Are magic items expensive?”

“Yeah. These are, at least.”

“Oof, sounds like you need a job, too.”

I laughed. “I have a job. Saving the world.”

“And that pays well?”

“Uh… So there’s one more thing I maybe forgot to mention.”

Via tilted her head, raising an eyebrow. “Just one more thing?”

“Unless I forgot something else. So, you know how my grandfather was retired and I had to get summer jobs and all that.”

“Uh huh.”

“It turned out that it was all a character building exercise. Kind of. And, uh, he was rich. Really rich.”

“Like big-house rich or lake-house rich?”

“Buy the whole lake rich.”

Via stared at me for almost a minute without saying anything. Finally she cracked a smile.

“Okay, you got me.”

“No, for real. I don’t have all of it, but I’m basically a billionaire.”

“Shut the front door.”

I glanced at her door and smiled. “It’s already closed.”

Via slapped me on the arm. “You’re rich! And I’m over here getting a job with a literal demon as a boss instead of you just paying for everything.”

“I thought you didn’t want to be spoiled.”

“Sure, when I thought I was talking to a broke-ass orphan. Not my billionaire best friend.”

I laughed. “Well, I’m happy to help with anything you need. Seriously. What else am I going to use it for?”

“My birthday present better be pretty amazing this year, Ace.”

We both were laughing and feeling relaxed. It felt like we’d really cleared the air between us.

“Actually, I was thinking about making you some demon hunting gear,” Via said. “Here, hold on.”

She hopped off the couch and ran over to her cluttered desk. Digging through it, she finally found what she was looking for. Via ran back over, clutching a small leather book. She sat next to me, her body pressed against me.

“Look at this.”

She flipped it open, and I saw her first design. It looked like leather armor from a video game.

“Am I supposed to wear that out and about?”

“Yeah!”

“Via, half my fights have been in the middle of town. I’m going to stick out like a sore thumb in this.”

She stuck her tongue out at me. “You have no sense of flair. Anyway, I thought you might say that, so here are some other ideas.”

Via walked me through her different plans. She’d spent most of my week recovering designing things that might help me or the others out. That included a scabbard for my sword that could hide in a backpack, a bandolier of knives for Rory, and some thicker armor we could wear as undershirts.

“I didn’t think this was feasible cost wise, but if you can buy some stuff, I can make it all.”

“This is great,” I said. “You made some amazing designs. I can’t wait to test it all out.”

I patted her hand. Her skin was smooth and warm beneath mine, and I left my hand there. Via looked up at me, her eyes shining in the dim lamplight.

“Uh, about the kiss,” Via mumbled. “The world was ending, it was going crazy. I thought you were going to die. If you don’t wanna talk about it, or whatever, I understand.”

Rather than answer, I leaned in and kissed her again. She started in surprise, before meeting me. Her lips were smooth and perfect.

It started slow, tentative. I was making out with my best friend! It was a bit of a shock to both of us.

Then the feelings between us rose to the surface. I pulled her closer, and she scooted onto my lap. We kissed frantically, passion bubbling over into lust. Her tongue shoved into my mouth, and I responded in kind.

It lasted a while — we were in our own little world, but when she pulled back, panting, I gave her a questioning look.

“Give me a sec,” she said. She hopped out of my lap. I stood, not sure what was happening.

She grabbed a magnet off the fridge in the corner. It was a bright green alien riding a rocket, and Via opened the door of her dorm. She slapped the magnet onto the white board hanging there, before shutting the door and locking it.

“Perfect. No one will disturb us now.”

“There’ll be no one to stop us this time.”

“And I’m the nerd?”

I smiled. “You’re more of a geek.”

She stomped over to me, a serious expression on her face. I leaned in and kissed her before she said anything else, and she sighed.

Standing in the middle of the room, I wasn’t sure what to do next. But Via didn’t hesitate. She pulled her shirt off, revealing her perfect breasts. They were handfuls with light pink areolas, and her nipples were already hardening.

“Wow,” I said.

“Damn straight,” Via said.

