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Chapter One



The house shook, rattling on its foundation. Whether that was from the hundred people crammed on the first floor dancing, the bass cranked way past any sane level, or an honest to god earthquake, I couldn’t tell you.

The venerable fraternity Gamma Iota Theta was hosting its bi-monthly rager, and all evidence pointed to it being one for the ages. While it wasn’t my normal scene, I’d been dragged here by my friend Via Wilson.

“You should celebrate tonight! You only turn twenty-one once,” she said. She had that determined look in her eye that let me know it was pointless to argue.

So there I was, on the lawn of a frat house surrounded by angels and demons. Heaven and Hell — not a bad theme for a party. I’d been lucky and found a cheap plastic halo to wear in the back of my closet, but otherwise didn’t have a costume on.

But for the guys at the party, that seemed about par for the course. A few had wings, and some had gone all out on demon costumes. I also saw a few Draculas. I’m not totally sure of the connection between demons and vampires, but it might have just been lazy dudes. Not that I could judge.

And the best part of the theme it also meant I was surrounded by coeds in corsets.

“Ace!”

Via spotted me from the porch and ran over. She was wearing an elaborate demon costume: eye-catching dark leather and horns.

“Is that your cosplay you were building last week?” I asked.

“Good eye, Ace,” she said. “I’m testing it out before taking it to the con this week. How’s it look?”

She turned and showed off her hard work. Via had brunette hair, and she’d dip dyed the bottoms of her hair red. She was about half a foot shorter than me at five and a half feet tall. Normally she wore sweaters or printed shirts with anime characters on them, but this outfit was way more form fitting than I was used to.

We’d been best friends since we were little, and I always forgot that she’d grown into an exceptionally attractive woman. But this costume definitely reminded me. She had curves galore tonight.

I remembered there was a question somewhere in there and sputtered out an answer. “You look good, Via. Really good. And great work on the costume, too. I can see how far your skills have improved.”

She smiled and blushed. “Thanks, Ace!” She gave me the once over and frowned. “Only a halo?”

I shrugged. “I don’t have your skills, apparently.”

She chuckled. “That’s for sure. Come on, the night is wasting away! Let’s get in there!”

I looked over at the party house, and Via must have been able to read my hesitation. “What?” she asked.

With the party starring me in the face, I remembered that I didn’t have the most fun at these types of things. Between striking out with girls and not being a crazy drinker, there weren’t that many great reasons to go in.

I asked, “Why are we here?”

Via rolled her eyes and went into her familiar refrain. “Because we’ve been at this school for three years and not had any crazy stories to tell, Ace. Let’s make some new friends. All the cool kids are here tonight. And, you know, college happens at parties, not in the library.”

“Graduating happens in the library,” I said.

“Graduating happens on the football field, at the end of May,” she shot back, grinning.

“How long have you been sitting on that one?” I asked.

“Would you believe it if I said I just came up with it?”

I shook my head. Via shrugged and said, “Whatever. Now, come on, you need to get laid anyway. It’s your birthday, and it’s been a while.”

I grumbled, but she wasn’t wrong.

“Are you offering?” I teased.

“You should be so lucky,” she laughed.

Realistically we were probably both cock-blocking the other. When your best friend is a girl, even when you’re not dating, you always get some side eye. But we were platonic. Very platonic. At least I always had someone around to play video games with.

Giving up, I let Via lead me into the party.

The outgoing woman immediately got in the mood, practically shouting over the music, “What’s up? Hey hey hey! Nice!”

She was greeting a lot of people, but most ignored her or gave her weird looks. Nothing fazed her, though.

“I’ll grab some drinks,” I shouted over the deafening music.

She gave me a thumbs up and ran off towards some sexy angels I vaguely recognized from a Shakespeare class that I took the semester before.

The hallway was crammed with bodies. Everyone shouted to be heard. I snaked my way through, keeping an eye out for any friendly face.

After searching for a while, I discovered that the drinks’ table was outside, and I stepped out into the backyard. I stopped short, already enjoying the cool breeze after the stuffy party house. Looking around, I saw that another thirty or so partiers mingled in the back, smoking or chatting where they could actually hear each other.

I grabbed a couple cups and looked at the options. The keg had a long line, and the punch was a roll of the dice. So I stuck to the classics, rum and the knockoff soda they had sprung for. Taking a sip, I decided to build up my courage before heading back into the party.

“Ace Fucking Winters!” A deep voice shouted out behind me.

Even before looking, I knew it belonged to Davis. A big football star and the vice president of Gamma Iota Theta. He was also literally big, towering over me at six-foot-eight. He’d taped a couple bullhorns onto his head as a demon costume, and one hung loose, unnoticed by the linebacker.

I grinned and threw him a fist bump. “Davis, what’s up?” I offered him one of the drinks. He slammed it back while I made another for Via.

“Thanks. Glad you made it, dude,” David said. “Did hell freeze over? I thought I’d never see you outside of class. Man, that class was nuts, right? I can’t believe we got to just build weird shit for a grade. That robot you built was pretty sick.”

“Yours was cool, too,” I said. “The professor just about shat his pants when it caught on fire.”

“That was a feature, not a bug,” Davis said, laughing.

He went on about our shared robotics class, and I was surprised the guy remembered me. Not that we didn’t get along — but because he was so popular, and I always thought of myself as one of the wallflowers. Maybe Via was right and I did need to get out more.

Behind him, some movement caught my eye. Well, more the lack of it. In the swirl of the party inside, I noticed a woman standing in the window of the main room.

Her costume was crazy — she had bright blue hair, and if it was a wig, it was a really good one. Or a great dye job. She had horns coming out of her forehead, bone colored and pointy, maybe four inches long, and since I couldn’t see any tape, I assumed they were glued on. Her eyes were deep and captivating. But with all that work put in on her head, the rest of her costume was … not a costume. Just a low cut tank top that showed off some great cleavage, and jeans.

Something about her drew me in. She was gorgeous, in an almost alien way.

“Yo, Ace, you listening?”

I focused back on Davis. “Sorry, I saw a cute girl and got distracted.”

When I looked back to the window, she was gone.

The linebacker grinned, nodding knowingly. “Oh, I get you. Gotta respect the game. Well let me get out of your hair,” he said. “Get on the hunt, my friend.” We bumped fists again, and I headed back to the party.

I didn’t spot Via or the mystery girl when I came back inside. The dance room was too crowded to cross, and I doubted my nerdy friend would be cutting a rug anyway. So, I searched through a couple side rooms.

I didn’t find either of the women, but I did find a few people from another class. Deciding to kick this loner vibe, I joined them. We chatted for a while.

One of them was Taylor, a girl I’d flirted with when we had group study sessions, but we’d never hit it off. But now she kept making eyes at me across the circle. Taylor was cute — short, curvy, with straight black hair and bangs.

Maybe parties aren’t all bad.

A new song came on and most of the group ran off to dance. I slid over to stand next to Taylor.

“Fun party,” I said.

“Yeah, for real,” she agreed.

Stimulating conversation, I know. But it broke the ice and we chatted a bit more. She was a bit bookish, and had on a white angel’s outfit — basically a toga, with two cheap, rubber wings.

“You need this more than me,” I said, putting the halo on her head. It had a clear ring that nestled into her hair, with a small bit of plastic lifting the golden ring above her head.

“Haha, what for?” she giggled.

“Well, now you’re really an angel.”

She smiled and twirled.

“Perfect,” I said.

I was about to ask her for her number when Via bounded over and wrapped me in a hug. Then she kissed me on the cheek and shouted, “Happy birthday!”

“Oh,” Taylor said, looking between the two of us. “It’s your birthday? Happy birthday, I guess.”

She looked around, searching for an out. I couldn’t tell if she saw someone or was just pretending, but she shouted, “Oh, uh, Meg! Sorry, Meg is calling me.” She ran off.

“Thanks, Via,” I said with a sigh.

“What?” she asked, totally oblivious.

“For that whole thing. I can guarantee that Taylor thinks we’re dating now,” I said, pointing at the departing lady.

Via glanced her way, then shook her head. “Nah,” Via said. “You can still seal the deal. But first we need to do birthday shots!”

“My birthday is tomorrow,” I pointed out.

“Nope!” She held up her phone. The glowing screen told me it was 12:07. “It’s today!”

Once again I trailed in Via’s wake as she dragged me back to the yard. As we walked, I thought I saw the mysterious blue-haired woman down a hallway, but she was gone as soon as I looked back.

Via shoved her way to the drinks table, eliciting a few grumbles she just ignored. The excited woman poured a few large shots into red plastic cups. She gave me one and handed the rest out.

“To Ace! Happy birthday!”

The crowd cheered, half even getting my name right. I drank the shot quickly, the cheap vodka burning my throat.

Oddly, I realized, even after multiple drinks, I wasn’t feeling even remotely tipsy. After everything I had, I expected to be at least buzzed. Since I wasn’t, I agreed when Via poured me another.

It’s a party, after all.

Finishing the second shot, I crunched my cup and tossed it towards the trash can ten feet away. But it went sailing away, clattering against the wall another fifteen feet past it. Everyone chuckled as I went to pick it up. “Can’t handle your liquor, huh?” someone teased from the crowd.

I didn’t feel anything — but maybe I was. I shrugged and dropped the cup into the can.

The yard was getting more crowded — apparently another party had been busted up by the cops and everyone came here. Someone opened a window to the main dance room and put one of the speakers there. More and more people started dancing in the yard.

Via and I joined a group dancing in a circle. But I wasn’t feeling it. Even after a couple more shots, I just didn’t even have a buzz. And the party had shifted into that perfect space where it’s a blast when you’re uninhibited, but not quite there without it. And on top of that, the drinks had done their work elsewhere, so I headed for a bathroom.

Inside the frat, the party had taken on a frantic feeling. Sweat and lust filled the air. Everyone was looking to hook up or bail.

A flash of blue caught my eye, but when I looked closer, I realized it was just a frat flag fluttering in the breeze from the open window.

The bottom floor bathrooms were jammed, each with a line of long, anxious people, so I snuck upstairs.

Davis and I studied together a few times, so I knew my way around the frat. I found the backup restroom and tried the handle. The unlocked latch stuck, so I gave it a tug.

The whole door ripped off the hinges and fell on the ground.

Through the now missing door, a couple frantically pulled up their pants and screamed. I stepped back, covering my eyes to give them some privacy.

“Oh shit,” I said. “Sorry.”

“What the hell, man?” the guy said.

“Not cool,” the girl said.

“Sorry,” I apologized again. “It wasn’t locked, and I don’t know what happened.”

I walked away quickly, leaving the broken door on the floor of the hallway.

What was that!?

How was I supposed to know a frat that was abused by a couple dozen college guys twenty-four-seven meant a door would just fall off? What are the odds, really? I just got unlucky that it happened to me.

After that, I decided to just head out. It had been a weird night. I’m sure if I stayed longer, it would get even weirder. After hunting through the first floor, I found Via chatting with some theater girls.

“Hey, Via,” I said, “I’m going to bounce.”

“What? But we’re just getting started,” she said.

“I know. I’m just not feeling it.” I looked around the room at the others. “Are you good getting home?” I didn’t want her to feel unsafe.

“Yeah, my roommate showed up.” She glanced around, and shrugged. “She’s somewhere. We’ll be fine,” she said.

I high-fived her. Making my way back to the front, I waved at Davis who was dancing hard in the middle of the room.

Right before I left, I spotted Taylor leaning against the wall in a quiet hallway and still wearing my halo. If she still had it on, maybe I could salvage things.

I debated taking her a drink, but by the time I got there and back, she might leave. I ran through a couple greetings in my head, and then started over.

“Just go for it,” I muttered to myself. I took a deep breath and walked down the hall to her. But as I passed by one of the open rooms, I saw the blue-haired mystery woman.

She was sitting at the window in an empty room, looking out over the backyard. Stern and serious, her eyes roved the party, clearly searching for someone.

I spared one more glance for Taylor, seeing she was still leaning against the wall alone. That was the perfect chance to clear this up, but I knew I had to talk to this woman. Something about her just called to me.

“Hi,” I said, stepping into the room.

She spun around, surprised. She tensed up, stepping away from the window. “Oh, uh, hi.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said. “I just saw you looking lonely, and thought I’d say hello.” It sounded better in my head, but she seemed to accept it.

“I was hoping to run into you,” she said. “I noticed you earlier.”

Oh, dang. She knew who I was. Now I needed to seal the deal.

“Really?” I asked. I tried to sound suave, but it came out surprised.

“Yeah. What happened to your halo?” She pointed up at her head.

Up close, I was even more impressed by her horns and hair. Spending time with Via meant I got a crash course in costumes, and from what I could tell, they both looked professional-grade. It made the incongruity with her normal clothes stand out even more.

“I guess I was naughty and lost it,” I answered, throwing all my game at her. “Are you in the theater program?”

She shook her head. “No. Why?”

“I’m really impressed by your costume. My friend would love some tips,” I said.

Come on, man. Via’s not even here and I’m almost cock-blocking myself by summoning her.

“Oh, yeah, thanks,” she said. She ran a hand over one of her horns, almost a nervous tick.

I couldn’t get a read on her. She hadn’t taken her eyes off me since I entered, but she didn’t seem to be vibing with what I was putting down. Even my A+ material like “Hi.”

Time to break out the classics. “So what do you major in?”

“I’m not a student,” she said.

“Townie?” I asked. She definitely looked around my age, so I was surprised she wasn’t enrolled here.

She shook her head. “I’m just visiting. For work.”

“Visiting, eh?”

I decided to try and play it cool. I put my hand out to lean on the wall, misjudging how close it actually was.

CRASH

My hand slammed through the plaster, sending a cloud of dust into the air.

“Fuck,” I muttered, pulling my hand out. It didn’t hurt, but I felt my face flush.

What an embarrassment. I just need to pull the plug on this whole weird night.

“Sorry. Don’t know my own strength, I guess,” I said. “Listen, I’m going to let you get back to spying on the party or whatever you were doing. Uh, bye.”

“Wait,” she called after me.

I didn’t wait, though. I practically ran, getting out of the frat as quickly as possible. My feet hit the sidewalk outside, and I didn’t look back.

Not the best start to a birthday I’ve ever had.


Chapter Two



Idecided to take the long way home. Even after so many drinks and shots, I still couldn’t feel any of the booze, and I hoped a walk might get my metabolism going enough that I wouldn’t wake up in the middle of the night feeling drunk.

So I made my way from frat row to the park.

The park stretched along the north side of the campus. Frat row was just off campus on the west side, and my dorm was on the east side. This meant I made a long loop out of my way, but it felt good to be moving in the crisp air after the stuffy party.

A dirt path led the way through the thin woods. I’d probably walked this path a thousand times over the last three years, but rarely at night. Under the bright sun, this part of the park felt almost manicured — and even the deeper, wild woods further north felt welcoming.

Now, the mostly full moon hung over the woods, giving me plenty of light to see by, and the park felt like another world. The trees threw long shadows across the path, the branches stretching like claws.

There were always rumors of drug dealers or other dangerous folk out here. I thought it was just an urban legend, and considering how threatening the woods felt now, I could see how believable those rumors were. But at just over six feet tall, I wasn’t terribly worried about getting jumped. Sure, I might be a bit of a nerd, but I wasn’t the weakest buffalo in the herd.

Leaves shook as a cold breeze rustled through the trees. Distant noises echoed across the quiet forest. Maybe other people walking. Maybe a raccoon. Maybe a bear.

Probably not a bear.

Of course, when I thought about it, a bear might think I’m weak enough to hunt. Hopefully there wouldn’t be any bears on the trail.

A spark of light caught my eyes through the trees. A flashlight winking on and off, the trees blocking it as I moved, most likely.

A half dozen or so trails wound through the woods here. The odd flash wasn’t on my trail, but the next one over. Mine headed back to my dorms, and safety. The other one looped back into the woods, eventually ending near the deep woods.

I stopped, trying to see if I could see the light again. If someone was on that trail, they might not know where it went and end up spending the night out here alone. I didn’t want to be out here any longer than I had to be, but I couldn’t just abandon someone.

Waiting for a minute, the light didn’t appear again.

I let out a sigh. After a weird night, I was just imagining things — it could have been the moonlight glinting off of some particularly shiny leaves.

Then a scream tore through the woods. A woman, definitely scared.

I didn’t think. I just ran straight through the woods towards the scream.

Branches whipped at my face, roots reached up to grab me, but I ignored it all. Someone needed help, and I was here.

The other trail opened up around me, the flat dirt barely visible in what little light cut through the trees. I looked down both directions of the path, but in the dark I couldn’t see much.

“No!”

To my left, more shouts. I sprinted towards the voice. I rounded a curve, and finally saw who was shouting.

A cute redhead was on the ground, scrambling backwards in a frantic crab walk. She lifted a hand and a light flashed out at her attacker.

And I got a good look at him.

It.

Whatever it was was humanoid — two legs, two arms, a head. But that was as close to human as it got. It had bright red eyes and was hairless. And totally nude, although I was grateful the light didn’t reveal everything. Its skin was a sickly gray, with flaking scales.

“What the fuck is that?” I shouted.

Both the girl and the monster turned towards me, surprise on both of their faces.

“Where did you come from? No, that’s not important. You need to run!” The girl on the ground flashed the light at the monster again, and it stumbled back.

“Come on,” I said, offering her my hand. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you need to get out of here.”

“Rrrrrarr!” The creature lunged forward.

Without thinking, I slammed a hand out to shove it back. It rocketed backwards, tumbling as it rolled back through the trees. Maybe it was actually an inflatable decoration from the Heaven and Hell party, because it was so light, and I didn’t push it hard enough to do that.

“What the…” the girl muttered.

“Are you okay?” I asked. I felt unmoored, and just refused to accept what I’d just seen. “I think the shots are finally hitting, ‘cause I thought you were getting attacked by some weird monster.”

“Look out!” she shouted and pointed.

I turned, following her hand only to see a pair of bright red eyes. The creature tackled me, and we rolled across the ground. Rocks and roots knocked into my head as we rolled. The two of us came to the stop against a tree trunk with the creature on top of me.

It growled and scratched at me, its long claws glistening in the moonlight. I slammed my hand into the side of its head. The creature yelped and scurried back.

I climbed to my feet and tried to follow it. In the dark it was almost invisible. I could make out its eyes when it looked directly at me, but as soon as it turned, I lost track of the creature.

“What is happening?” I asked the redhead.

“Shush,” she said. “Let me do this.

She raised her hand, holding it out towards the woods it retreated into. “Mul!” the girl said, and a spark of light flew out from her hand. The forest glowed for a second, and I could see the monster prowling behind a tree.

The spark of light changed directions, flying directly at the creature. When it hit the creature, it hissed in pain. None of it made sense, until I realized the girl must have a taser or something.

“Okay, buddy,” I said, figuring out what was probably going on. “Someone must have slipped you some bath salts or something at the party. Why don’t we just calm down and have a glass of water? And this nice lady can go on her way.”

“I will drink your blood,” the creature hissed. The light from the spark or taser or whatever started to fade, and I knew I would lose sight of the creature soon.

“Okay, fuck this,” I said. I turned and grabbed the woman’s hand. I dragged her to her feet in a quick motion and guided her in front of me.

“Run!”

This time she didn’t object, and she took off in front of me, her feet pounding the dirt path. I checked over my shoulder, but couldn’t see the creature anymore. I didn’t know where this trail was taking us, but as long as it was away from the creepy dude, I was happy.

We ran for a minute, and when the woods thinned out, the path opened up near the gym. I slowed down.

“Are you okay?” I panted. I was out of breath — but not as much as I would have expected. I figured it must have been all the adrenaline. Honestly, it was as close to the bottom of my priority list as possible.

The redhead gasped as she got her breath back. She looked over at me. “Who are you?” she asked, stunned.

Out of the trees, I finally got a good look at her in the moonlight. She was tall and lanky, with straight red hair. She had on a light blue sweater with flowers stitched around the collar and corduroy pants. And because my mind was in the gutter after striking out all night, I noticed she had a great body — nice legs and a chest that was giving me ideas.

“I’m Ace,” I said, offering my hand. She shook it, still skeptical. I looked over my shoulder at the forest we’d escaped from. “Who was that?”

“You don’t know?” Doubt was written all over her face. She clearly didn’t believe me. I didn't know what else might convince her.