She knelt in front of me. Her hands quickly found my belt and button, and before I knew it, my cock sprang out as she yanked them all to the ground, along with my boxers.

Her eyes opened wide. “Wow.”

“Damn straight.” She looked up at me and stuck her tongue out.

I bopped her tongue with my cock, getting a choking laugh in return. Via asked, “We can’t be normal, can we?”

“Probably not,” I agreed. “I don’t want normal. I want you.”

“Even with your hot cheerleader and sexy witch?”

“If you’re okay with them, they said they’re okay with you.”

“Good. Not that you had a choice, but good.”

I was about to respond, when my best friend leaned forward and took the head of my dick into her mouth.

“Oh…”

She swirled her tongue around it, sucking gently. Her hand reached up and started stroking me.

Via looked like she was enjoying it almost as much as me. Her eyes stayed locked on mine as she bobbed her head up and down.

The excitement of everything was almost too much for me. I did not expect to end up here, and I wanted to enjoy every moment with Via. Reluctantly, I stopped her.

“You don’t like it?”

“I like it too much. There’s something else I want to do.”

“Sounds good to me.”

I helped her up, and we kissed again as we stripped the rest of our clothes from each other. Naked, we pressed against our bodies together. I felt her hot skin like fire against my own.

“Bed or couch?” I asked.

She nodded at her bed. Separating, Via skipped over, and I enjoyed the sight of her sexy body. Her ass was cute and curved. As she climbed up the edge, I reached over and grabbed it, getting a squeak.

As she reached the top, bending to get into the lofted bed, I grabbed her hips. With a long lick, I started eating her out.

“Oh, fuck, Ace!”

She was dripping wet and clearly as excited as I was. I focused on returning all the pleasure she gave me. A minute into it, I could feel her start to tremble.

Then a loud click from the door made us both freeze.

Her roommate walked into the room, headphones on and staring at her phone. The short, mousy woman closed the door and took two steps in before she froze. Her eyes rose up, taking in me with my dick out, and then Via naked, bent over the edge of her bed.

“Oh my god! Beth! I put the magnet up. The one that means ‘don’t come in here.’” Via scrambled up into her bed, pulling a pillow in front of her. I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood there, awkward.

“Ahhhh!” Beth practically screamed. “I’m sorry. You’ve never used it before, so I didn’t even think to check.”

She stood there for a second.

“Get out!”

“Right! I just need my math textbook.”

“Beth!”

“Ahhh!” She darted over to her bed, grabbed a book, and ran back to the door. “Sorry, sorry.”

The door shut, and I roared in laughter.

“Finally,” Via groaned.

I climbed up into the bed, still chuckling. “Well, Beth probably figured out something is going on.”

“You think?” She laid back, tossing the pillow off the bed. I crawled on top of her.

“No one else will come in, right?”

“The only one coming in is you,” Via said.

Now it was my turn to groan. “Really?”

“You love it.”

“I love you.”

We both froze. I didn’t mean to say it, but I meant it. I’d loved Via for a long time, and this was just the next evolution of that.

“I love you, too,” she whispered.

My cock rubbed against her hot entrance. “Should we?”

“Obviously!”

I slid inside her. She closed her eyes, moaning in pleasure. “You feel so good.”

We moved slowly, our bodies finding a natural rhythm in the tight space of her lofted bunk bed. She felt incredible, tight, warm, and silky smooth.

As we got used to each other’s bodies, I picked up the pace. She wrapped her arms around my back, holding on as I thrust into her.

“Oh, god, Ace. Yes. Yes! Yessss!”

She clamped down on me, her velvety walls squeezing me tight as she orgasmed. Her eyes scrunched up as she moaned. Seeing my best friend’s O-face sent me over the edge, and I started filling her up.

“Give it to me, Ace,” she whispered. “Ohhhhh!”

As we both finished, I squeezed in next to her on the small bed.

“That was incredible,” she said.

“Yeah, it was.”

“Can we do it again?”

“We’ve got all the time in the world, Via. You’re stuck with me for the next few hundred years.”