I shrugged. “Some drugged out college boy?”

“No. It’s an … oh, shoot.”

“An ‘ohshoot?’” I asked, before something slammed into my back.

I smashed face-first into the dirt. Searing pain lanced across my back. I flailed around, feeling my elbow connect with something solid and rough. The pressure dropped off and I rolled over.

The creature, or whatever it was, had followed us. It shuffled away from me and crouched by a tree. It wiped some blood from its mouth.

“Ow!” I said. I got to my feet and brushed the dirt off my face. “Okay, now I’m pretty peeved.” Whoever or whatever this asshole was, I was sick of it. I clenched my fists and lifted them in front of me, doing my best impression of someone who knew what the hell they were doing.

The redhead raised a hand in warning. “Be careful, Ace. It will kill you if it gets the chance.”

“What?” I glanced between her and the attacker. Where did the night go wrong? I just wanted to get some air, not fight for my life. Via was right — I should’ve stayed at the party.

The creature didn’t wait any longer. It lunged at me. I kicked, snapping my foot out and catching the creature on the jaw as it came in low. It yelped and flopped away, my kick sending it rolling across the ground.

I said, mostly to myself, “How light is this guy? I barely hit him and he flew away.”

I didn’t expect an answer, but I got one. “Probably three hundred pounds,” the woman said.

Now I knew she was pulling one over on me. “Okay, good prank. Or did you take something at the party, too?” I asked. “Or did I? I don’t think I did. Am I losing it?”

The creature growled again. I looked at him — it? — and things started making even less sense. Iron bones, gray skin, sparks of light. What did I walk into?

She shook her head, her hair bouncing in the dim light. “No. You’re not losing it, Ace. But he’s not human. And their bones are made of solid iron. No offense, but with your scrawny arms, I wouldn’t think that you could even move him.”

“Did I hear that right? Not human? How do you know this?”

“That’s not important now. But if you want to get out of this alive, you need to listen to me,” the woman said, her hand still leveled at the creature. “The only way to kill an Iskalik is to remove its head. And you’re going to have to kill it now.”

“Get out of here. I’m supposed to kill that thing?” I looked at the crouching creature. The blood-red eyes hadn’t left me since I kicked it. It prowled back and forth, patiently waiting for an opening.

“If you’d left it to me, I could have chased it off. But now it’s had a taste of your blood,” she said. “It will be able to follow you anywhere.”

“Delicious blood,” the creature hissed. “I want more. So much power in it.”

“Great,” I said. “Just what I needed: tasty blood.”

The creature darted forward, low to the ground, and it slashed at my legs. I hopped back, barely getting out of the way of the claws. It growled, and I could see a mouth full of misshapen sharp teeth.

“Mul!” the woman shouted, and another spark of light hit the creature. Its skin sizzled and it ducked backwards.

I looked over at the redhead, and while I couldn’t see how she made the spark, I noticed she didn’t seem heavily armed for someone shouting about cutting off something’s head. “So do you have a knife or something?”

“For what?”

Ace pointed at the monster. “To cut the head off.”

The woman shook her head. “I was trying to drive it away. I wouldn’t have come out here if I knew what it actually was.”

That was almost harder to believe — she meant to find something like this out here. “Who are you?” I asked.

Before she could answer, the creature charged forward again.

“Oh, no you don’t!” I shouted. I dodged out of the way of the sharp claws.

Before it could get away again, I dove on top of it. I wrapped my arms around its chest and pinned its arms to its side, squeezing it so it couldn’t claw at me. It hissed and rolled around. I had the weight and the strength.

And I didn’t know what the redhead was talking about. There’s no way this thing weighs three hundred pounds, I thought. I can move around like nothing.

I rolled onto my back, holding it above me. It thrashed and kicked, trying to get at me, but unable to bring its claws to bear.

“Any help here,” I shouted.

“Uh, I don’t know.” She looked around frantically. Then she turned and ran away, leaving me there alone with the creature.

“Come on,” I groaned.

“Blood,” the creature hissed as it thrashed frantically in my arms. “More blood.”

“That’s enough blood talk, buddy,” I said. “Shut up.”

I slammed it back against the ground, rattling its teeth. This close to it, I could smell it. It sucked. It had a strong odor of rotting meat.

“Ever heard of body spray?” I asked.

Glass shattered somewhere in the distance. I could hear the woman run back as I tried to keep the Iskalik under control.

“Here.” The woman had found a fire ax, which she held up proudly.

“Go ahead and kill it,” I said. It struggled more, and I felt my grip loosening. “Hurry!”

“How? You’re under it!”

“Right,” I said. “Good point. Okay, get back and then toss me the ax.”

I waited for her to step back. Then I put everything I had in me and tossed the Iskalik away from both of us. It rolled to a stop ten yards away. I hurried to my feet as it did the same. Our eyes met, and I could see hatred deep in its inhuman eyes. Right then I knew only one of us was leaving here alive.

“Die!” it hissed and charged forward.

“Catch!” The redhead threw the ax at me. It wobbled through the air, but thankfully went in the right direction.

I snatched the ax out of the air.

THWACK

With one swing I severed the creature’s head.

The body flopped onto the ground while the detached skull rolled away, finally stopping near the woman. She grimaced at it and jumped back. “Yuck,” she said.

I dropped the ax in the dirt. Everything I’d been through hit me all at once — the crazy party, the door breaking off, the wall, a monster in the woods, and a redhead shooting sparks at the monster. Oh, and I decapitated something that looked pretty close to human, regardless of what she said. That left me with one major question.

“What. The. Fuck?” I asked.

“You did it!” The redhead grinned, happiness spreading across her whole face. I was almost distracted by how cute she was, but only almost.

“Yeah. I did, I guess. Now I need some answers,” I said. “Who are you? What is that? What’s going on?”

“I’m Juniper. Juniper Martindale. You just saved my life.” She held her hand out, and on instinct I shook it. The small moment of normalcy highlighted how out of my normal world I was.

“Juniper… I need more than that,” I said.

“I really should go,” she said. “We both should. It’s definitely not safe out here. But, maybe I can buy you lunch? As a thank you for saving my life?”

“Okay,” I said. “But I want answers then.”

“Of course. I’ll tell you everything I can, I promise. Here,” she said, and handed me her phone. “Put in your number. I’ll text you the details in the morning.”

This was not what I expected. Well, I hoped for it at the party, not standing over the body of a monster. I typed my number in and handed it back to her.

“Listen, Ace, get back to your dorm. Stay out of the woods at night,” she said.

“And what about you?”

“I will, too,” she said. “Iskaliks are bad news. If there’s one here, there are almost certainly more of them.”

She started walking back towards campus, and waved. “See you tomorrow,” she said.

I stood by the forest, absolutely confused. I turned back to the body, but it had melted. A pool of gray gunk and metal bones were all that remained. Even as I watched, the bones started dissolving as well, a cloud of green smoke rising out of the sludge.

“Gross,” I said.

Looking at the trees, I realized that the woods in front of me had a much more ominous feeling now. The dark shadows were full of unknowable dangers.

I took Juniper’s advice, and stayed out of them. Doubling back, I cut across campus and headed straight for my dorm. I didn’t relax until the security door slammed shut behind me, magnetically locking me in the building.

Back in safety, I went to my room. There, I stripped down and headed for the shower. In the mirrors I could make out the scratches across my back. When the Iskalik cut me, it felt worse than they looked now. But they were definitely real. Whatever happened out there, I had evidence spread all across my back.

I washed off all the gunk and dirt, and especially the gross smell. Finally feeling clean and a little more sane, I stepped out. I checked the cuts one more time, to make sure I hadn’t hallucinated the whole thing. Somehow they’d healed during the shower — now they were just faint lines across my back.

In my dorm room, I pulled the shirt I had been wearing out of the hamper. The back was ripped to pieces.

“What is going on?” I asked.

I didn’t get much sleep that night. But when I did eventually drift off, my dreams were filled with monsters, horned women, and an odd redhead.


Chapter Three



Lunch couldn’t come soon enough. Even as every hour after the fight made it seem more and more like a bad dream to me, the reality was Juniper Martindale texted me bright and early.

Juniper: Good morning!

Juniper: Still on for lunch?

Ace: You better believe it.

Ace: Where were you thinking of going?

Juniper: How about we go by the Veiled Volumes.

Juniper: It’s a bookstore, but we can get coffee there and talk.

Ace: Alright, it’s a date.

Juniper: A date!?

Ace: Just an expression. I’ll see you there.

I didn’t know where the store was, but a quick search gave me the address. Since it was walkable from campus, I decided to head over early and get the lay of the land.

The shop was a half mile from campus. I felt full of energy — whether it was fighting to the death or meeting a cute girl, I didn’t know what, but I felt a lot better than I expected after such a crazy night.

The strip mall had a couple convenience stores, a greasy spoon taco place, and a laundromat. Right in the middle, the Veiled Volume stood out because all of the curtains were drawn. The store’s sign was modest — plain, white letters on a dark blue background.

A sign on the front door said it was open, but I was skeptical. Everything about it said “customers are not welcome.”

But the door opened when I tried it. I stepped into the musty store. It was brighter than I expected inside, well lit by overhead lights.

Books lined the shelves along the wall. Two tables in the middle were piled with jars of various dried plants and other assorted items in glass tubes. A few shelves in the corner were filled with odd knick-knacks and brass statues. A large counter with a cash register sat near the back wall, with a door open behind it. Four chairs sat in a small circle near the shelves.

I could hear two voices talking in the next room. I didn’t want to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t help it once I realized that I was the subject of conversation.

“I’m telling you, Bea, he killed an Iskalik last night. He tossed it around like it was nothing.”

“That’s impossible,” the posh British voice of another woman answered. “I can’t believe an Iskalik was even around here. There hasn’t been a reported sighting in decades. It was dark, and probably just a minor imp or something. They like to play tricks.”

“I know what I saw,” the first voice said. I assumed it was Juniper. She sounded frustrated. “I didn’t expect to see one. I know what an imp looks like. Here.”

I moved closer to the door, listening in. Neither spoke for a moment. A book opened, and pages rustled. “There! Ha! This is definitely what I saw last night.”

“Fine, Juniper. What do you want me to do about it?”

“Meet him. He’s coming here soon.”

While still skeptical, the British voice gave ground. “If you’re sure about this, I guess it wouldn’t hurt.”

I realized it wouldn’t be great to be caught eavesdropping. I moved back to the door and opened it again. When it clanged shut, I called out. “Juniper?”

The redhead popped out from the back room.

“Ace! Hey!” She swung around the counter and walked over. She was wearing a long white skirt and a buttoned up blue blouse.

Another woman followed her out. She was about forty, with straight black hair tied in a ponytail. She wore a business suit, with a professional skirt and a jacket over her white shirt. Completing the look was a pair of thin, wire framed glasses. I half expected her to shush me like the librarian she looked like.

“Uh,” Juniper turned back to the other woman. “This is Beatrix Victoria.”

“Hello,” Beatrix said. “You must be Ace. I’ve heard quite a lot about you.”

“I didn’t realize I’d be meeting anyone else,” I said, looking at Juniper for answers. She blushed and looked away.

Beatrix nodded. “Yes, I believe Ms. Martindale has been a bit less than forthcoming with you. I understand you had a bit of a tussle with a demon last night.”

“A demon?” I asked.

“I didn’t tell him anything, Bea,” Juniper said. “I didn’t know what was safe to share.”

“Well, that was smart. And don’t hold it against Ms. Martindale. We closely guard our secrets.” She gestured for me to sit in one of the chairs, and she sat in the other. “To answer the most obvious question, Ace, you encountered a demon. Demons are real.”

“That’s why it melted away when I cut its head off?” I asked.

“It melted?” Bea was surprised at that. “You didn’t say that, Juniper.”

“Sorry, Bea,” Juniper said. “I was so flustered to have a civilian there, I just ran as soon as the demon was dead.”

“If it did melt, then that confirms it was an Iskalik,” she said. She sighed and leaned back in her chair.

“An Iskalik doesn’t die easily,” the older woman continued. “That raises a few questions. How did you manage to kill it? You must have had to cut through bones as strong as iron to do it.”

“I saw some of the leftovers as it melted. The bones were definitely metal,” I said. “But the ax just went clean through.”

“He was tossing it around like it was nothing,” Juniper added. “I thought he used an expulsion spell the first time because he knocked it flying. You’re not a priest, secretly, are you? With mad exorcist powers?”

I shook my head. “Sorry. Just a normal college student, last I checked.”

“Was he really fighting it like that?” Beatrix asked.

Juniper grinned and nodded her head, clasping her hands in front of her. “Yeah! If I hadn’t been afraid we both were about to eat it, I would have been impressed. He might not look it, but he’s really strong.”

“I’m not that strong,” I said. “Really.”

“This… this can’t be,” Beatrix said. “You must excuse me for a brief moment. Please hold on.”

Flustered, Beatrix rushed into the back. I could hear her pulling books off the shelf and flipping them open. I stood, anxious energy coursing through my body. After a minute or so, the redhead leaned over to me.

“Sorry about this,” Juniper said. “I didn’t know how else to get you here.”

“You didn’t have to trick me with a date,” I teased. “I wanted answers too.”

“A date? You called it a date!” Juniper giggled. “And it’s not like that would work, anyway. Who’d want to go on a date with me?”

I looked the redhead over — she might dress a little plainly, but she was very attractive. She had a cute, round face that dimpled when she smiled. Plus I’ve always had a thing for redheads.

“I would,” I said honestly. “You know, I still would, even after all this.”

Sure, I’d just fought a demon to the death last night, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try to get a date at the same time. It’s not every day that I met a cute redhead who seemed into me.

Juniper’s cheeks turned almost as red as her hair. “Really?”

“Sure. How about it?” I stepped closer to her.

She nodded, apparently unable to speak. Our eyes met, hers a deep emerald that took my breath away.

“You really are enchanting,” I told her.

“For real?”

I nodded. Raising my hand, I reached out to brush a strand of hair out of Juniper’s face. I tucked it behind her ear, and she shivered.

“Aha!” Beatrix called out from the back room. Juniper squeaked and jumped away. Beatrix walked in with a large, leather-bound tome and set it down on the counter.

“Ace, what’s your surname? Your family name?” Beatrix asked.

“Winters. Ace Winters,” I said.

Beatrix frowned. “No, that’s not it.”

“I’m pretty sure I know my own name,” I said.

Beatrix looked up and blinked in surprise. “Sorry, no, I just meant that didn’t answer my question. What about your parents?”

I shook my head. “They died when I was little. My grandfather raised me on his own. But he died right after I turned eighteen.”

“I’m sorry,” Juniper said. She reached out and squeezed my arm. I smiled at her.

“Thanks, but it’s been a few years,” I said. “I miss him, but now I just have fond memories.”

“Was this your grandfather?” Beatrix spun the tome around.

On the first page was a rough black and white sketch of a man who could have been the younger version of my grandfather. Standing in front of an old church, he had a sword belted on his waist, and a confident grin I would recognize anywhere. Two gorgeous ladies stood behind him.

“Yeah, that could be him fifty years ago.” I read further down the page, and saw that the drawing was dated 1772. Over two hundred and fifty years earlier.

“Wow,” I said. “That must be my great, great, great, a couple more greats, great-grandfather.”

“No,” Beatrix said. “I believe that is your grandfather.”

“Okay, I have to ask: Is this some sort of prank?” I asked. I glanced between the two women, but neither of them blinked. “Are there cameras around here? You got me with the demon thing, but this is a bridge too far. I’m absolutely sure that my grandfather didn’t die at the ripe old age of two hundred and ninety.”

“He was probably closer to four hundred years old,” Beatrix said. “At least.”

I looked to Juniper for support, but she just shrugged. Turning back to Beatrix, I didn’t know what to say.

“Your grandfather was the chosen avatar of Galliyae. That gave him the strength of a dozen men, long life, and magic powers. He battled demons all across the world, keeping this realm safe from their dark powers.

“At least,” Beatrix said, “That’s the legend. He vanished over twenty years ago, to the point that a lot of people think he’s just a boogeyman to scare demons.”

This was a lot to take in. And, despite the demon thing the night before, I had plenty of evidence my grandpa was merely a pervy old dude, not a demon hunter. “He didn’t have any powers or anything,” I said.

“Are you sure of that?”

I racked my brain. It wasn’t like we spent our days fighting bears or anything. He was a grandpa. Strong, and healthy, sure, for being over eighty.

“Okay, for argument’s sake, let’s say I accept all this. What does that mean for me?” I asked.

“You are the heir of his powers,” Beatrix said. “If you really did throw an Iskalik around last night, it’s clear you got his strength. So Galliyae has chosen you to carry on his legacy.”

She picked up the book and started reading from it.

“Galliyae is the goddess of life and fertility. Ever since her sisters turned away from the light and left the mortal plane for the demonic realms, she has been the sole steward of humanity. Her avatar battles demons wherever they might be found. His descendants wield a fraction of his power as well.

“When one avatar perishes or chooses to join Galliyae in her realm, a new avatar is chosen. On their twenty-first birthday, they manifest the powers of Galliyae. Strength, vigor, energy, and fertility.

“But if ever the line is destroyed, Galliyae’s sisters will be freed from their prisons in hell. Chaos and destruction will rain down upon the earth, and the realm of man will be doomed to fall to hell.”

Beatrix stopped reading. We all sat in silence, the British woman’s words echoing through my head.

“This might sound crazy, but it actually makes a lot of sense,” I said.

“What?” Juniper asked, surprised. Even Beatrix craned an eyebrow up.

“My birthday is today. And I noticed a lot of weird stuff last night, all taking place after midnight. Like, I couldn’t get drunk even after a few shots. I’m not a lightweight, but I didn’t feel anything. Plus, I ripped a door off its hinges totally on accident. Oh yeah, and I cut a demon’s head off with a blunt fire ax.”

Beatrix asked, “Your grandfather never said anything?”

“No,” I said. “But he got mugged on a business trip he took… Oh.”

The police had found his body in an alley in New York City. He’d told me he just had to close up an old bank account and would only be gone for a weekend. I hadn’t even said goodbye, because I thought he’d be back soon. I told that to the women.

“But he wasn’t mugged, was he?” I asked. “He was probably killed by a demon.”

Beatrix nodded. She gave me a sad smile, before patting me on the hand.

“This must be a terrible amount of information to take in, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said. “I must ask for a bit more patience from you for a moment. Juniper and I are part of a team that helps defend this city from demonic creatures. If you truly are the Chosen of Galliyae, your power could make all the difference. I would like you to join us. We can train you and teach you about the world under the world, and you could save countless lives.”

She wasn’t wrong about the whirlwind of information. My head was spinning. Apparently my grandfather had served a god for hundreds of years. And now it was my turn.

“You don’t have to answer now,” Beatrix said. “Think about it. But I think if you don’t seek it out, the demons will find you soon enough. I’d rather you were prepared with more than a blunt fire ax.” Beatrix closed the book with a dull thump.

“Come on,” Juniper said. “Why don’t I take you to that lunch I promised?”

I nodded, still reeling from my world shifting. Juniper took my hand in hers. The smooth, soft feeling of her fingers grounded me, and I followed her out of the store.

“Take care, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said as the door closed behind us. I stood on the sidewalk, in front of a dirty strip mall between two convenience stores — but I couldn’t even be sure that it was still my world.

“Wow,” Juniper said. “That must be a lot to take in.”

I laughed. “Understatement of the year.”

“If you want to run off, you can,” she said. She realized we were still holding hands, and she dropped mine. Juniper looked down at her feet and whispered, “I know you were just being nice about the whole ‘date’ thing.”

“I wasn’t,” I said. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I feel like it’s the last thing I should be thinking about right now, but I would really like to go on a date with you.”

“Um, okay,” she said.

“And why wait?” I said. “Let’s do it now. You can tell me more about this whole world that apparently exists right under my nose.”

That got a smile from the redhead. And if everything I went through was what it took to see Juniper smile — it was well worth it. It warmed my heart and sent butterflies through my stomach.

“I know just the spot,” Juniper said. “Let’s go!”


Chapter Four



Two blocks away from the Veiled Volumes, we found ourselves outside a hokey country western bar. A big neon cowboy — switched off because it was barely lunchtime — danced a do-si-do with a matching cowgirl. Astonishingly, there was even a hitching post near a couple parking spots.