“Wait, a few hundred years?”

I smiled, guilty. “Okay, there might be one other thing I forgot to tell you.”

The End


Epilogue



“They still have no explanation for where the sword went, Ace,” Douglass said. We were sitting in the café on campus.

“That’s okay, Douglass,” I said. “It turned up a few days ago in my dorm room.”

“Really?” Douglass gave me a skeptical look. “You didn’t happen to steal it from an evidence locker?”

“I promise you that I did no such thing.”

“It feels like that sword wants to get back to you as much as you wanted it back.”

“That’s crazy, Douglass. Next, you’ll tell me that it’s one of those sentient weapons from a role-playing game.”

The lawyer rolled his eyes. “Well, I’m glad it’s all settled. I’ll inform the court that it turned up, but I may leave it a few weeks and let Whitney turn the screws on them. That’ll make them think twice about coming after you again.”

“Are you sure it’s all resolved?”

“Yes. After Culcate mysteriously cut their contract short, the police department did an internal review and threw out quite a few cases of questionable motive. Yours is one of them.”

I leaned back in my chair and took a swig of the coffee. “That’s great. What would I do without you, Douglass?”

“I expect you’d sort things out on your own. You are like your grandfather in that way. We helped him out quite a lot, but he was always up to something.”

“I bet he was.”

Douglass wasn’t in town just for a social visit. On top of resolving my legal issues, I’d told him that I was ready for the second test. He looked around for a moment, before bringing out the white orb he’d used before. I took it in my hand, and held it up.

“I have completed the Second Challenge,” I said.

The orb glowed green, before fading back to white.

“It’s true, then,” Douglass said. “You know, I wonder how this works. Is it like a fancy lie detector or something?”

“You’d have to ask my grandfather.” I studied the orb, knowing only slightly more than Douglass. I knew magic existed, but I had no idea what made the orb tick. For all I knew, it might be from Galliyae herself, although that seemed a bit of a waste of the goddess’s power.

Douglass checked his phone, sending off a quick email. When he finished, he stood up.

“I believe it’s time for our meeting,” Douglass said.

“We’ve still got five minutes,” I said.

“It never hurts to be early.”

We walked from the café to the Residence Life building.

“Hold on to your shoes, everybody.” Douglass glanced over his shoulder. I didn’t need to look to know Taylor was the one talking about me. “Here comes Ace Winters, the shoe thief.”

“What’s that about?” Douglass asked when we passed the group of girls.

“Didn’t you hear her? I stole some shoes.”

He looked at me, a question in his eyes. I shrugged. “I had a good reason.”

Douglass chuckled. “Sometimes I miss college.”

A few minutes later, we reached our destination. The building was on the smaller side, brick like the neighboring buildings it was wedged between. A secretary had us sit down in the lobby while we waited for the Director of Residence Life to come out. A few minutes later, he arrived.

“Thomas,” I said, shaking his hand. “This is my lawyer.”

“Douglass Greenwalt,” he said, not offering his hand. Douglass looked as serious as I did when I was about to face down a demon.

“A lawyer?’ Thomas blanched. “Is that really necessary?”

“After the previous comments to my client, I believe so.”

Thomas glanced around the lobby, then gestured towards his office. “Let’s head in for some privacy, shall we?”

We followed him in, and I noticed a woman sitting off to the side. She stood as we joined her, offering her hand.

“Jenna Holmes,” she said.

I pegged her in her mid-twenties. She was strikingly beautiful, thin and wispy, with light black skin. Her dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she wore a classy blouse and slacks.

“Ace Winters,” I said.

“So I’ve heard.” She had an accent, and I thought it might be from Australia or New Zealand.

“I wasn’t expecting more people in this meeting,” Douglass said.

“I know, and this wasn’t to ambush you two. We have our own regrets about how our partnership with Culcate went,” Thomas said. “Ace has been nothing but an exemplary student, and we fell victim to the hype of technology instead of using our own two eyes.”

“That’s good to hear you admit,” Douglass said.