“The Bent Elbow,” I said, reading the garish sign. My skeptical tone was not nearly as subtle as I thought.

“Trust me,” Juniper said. “This is going to be your new favorite spot.”

Juniper stopped at the door, considering something, then added, “Just, you know, don’t be too alarmed. There’s nothing to worry about here.”

“Wait, what?” But the redhead had already disappeared through the doors.

I followed her in. As my eyes adjusted to the darker room, I saw the inside matched the exterior. Everything was rough wood, there were barrels in the corners, and lots of cowboy decorations along the walls — ropes, saddles, framed stills from old John Wayne movies.

“Y’all just take a seat anywhere ya like,” a perky purple lady said from behind the bar.

Wait.

Purple lady?

I did a double take. The bartender could have passed for a college co-ed in one of my classes, although one forced to dress up as a cowgirl for a dead-end job. Except she was purple. All over. Her eyes were a solid pale blue, and her hair was a darker purple, trending towards black. I must have been staring, because the clearly demon bartender rolled her eyes and turned to Juniper.

“What’s with the civilian, Junebug?” The bartender nodded to me. I realized she was talking to Juniper.

“He just found out about all this last night,” Juniper explained. “Now, I’m giving him the tour. Calm down, Ace.”

My fists were clenched, and I was giving the demon a death stare. She didn’t even flinch.

“Howdy, partner,” the bartender drawled. “Welcome to the Bent Elbow.”

Juniper made the introductions. “Ace, this is Nala.”

“Uh,” I said.

The purple woman gave me a once over, taking her time to do it. When she finished, she grinned. “He’s a cute one, Junebug,” Nala said.

“Sorry, I’ll get him settled.” Juniper turned to me, putting a hand on my arm. “Ace, trust me. You’re safe here.”

“That’s a demon!” I whispered.

“Yeah, I know,” Juniper said. “And I’ll explain it all in a sec, but right now, you’re really causing a scene.”

I looked around the bar. One table had a family who all looked like Nala — or whatever she was. Maybe family, or just the same type of demon. At the bar, two men covered in about a hundred horns nursed their beers. In the furthest, darkest booth, someone wore a hoodie and sat back, so none of their features were even visible. They were all watching me, waiting for what I did next.

With the eyes of a half dozen mysterious beings on me, I didn’t know what to expect. They didn’t look threatening — but who knows with monsters.

“Let’s grab a seat,” she said. She led me towards the back. I followed, worried.

“I know that I’m new to the whole demon thing, but is it safe here?” I whispered to Juniper.

We sat down in a booth surrounded by pictures of horses, cows, and ranchers. I slid in across from Juniper, still unsure about what was happening. I took my lead from the redhead, but I couldn’t quite accept it.

“Here? Oh yeah, this is neutral ground. Nala’s run this place for, gosh, a thousand years? She’s spent the whole time building up the wards. There’s no fighting at the Bent Elbow. And even if you could attack someone here, the demon community would exile anyone who tried. Demons don’t all think the same way or agree, so knowing you’ve got a spot where another demon won’t take a swipe at you is pretty valuable.”

I asked, “But how are we safe here?”

“Not all demons want to kill humans, Ace,” Juniper patiently explained.

“Are demons not evil?”

“Sure. Some are, sport,” Nala said, tossing a menu down.

“Nala isn’t. She’s good.” Juniper said. “Outside of the prices on her mozzarella sticks. That’s highway robbery.”

I glanced up at the purple demon, embarrassed. “Sorry,” I said, “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

Nala giggled. “If I got upset at every human who stumbled into our world and called us evil, I’d probably turn actually evil. We know the rumors and everything — lots of us can hide among you.”

“Still, I’m in your bar and insulting you,” I said. “It’s been a weird twenty-four hours.”

Nala gave me a sympathetic look. “Lemme guess, you had a run in with a real baddie?”

“An Iskalik,” Juniper said.

Nala whistled loudly. “Shit, son, lunch is on me. You’re lucky to be alive. What do you want to eat? I’ll get the cook, Bryn, right on it. I’ll even toss in some mozzarella sticks for the greedy redhead.”

“Yay!” Juniper said with a grin.

“Uh, what’s good here?” I asked. I picked up the menu, flipping it open.

“I do a mean grilled human heart,” Nala said.

Apparently I looked as terrified as I felt, and she leaned back and guffawed, slapping her thigh. “I’m just pullin’ your leg. Get a burger. And don’t worry about what’s in it. It’s beef. Unless you order the turkey burger. That one’s human.”

She laughed again. I decided to order the house cheeseburger, and Juniper got a salad. Nala chuckled to herself as she walked off, clearly loving the chance to haze a human.

“So, I’m sure you’ve got a lot of questions,” Juniper said.

“That’s the understatement of the year,” I said with a grin.

“I’ll try and give you a quick overview, then. First up, demons are just like people,” Juniper explained. “Some are good, some are evil. Some just want to get drunk, or eat a ton of food, or study magic. Now, there are ‘types’ of demons, like the Iskalik, that are generally more likely to be evil, but you can’t always take that for granted. And there are demonic creatures that aren’t sentient.

“You’ve probably heard of hellhounds or any of those creatures that show up in video games or role playing games. A lot of those are based on real things. And they can be very dangerous.”

“Wow,” I said. “I feel like I have a lot to learn.”

Juniper smiled and nodded. “Don’t worry, I know that it’s a lot. I was all over the place when I found out. Just a total mess.”

That did pique my interest. Even sitting in a demon honky-tonk bar, Juniper looked every bit the normal girl, even though she didn’t bat an eye at a purple bartender.

“How did you get into all this?” I asked. “You, no offense, look normal.”

“I’m human, if that’s what you’re asking.” It wasn’t, but I was happy for the reassurance either way. “I’m a witch.”

I raised my eyebrow. “Like warts, broomsticks, pointy hats?”

She stuck her tongue out at me, but I could tell she appreciated the joke. “A little less Wicked Witch of the West, honestly.”

I grinned at her. “You do look more like Glinda.”

“And no warts here,” Juniper said.

“Even better news,” I laughed.

“Maybe I should turn you into a frog,” she shot back.

“Can you do that?” I asked, suddenly chastened. I sat up, a bit nervous.

She laughed loudly enough the horned demons at the bar turned to look. Her laugh was charming and genuine, a bubbly laugh I wanted to hear again.

“No, I’m not that powerful. And transmutation is so powerful that some people don’t think it exists. Beatrix assures me it does, but I’ve never seen anything like it. There’s lots that magic can do, but I’m just starting out.”

“That’s what you were doing last night,” I said. “The sparks of light. You were trying to hurt it with magic.” Juniper nodded.

Juniper nodded. “That’s right. If it had been an imp instead of an Iskalik, it should have run off at the first one. I’m just lucky you showed up. I don’t know what I would have done. Beatrix tore me a new one for even trying it without backup.”

Our food arrived then. Nala set the plate in front of me. I gave the burger a thorough once over, but it looked good. My skepticism about the burger was short-lived — it was one of the best ones I’d ever had, perfectly cooked and seasoned. Even the fries were excellent, and my favorite kind: crispy shoestring.

“Okay, I need to ask, how did you become a witch?” I said when I took a break from stuffing my face. “I wanted to be a wizard as a kid, but I know that’s not real. Or, you know, it wasn’t. It’s a big leap to get from here to there, you know?”

Juniper nodded. “My best friend and I accidentally cast a spell. You know the kind of thing, a girls’ slumber party. We were trying to scare each other. I had found what, I thought, was just a silly spell online. So we followed the instructions and cast the spell. And then a small green demon appeared in my house.

“We freaked out. My friend grabbed a pot and tried to kill it, I tried to run. Neither worked. I never figured out who put the spell online, but they put it there as a trap. We were stuck in the house until either it finished killing us or we managed to banish it.

“Unfortunately for the demon — but good for us — Beatrix placed warning wards all around the city that sensed the spell go off. So she ran over, broke in, and banished the demon. One quick spell and poof, it was gone.”

“That’s wild,” I said.

“You’re telling me! I didn’t know it at the time, but it’s rare for people to have magical abilities. Beatrix recognized my potential, so she started training me and my friend, Rory. It turned out that Rory doesn’t really have any magical aptitude, but I do. So now I’m working on getting stronger.”

“That’s really cool,” I said. “Maybe you can show me a spell.”

Juniper grinned. “I’d love that.”

I realized while I knew a lot about the witchy side of Juniper’s life, I didn’t know all that much about her normal life. “Juniper, we met on campus, but are you a student there?”

She nodded. “I’m a senior. I’m majoring in anthropology.”

“Nice! That seems like a really interesting area.”

“It wasn’t my first choice,” she said. “I wanted to be a writer. But anthropology offers a lot of opportunities to study old spells and cultures, and Beatrix pushed me to study it. The modern world doesn’t believe in that sort of thing, obviously, but that wasn’t always the case.”

“Those old myths about gods and monsters are all true?” I asked.

Juniper shrugged. “Sure! Some of them, anyway. The pantheons were probably inspired by real demons, witches, and wizards.”

I thought back to the Heaven and Hell party, and the other half of the theme. “And are angels real?”

“No,” Juniper said. “Well, not like popular culture would have you believe. Or even the classic terrifying version from the bible, thousands of eyes on a spinning wheel. The closest would be good demons or servants of the good gods.”

“Like the Chosen of Galliyae?”

“Yeah.” She dropped her voice and glanced around. “But maybe keep that to yourself and don’t go saying her name everywhere for a little while. Let Beatrix figure out what it means first.”

“Who would believe me?” I said, laughing.

Then a question that had been nagging at the back of my brain finally pushed its way forward. I looked around the room, and took in how none of the demons had disguises. “How does all of this not end up online? I feel like viral videos of demons would be all over the place. But… yeah. Nothing.”

“Easy,” Juniper said. “A group of demons runs a few different channels and blogs, and post a bunch of videos about pranking people while they are dressed as demons.”

“Wait, wait, wait, you’re telling me the Easy Bunch are actual real demons?”

Juniper nodded. “That’s one of them, yeah. And the plan is that they just do so many pranks, any videos that make their way online are thought to be one of theirs in progress, or maybe a copycat group. They’ll even take credit for it and say they won’t release the real video so the person who taped the original gets the credit for catching them. They leave out the part about not having a video of their own to release, obviously.”

“Why go to all that trouble?” I asked. “It sure seems like a whole lot of work.”

“If the government or a big tech company found out about magic and demons, what do you think would happen to them?” Juniper responded.

That was a good point. “Nothing good, I bet,” I said.

“You’re right. They’d be disappeared and experimented on. Life would get worse for every demon. So, that’s what they do to handle it. It mostly works. And there’s always rumors some shady government agency is investigating, but as long as it’s a big joke online they won’t get a massive congressional budget backing them. If you make the conspiracy theorists look even more nuts, no one will take them seriously.”

“Wow,” I said, floored by the flood of information. My whole world was changing every other word.

“What about you?” Juniper asked.

“I don’t run a massive YouTube channel to cover up a global conspiracy of supernatural beings living among us, no,” I joked.

She giggled. Her eyes sparkled in delight. “No, what about you and the university? You were walking through the woods pretty late at night.”

“Right. My best friend dragged me to a party. It was your average college party: I proceeded to strike out with multiple girls, gain superpowers, and then leave because apparently I can’t get drunk anymore.”

When I thought about it, I never did see my grandpa drink. True, booze wasn’t my favorite thing in the world, but it would be a bummer to miss out on that.

“I don’t believe it,” Juniper said.

“It’s true. I did like five shots and felt fine.”

“No, not that,” she said, waving away my comment. “That you struck out. You’re, you know, pretty handsome.”

She blushed when she said it and looked back down at her salad.

“Thanks,” I said. “But it’s true.”

“I wouldn’t have let you strike out,” she said. Then she realized what she said. At that point, she turned as red as a tomato. I decided to save her from her own awkward trap.

“I’m a business major, and a junior,” I said. “I wish I had a good reason, but I just kind of backed into it. I figured it might help me get a job or something down the road. No idea what I want to do for work. But I do actually enjoy studying economics, I just don’t want to pursue a life in academia. And that’s me, the practical one. It’s not as helpful as digging up crazy old spells.”

“Well, there’s a lot more career options than being an anthropologist,” Juniper said. “I doubt I’ll ever actually work in the field.”

We chatted about classes and professors, comparing notes. Apparently we’d almost crossed paths multiple times over our time at school.

When we finished our food, Nala came to bus our trays. She turned down my offer to pay for the burger.

The purple demon leaned over the table, a cocky grin on her face. “Kid, your whole world is about to change. This is just my way of saying welcome.”

“Thanks, Nala,” I said. She winked back at me.

“But I ain’t a charity, so next time, you’re paying,” she said.

“Deal,” I said, laughing.

Full of delicious food and feeling good, Juniper and I headed out. A few more demons had filtered in and out while we ate, but none even gave us a glance. I took my cue from Juniper, who didn’t seem bothered by any of them either.

“So…” Juniper trailed off, kicking the ground. “That was lunch.”

“Okay, you showed me the demon hotspot. How about you show me some magic?” I was thoroughly enjoying my time with the cute witch and I didn’t want it to end yet. My head might be spinning from the world changing, but I couldn’t help getting more of a crush on the woman.

“Really? You want to see me do a spell?” She seemed stunned.

“Yeah! You said you would. And there’s no time like the present.”

She nodded. “Okay, but not here. We need somewhere private. Normally I would do it in the park…” She shuddered remembering the previous night.

“I know a spot,” I said. “My turn to play tour guide.”

We walked a few blocks away. Our fingers brushed as we travelled, but neither of us went further.

The businesses gave way to homes and apartments. One side of the road had a steep hill with a museum right at the top. A long staircase wound up the hill.

“Up here,” I said.

Juniper looked up the hundred or so steps we were about to climb. I’d climbed them plenty of times — it’s great exercise, especially if you don’t like lifting — but they were very intimidating.

She finally tore her eyes away. “Is there a non-sweaty way to get up there?”

“Nope,” I said. “That’s why it’s the perfect spot.”

We powered up the stairs. My occasional laps prepared me to be sore by the end. But halfway up and I wasn’t feeling anything. Juniper, on the other hand, was panting.

It must be the gifts of Galliyae, I realized. And that gave me another idea.

“Here,” I said. “Hop on my back.”

“Seriously?” she asked.

“Yeah. Let me test out these new powers.”

“If it means I can stop walking these stairs, that’s perfect with me.”

I got a couple steps below her, and she climbed onto my back. Her soft arms wrapped around my shoulders. I gripped her thighs as she put her legs around my waist. I could feel the heat of her body against my back as she held me tightly.

“Hold on!” I shouted.

Then, trying to show off, I jogged up the rest of the steps. With a passenger, they were definitely more difficult. I felt my heart pumping as I finally reached the top. But even with the added weight, I thought the stairs were easier than they had been the last time I did them.

I sat my rider down on the grass.

“Holy crap,” she said. “That was impressive.” I grinned at her.

“I’m starting to like these powers.”

Juniper turned, taking in our destination. “Wow,” she whispered.

Apparently some billionaire wanted a spot to show off his art collection. He’d purchased the entire hill and built an incredible building, all marble and stone. That was on the far side of the top of the hill, a few hundred yards away. It also had its own parking lot, and most people stayed there if they ever came here at all.

The rest of the area had been turned into a statue garden, with thick hedges and clumps of trees making the area feel like a labyrinth. We stood near the edge of the maze, and could see the whole layout.

“I had no idea this was here,” she said breathlessly.

“Yeah, it’s one of the city’s best kept secrets,” I said. “And almost no one comes out to this part. We can find a quiet spot and be set.”

Juniper and I strolled through the garden, admiring the statues. They were all metal structures, on the border between abstract and real, just impressions of people moving around the space but five times the size of a person.

In the back corner we found a small clearing with a statue missing. A small plaque said it had been taken for repairs after getting struck by lightning. We had the whole space to ourselves, and a small bench to sit on. Because the path to get here looped around the space behind a hedge, we’d hear anyone coming before they walked into us.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s see some magic.”

“Okay,” Juniper said, nervous. She rubbed her hands together, glancing around the clearing. “This might not work, spells can fail for all sorts of reasons, like weather or wind or the moon or weather — wait, I said that already. Oh, god, I’m babbling.”

“It’ll be fine, Juniper,” I reassured her.

“Right.” She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. Her hands shook.

“You’re cute when you’re nervous,” I said.

She squeaked. Literally squeaked.

“Eep! You think I’m cute?”

“Yeah. And not just when you’re nervous.”

“Thanks,” she said.

“That didn’t help your nerves, did it?”

She shook her head.

“Sorry. I’ll just watch,” I said and sat down on the bench.

Juniper paced around, psyching herself up. “You can do this, you can do this,” I heard her whisper. Finally, she stood in front of me.

“Watch my hands,” she said.

She waved her hands in a slow circle in front of her, keeping them at waist height. Her fingers twisted into different shapes as she did. Slowly the air between her hands started blurring.

“Amārum!” she whispered.

My ears popped and I felt a rush through my body like I had discharged a lot of static electricity.

“Okay, come look,” she said.

I stood up and walked over to her side. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Hovering in the air was a hole. Instead of seeing the ground, I was looking into an apartment. It was too big to be a dorm room, and I couldn’t tell where in the world it even was. The living room was cutesy, with lots of bright paintings and colorful pillows strewn about. A big golden retriever lounged by the window, watching the street that was out of sight from the hole. If I moved around I got slightly different views, but it looked like we could see straight into the apartment.

“That is amazing,” I said. “Does it work both ways?”

“Not that spell,” Juniper explained. “There are some communication spells, but with cell phones, they don’t really matter any more, so they fell out of use.”

“Whose apartment is that?”

“Oh, mine,” Juniper said. “Sorry it’s a mess. I didn’t want to accidentally peep on anyone.”

“Then the most important question: Who is that dog and when can I meet him?”

Juniper giggled. “That’s King. Well, his full name is King Baby the First of his Name, but he goes by King. And you can meet him. He loves meeting new people.”

“I love meeting new dogs,” I said.

The hole flickered and closed up. Suddenly, Juniper sagged. I stood quickly, catching her around the waist. I helped her sit down on the bench.

“Are you okay?”

She sighed. “Magic takes a lot out of you. I kept the hole open too long, I think. A rookie mistake.”

That worried me. I didn’t want her to put herself in danger just to show me cool tricks. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No, Ace, but thank you. Just a few minutes rest and I’ll be right as rain. I could have held it open for another few minutes if I had to, but then I might have passed out if I didn’t end it in time.”

“Well, we don’t want that,” I said.

We sat next to each other and enjoyed the peaceful park. I stopped peppering her with questions, and instead we sat in silence. But, for the first time in my life, it wasn’t the awkward silence of nothing to say. Instead it was just the peace of being with a friend, experiencing something together.

“I don’t want to end this, but I have to get to class,” Juniper said, breaking the silence.

“Right, it’s a Thursday and the world continues to spin,” I said. I’d actually forgotten my own class that morning. But even if getting attacked by a demon wasn’t an approved excuse, it was my birthday, so hopefully the professor would cut me some slack.

“I’ll walk you back to campus,” I said.

Standing up first, I offered the cute redhead my hand to help her up. She took it. But once she was standing, neither of us wanted to let go.

I held the witch’s hand in my own, our fingers intertwining. Hers were soft and strong, warm from their work casting the spell.

We walked like that the whole way back to campus, our conversation returning to our normal lives. If this was the reward for becoming a demon hunter, I would happily accept it. I didn’t want it to end, but I also didn’t want her mad at me for making her late to class, so we headed straight for her building.

“Thank you,” I said when we got there. “You have been a great tour guide. This is definitely the most unique date I’ve ever been on.”

“A date?” she asked.

“We got lunch, walked in the park, and held hands. It was literally magical,” I said, grinning. “I’d say it was a date. And I’d love to go on another one with you sometime.”

Some people worry about being too direct or say you should wait for a few days. But I never liked playing games, and found people appreciated my directness.

Juniper did, smiling from ear to ear.

“Yes, please,” she said.

“I’ll call you, then,” I said.

Then I surprised us both, and leaned in and kissed her. Her soft lips pressed against mine. I kept it short and pulled back.

Juniper was blushing again, all the way to the tips of her ears.