Jenna kept her eyes on me, as if studying me.

“As it stands, we want to offer a sincere apology to Mr. Winters,” Thomas said. “Your professors have been made aware of the issue, and should all be offering some support and flexibility as you finish out the semester.”

“Good,” Douglass said. “If that’s all?”

“There was one more thing,” Thomas said, clearly cowed by the threatening attorney. “We have implemented a new position to help make sure that something like this doesn’t happen again.”

“A P.R. stunt?”

Thomas shook his head. “No, not at all. We’re tentatively calling it the Assistant Director in charge of Student Life Relations, which is a mouthful. Jenna here is our new appointee. Her only job is to make sure that students are heard, and to build relationships so that if something like this comes up, we have our own connections to talk to. We want to make sure we get the whole picture in any issue.”

“Indeed, Mr. Greenwalt,” Jenna said. “I’m out of the chain of command, and exclusively here to help the students with their goals. I’m very excited to get started.”

“Congrats,” I said.

Jenna gave me a half smile. “Thank you, Mr. Winters.”

“That’s great. I’m not sure why we needed to be here for that.” Douglass was still in full attack dog mode, showing me why he got paid the big bucks.

“As unfortunate as Mr. Winters’ experience was, we hoped it could be a learning experience. Miss Holmes wanted to chat with him to see how she can prevent it in the future.”

Douglass glared at the other two, and then leaned over to whisper in my ear.

“You don’t have to do this, Ace. But a conversation with a woman that looks like that is hard to beat.”

“I’m not doing too badly in that regard,” I whispered back.

“Do you not want to talk to her, then?”

“I didn’t say that.” I stood up. “I’d be happy to chat with you, Miss Holmes.”

“Jenna is fine. I’m looking forward to a nice little yarn with you.”

“I’m free now,” I said.

“Sweet as. Let’s go.”

She strode out of the office with purpose. I gave Douglass a wink and followed her. We left the building and started wandering around the campus.

“You’re a junior, right? Just turned twenty-one?”

“That’s right.”

“How do you like it here?”

“It’s pretty nice. It has its ups and downs. Probably like any other school.”

“I don’t know if I’d say two major demon attacks in less than six months would qualify as like any other school.”

I stopped short on the sidewalk. I gave her another look over, focusing on my new power. She didn’t read as a demon, which meant she either was human or so powerful I couldn’t break her disguise.

“Don’t get all bent out of shape,” she said. “I’m not here for any nefarious reason.”

“Considering everything I’ve gone through in those past six months, I’m right to be skeptical.”

“Listen, Ace, I do actually work here as the Assistant Director of whatever the hell the position is called. But that’s just a cover. I’m here to help you out, and hopefully you can help me too.”

“And who exactly are you?”

The woman smiled. “I was mostly honest with you, Ace. My full name and title is Princess Jenna Holmes, heir to the Hidden Kingdom, and I was sent here by the Celestial Convocation. We need your help. We need the Chosen.”


Afterword



Thank you for reading the second book in the Chosen For Greatness series. The story of Ace, Rory, Junebug and the rest is heating up! Book 3 comes out in June!

Please leave me a review on Amazon, it helps other people find and enjoy my work, and that means I can keep writing.

If you haven’t read it already, I have another two other series.

The first is called the Hero Game. It’s a superhero LitRPG you can find out more about here: https://www.amazon.com/Hero-Game-Superhero-Adventure-Tutorial-ebook/dp/B0D4LPV5KS 

The other is another litRPG, about an intergalactic conflict and a soldier who doesn’t remember enlisting. You can find the War Game here:

https://www.amazon.com/War-Game-Training-LitRPG-Adventure-ebook/dp/B0DB2NQX68 

You can follow me on Amazon here or in the Kindle app to be notified of any new book releases: https://www.amazon.com/stores/August-Aird/author/B0D4NFB6SY 

I have a monthly newsletter you can subscribe to for new releases as well as peeks behind the curtain:  https://august-aird-writes.ck.page/97ff341bb9 
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