“Um, wow,” she said.

“Now, that was magic,” I said.

She smiled and said goodbye, rushing off to make it to her class. I felt like I was walking on air the rest of the day.


Chapter Five



Blood.

Blood everywhere.

I rushed through the hallways.

Bodies littered the floor, discarded by whatever monster had slaughtered them. Screams and groans echoed from far away.

How did I get here?

I checked the nearest body, but couldn’t make out their face. Not because it was injured, but it was blurry, shifting back and forth, refusing to settle into a shape.

“What the hell?” I said.

A crash thundered further down the hallway. Looking for the noise, I recognized where I was, finally. The Green building. It had another name, but no one ever used it, because, for some reason, the building had been painted solid green in the 60s, and so that’s what everyone called it. It was one of the largest buildings on campus, and had the giant convention hall where job fairs, orientation, and school dances were held. I must have gotten here somehow.

The breaking, smashing sound echoed down the hallway again.

“Shit.”

I walked cautiously towards the noise. The hallway ended at a corner, turning onto the front entryway — a long, massive room that spanned the front of the building. Someone had decorated the area for the Farmer’s Ball.

But that’s at least a week away, right? Via’s still making her super secret dress. So, what’s going on? I couldn’t figure it out.

Multiple sets of double doors lined the entrance to the dance hall. They were all closed, except one. It must have originally been blocked by a folding table to check in students, but something had shattered the table. Legs and splinters were spread across the floor. And judging from the blood stains and body parts, so were the greeters.

Inside the dance hall, someone screamed.

“Okay, Ace,” I said, trying to psyche myself up. “Sure you don’t have any training or skills, but this is what you’re here for, right? These people need protection.”

I took a deep breath and ran through the open doors.

I skidded to a stop in a dull office room.

This isn’t right, I thought. I should be in a massive room, not a twenty by twenty room, crowded with tables and chairs.

Indistinct shadows swirled around the room.

“Oh, that’s real nice, pig,” a woman’s voice rang out. I avoided the shadows and moved through the room until I could see her.

She was my age, short, blonde, and rocking a very sexy formal dress. It was gray and sparkly, held up by two small straps, all the way down to the floor. Except for the slit up the front, showing off the blonde’s toned leg. I didn’t know who she was, but she took my breath away. Stunningly gorgeous, and the dress highlighted her swelling breasts.

She glared at something I couldn’t see, anger written across her face. “When I get out of here I am so totally going to kick your ass.”

A deep, haunting laugh swirled through the room.

She didn’t react to the laughter. But she did notice me.

“Sorry, honey, I got all tied up with work. You want to kill these guys for me?” She blew me a kiss.

The shadows spun, coalescing into solid forms. I still couldn’t distinguish them, but they looked humanoid. Before I could react, the first one reached me and shoved me out of the door.

I tumbled across the floor in the hallway, for some reason not stopping.

It didn’t hit me that hard. Why am I still rolling? I thought.

I finally came to a stop against a wall, adding an Ace-sized dent to the plaster.

“This is the Chosen?” A deep voice taunted.

Somehow I was back in front of the dance hall. The tattered banner saying “Welcome to the Farmer’s Ball” gave up the ghost and fluttered down to the floor in front of me.

“Pathetic,” the voice called out.

Getting to my feet, I looked around. Through the doors I could make out a shape that clearly wasn’t human. I shook my head, trying to clear it. None of this made sense. I needed to figure out what was happening, and how I somehow moved from my bed to here without remembering anything.

In the empty hallway, I couldn’t fight anything, and I hadn’t seen anyone alive, besides the blonde woman who was not here anymore. And she clearly wasn’t in the dance hall. Maybe the offices in the back?

I rushed away from the cackling monster I couldn’t quite make out, and tried to return to the hallway I’d originally woken up in.

Except when I stepped around the corner I was suddenly outside. But nowhere near the Green building.

I was back in the woods where I’d met Juniper. Except it wasn’t quite right. Three moons were visible through the canopy, and the forest ended in a circle of fog forty feet in any direction.

“Alright, ya sheila, just give it up and let me kill ya,” a man I didn’t know said. He had a thick Australian accent. “I don’t have all night.”

His back was to me, but I could tell he was strong, although he was built like a surfer or skateboarder — lanky and lean. His black hair had been styled up in sharp points all over his head.

Wait.

I’m an idiot.

It wasn’t hair, but horns that looked like spiky hair. The man was a demon.

And the woman he was threatening was the blonde from before. Except now she was wearing a black tank top and jeans, and scrambling back on the ground. An ax gleamed in the light beside me — not a chunky fireman’s ax, but one that would look right at home in a medieval weapons rack.

I snatched it up and tossed it to the woman.

“Catch!”

Without looking, she grabbed it out of the air and swung it at the demon, who hissed and jumped back. I tried to follow him, but as I turned I found myself in front of the Green building.

I spun around, but the woods were gone. The blonde and demon disappeared. I was alone on the grass.

In the distance, students wearing all manners of suits and dresses were making their way to the Green building, which was decorated in all sorts of lights and banners. Glancing up, I saw two moons in the sky — both different from the other three. In front of me a guy who looked like a nerd straight out of Central Casting stumbled, falling to one knee. A polite woman helped him to his feet. They both walked towards the dance.

“Wait!” I shouted.

No one heard me. I was standing alone, wearing a suit.

I ran up to the front and shoved my way in. Instead of the crime scene I’d been in before, I was in the crush of students heading for the dance.

“Ace!”

Via pushed through the crowd and wrapped me up in a hug.

“What do you think?” She asked.

She stepped back and twirled around. Via was wearing the dress she’d been making in secret for the past month, I guessed. She hadn’t even let me see a sketch of it, wanting to surprise me. It was floor length, green, and had a pattern of lace on the back.

“You look really good,” I said. “Listen, Via, something weird is going on here…”

“Can’t find your date?” she asked, anger crossing her face.

“What? What date?”

“Pig,” she said, and shoved me.

I stumbled back through the crowd, somehow not hitting anyone.

“Ready to face me, Chosen?”

Dreading what I would find, I turned around. I’d finally ended up in the dance hall itself. The decorations were torn and defaced. Tables were overturned. Blood covered the floor in a pattern I couldn’t quite make out.

And at the center was a demon.

When I heard demon, this was what came to mind. A real demon. Red skin, black horns spiraling from its head. Wings spread behind it, obscuring the rest of the room. I noticed immediately it had three eyes — two in the normal places, and one unblinking on its chest.

It stomped forward, grinning evilly. “You have had your chance. Now I will finally get what is rightfully mine. Nothing will stop me. This world of vermin will be a distant memory.”

“Uh, pass,” I said.

I didn’t have any weapons, I didn’t have any training, and I didn’t know what the hell was going on.

I tried to run, but my feet were glued in place.

Slowly the demon stepped forward. He smiled wide, his sharp teeth on full display,

I closed my eyes, hoping my death wouldn’t be too painful.


Chapter Six



Gasping, I sat up in my bed.

What the shit? I thought. I’d never had a dream that vivid before.

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and got out of bed. Morning sunlight poured in through the windows.

I’d been lucky enough that I had a single room in the dorms. The space was tiny, but at least I didn’t share it with anyone. My twin bed took up one wall, and I had a desk on the far side. A small closet and dresser completed the abode. And it was close to the showers, which sounded great right about now.

The hot water blasted my face, rinsing the last remnants of the terrifying dream away. It felt so real, but I knew it wasn’t. Just my brain trying to make sense of a crazy couple of days. After cleaning off, I brushed my teeth. It was late on a Friday morning, so I had the whole bathroom to myself.

BZZZZ

My phone vibrated with a message from Via.

Via: Yo!

Via: Ace!

Via: I didn’t see you at all yesterday. What a lame birthday!

Via: Happy birthday, by the way. Did you get some cake?

Ace: Thanks. No cake, actually.

Ace: I had a crazy night after the party, and ended up going on a date with someone I met while walking home.

Via: You got a birthday hooker?

Via: Man, now I need to figure out if the escort service does exchanges. You’re so hard to shop for sometimes.

Ace: I did not get a hooker, Via.

Via: Okay, whatever.

Via: Come over. I do have a birthday present for you, and I need your opinion on something.

Ace: Fine.

Via: Be more excited.

Via: Presents!

Via: From your best friend in the whole wide world!

Ace: Fine!

Via: Thank you. A little enthusiasm is all I ask for.

I laughed and finished getting ready. Throwing some fresh clothes on when I was back in my room, I set out. Via only lived one building over, so I didn’t waste any time getting to her room.

Her door stood partially open when I got there. I knocked and fully opened it at the same time. Unlike me, Via had lofted her bed above her desk, and was lounging in it, fiddling on her phone. She shared the room with another student I rarely saw. And Via’s side of the room was very clearly hers. She’d decorated it with a bunch of nerdy posters from some of her favorite comics and anime.

She grinned when she saw me and hopped down.

“So you got some birthday sex,” Via said, holding up her hand for a high five.

“More of a birthday kiss,” I corrected.

“Boring,” Via said. “High five rescinded.” She pulled her hand back, pretending to be moving backwards.

“To be fair, you didn’t even text me yesterday,” I pointed out. “On my birthday.”

“I said happy birthday at midnight, exactly,” she protested. “And then I did a bunch of birthday shots. And spent the whole day in here with the lights off, drinking water.”

“Ouch,” I said.

“How were you functional, anyway?” Via asked. “From what I remember, you drank more than me. A lot more.”

I couldn’t tell her about my new powers. So I went with the old classic: Teasing. “I guess I’m not just a lightweight like you.”

“Rude,” Via said. She crossed her arms, leaning against her bed with a haughty look. “I almost don’t want to give you your present now.”

“No, I apologize, please bestow your benevolence upon me.” She grinned.

“Fine, fine,” she said. “Here you go.”

Via opened a drawer on her desk and pulled out a small bag with red and gold balloons on it. I shook it gently, listening to it rattle around.

“Gentle!”

“Okay, what do we have here,” I asked.

I opened the bag and pulled out a picture frame, maybe five inches wide and a little taller. The picture in it was of me and Via all the way back at orientation. I had my arm around her shoulder, and we were both covered in foam and soaking wet. It was one of my favorite memories — The school blocked off this massive courtyard, filled it with foam, and let us go wild in a massive water gun battle.

“It’s awesome, Via,” I said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “And just so you know, it’s hard as balls to get a picture printed out. No one does that anymore.”

“Can’t you just go online?”

“Printing photos? That’s practically the dark web, Ace,” she said. “Now, your birthday is totally over, I won it, congrats to me.” She struck a pose, proudly standing with her hands on her hips.

“I don’t know if you won,” I teased.

Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, what other gifts did you get?”

“Like I said, a cute redhead kissed me,” I said. “That was pretty nice.”

“A kiss is all it takes, huh? Come here Ace-wacey.” She made a gross puckering face and tried to grab me. I backed up, grimacing.

“Fine, Via, you win my birthday! Just promise me you won’t make that face again.”

She sat back on her desk, satisfied.

“On to more important topics,” she said. “I need your opinion on something. Tell me what you think of this.”

She walked over to her closet and pulled something out. I couldn’t see it from this angle. She kept it close, and then quickly spun around, revealing a green dress. It was floor length, and when she turned it around, I could see the back had a familiar lace pattern. I knew it, instantly.

It was the dress she was wearing in my dream.

“What?” she said. I’d frozen, shocked by what I was seeing. Everything came rushing back to me — the death and destruction and demons.

She stepped forward. “Is it that bad? Ace? Come on, talk to me.”

I snapped out of it. “No, Via, the dress is really nice. Sorry. I’m sure you’ll look stunning in it. This is the design you showed me before, right?”

Via laughed. “Absolutely not. I didn’t let anyone see it until right now. My sketches are even in one of those diaries you need a key to open.”

“Are you sure? You never showed me this before?”

She nodded. “Yes, I’m sure, Ace. You know I don’t let anyone see my creations until they are done.”

How the hell did I see it in my dreams, then? That’s the exact same dress.

“Okay, weirdo, you’re being a real buzzkill,” Via said. “Why don’t you make like a tree and get the hell out of here?”

She shoved me out the door. But she leaned out before she closed it.

“Play some games later? I wanna make Platinum before the season ends.”

“Yeah, probably,” I said.

“‘Probably?’ That’s not the team spirit I need to get my rank up.”

I didn’t respond, already lost in my thoughts. I needed answers, and I needed them now. Making a quick stop, I dropped the picture off at my dorm, and then headed over to the Veiled Volumes. I texted Juniper to let her know I had some questions for Beatrix, and she told me she’d meet me there soon.

One of my powers must have been good luck, because I hit every crosswalk right as they turned to walk, so I made it to the store quickly.

The bell jangled as I let myself in. I looked up at it, confused.

Beatrix stepped out of the back and saw me examining the door.

“I figured it was good to make sure we heard unexpected visitors,” she explained.

“You knew I was here? Yesterday, I mean.”

The British woman smiled. “I deduced it after you left, yes. Don’t let it bother you, Ace. A little eavesdropping never hurt anyone. But I’d be a poor shop steward if I didn’t notice customers entering, rare as it might be, so I added the bell. Now, what brings you in today, Ace Winters?”

“This is going to sound crazy,” I said. I explained my vivid dreams from the night before.

When I finished, Beatrix removed her glasses. She pulled a small cleaning rag out of a drawer and wiped them down while she said, “You’ve experienced quite the shock, if I do say so myself,” Beatrix said. “It would not be unusual to have some nightmares.”

“That’s what I thought, and I tried to put it out of my mind. Except I saw my friend Via today. And she had the dress she was wearing in the dream. She swears I’ve never seen it. And she literally made it from her own design, so it’s not like my subconscious made a good guess after walking by a store.” I knew I sounded crazy, but the whole world was crazy right now, so I didn’t worry about it too much.

“Interesting. Not everything is known about what powers Galliyae bestows on her avatar. But prophetic visions do happen on occasion for some magic users.” She finished cleaning her glasses and put them back on.

“Prophetic visions?” I said. “Does that mean I’m going to get killed by a demon at a dance.”

“Absolutely not,” Beatrix said. She pulled a dusty book out and started flipping through it. “Visions are possible futures. They are generally given so the recipient can prevent whatever was going to happen. Hmmm.”

“Hmmm?” I asked. “What’s ‘Hmmm?’ I don’t like the sound of that.”

“I’m still learning all I can about what you are,” she said. “But there are mentions here of the avatar of Galliyae preventing demonic attacks, even when they originated from other planes.”

That didn’t enlighten me at all. I asked, “What does that mean?”

She looked at me over the rims of her glasses. “Do try to keep up, Mr. Winters. It means that previous chosen avatars have probably also had prophetic visions. Incursions from other planes of existence are very rare, and to happen more than once would imply a source of knowledge, not betrayal from the demon's side leaking the information.”

“Juniper showed me a spell that let me see into her apartment,” I said. “Could something like that explain it? The Chosen using magic to find things out? The dream was unpleasant. If any of it came true… well, I would love to chalk this up as a nightmare instead.”

“She did, did she? I did not take her for one to show off so readily. Theoretically spells could provide that knowledge, but not in any reliable way. It would be like using that spell Juniper showed you to find one person in China, and casting it at the exact moment that they were discussing plans. Near impossible if you don’t already know where to look.”

“I don’t even speak Mandarin,” I said.

“And I’m sure you also don’t speak one of the million infernal tongues.”

“Nope,” I agreed.

“I think it is safe to assume you experienced a vision of warning, direct from Galliyae. That means it is serious. Now, tell me about it again. Try not to leave out any details.”

I started back into my story when the new bell behind me jingled.

“You totally got it bad, June,” a strangely familiar voice said. “Oops, there he is.”

Juniper followed another woman into the store. Blonde, short, and busty, wearing leather pants and a tight white blouse.

“He’s even cuter than you said,” she said, elbowing the redhead.

“Hi, Ace,” Juniper said, smiling shyly at me.

I couldn’t take my eyes off of the blonde woman. I recognized her instantly. “You’re the woman of my dreams,” I said to the blonde.

“Oh, shoot,” Juniper said, sagging down like a deflating balloon. “I told you this would happen.”

I didn’t realize at first why she looked so upset. Then it hit me.

“No, I don’t mean like that,” I blurted out. “She was literally in the dream I had last night. But I’ve never seen you before.”

“That’s not a pickup line I’ve heard before, I’ll give you that,” the blonde said. She stuck out her hand. “I’m Aurora, but everyone just calls me Rory.”

“Ace,” I said, shaking it.

“I know. Junebug has been singing your praises.”

She had a firm, strong grip. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I was sure I’d never seen her before in my life — she was eye-catchingly beautiful, and if I’d seen her on campus I would have remembered. She pulled me closer and whispered.

“And if you hurt June, I’ll kill you. I don’t care if you’re some big tough magic man.”

“I believe you,” I said, stepping back. Rory was serious as sin.

“What do you mean she was in your dreams?” Juniper asked, stepping between us. She still had a nervous edge to her.

Knowing that I had been digging myself a hole since they both arrived, I went for broke. I stepped forward and kissed the redhead hello. A slightly more passionate kiss than the day before, I felt her relax into it. Then I let her go.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi,” she said in a daze. “That was nice. Maybe we should say ‘hi’ again.” She stepped back towards me.

“Down, June,” Rory said. “Don’t make me get a hose.”

“Spoilsport,” Juniper said. I smiled and took her hand.

“I want to hear about these dreams, first,” Rory said.

“Oh yeah,” Juniper agreed.

“He just informed me,” Beatrix said. “We’re trying to see what they might be warning him about.”

“Let me catch you up.” I walked all three through the dreams, as best as I could. They peppered me with questions. When I described Rory’s dress, she laughed.

“I don’t own a dress like that,” she said.

“But we were planning on dress shopping for the dance on Sunday,” Juniper pointed out. “I wasn’t going to go, but Rory wanted to make an appearance.”

“Then I won’t buy that dress. Problem solved,” she pretended to dust her hands off. “Preventing evil in the future is easy.”

We pulled a few more chairs around the counter, where Beatrix stood taking notes. I got back on track and finished the story.

“It’s weird,” Juniper said, “But are we sure it’s prophetic? When was the last confirmed prophecy?”

“1623,” Beatrix answered.

I explained about Via’s dress. “Plus, you know, you,” I said, pointing at Rory.

“You could have seen her around campus,” Beatrix said.

Rory grinned. “Nah, I’m very memorable. I live rent-free in every horny boy’s head.”

Beatrix rolled her eyes at that. “It is very coincidental, anyway. Especially since you two will probably be working hand in hand going forward.”

“Uh, why’s that?” I asked.

Beatrix explained, “If you are going to help us, Rory is our resident demon hunter. We all do our part, but she’s quite adroit with a sword or ax.”

“Adroit means skillful,” Rory whispered loud enough everyone could hear. June and Beatrix both shot her glances. “What? I want him to know I’m not just a great rack, but I’ve got brains too.”

“And so much class,” Beatrix said.

“I do have a great ass,” Rory said, nodding.

“I said class.”

“I know, I just wanted to highlight all my good features,” the blonde said, giggling. “Make sure you write that in your little notebook, Bea.”

Beatrix sighed, frustrated. I had a feeling that this happened fairly often. “Be a dear and help me with some books, Rory,” Beatrix said. The two walked into the back office.

“Sorry, she’s a lot,” Juniper said. I stood and crossed over to where she stood near the bookshelves.

“She’s your best friend?”

“Yep! Since… Well, since forever, basically.”

“Then I’m glad I got to meet her,” I said.

“I mean, I understand if you want to go after her instead of me. Every boy always wants to date Rory.”

I gave her hand a comforting squeeze. “Well, I’m not a boy,” I said. “I’m a man. And I would like to date you. And not just because you have a great dog.”

“You haven’t even met King yet,” she said, laughing.

“What dogs aren’t great?”

“Good point.” She smiled, warming my heart.

“Listen,” I said. “My life is so weird right now. I’m still having trouble believing all this is real. But I honestly had more fun out with you yesterday than I’ve ever had on a first date. And since I might apparently die in a week, there’s no point in beating around the bush. I’d like to continue to date you and see where this goes, because you’re funny, smart, and sexy.”

“Really? You think I’m sexy?”

“Very,” I said. “And I’d say that even if you weren’t a witch who can do all sorts of cool magic. So, what do you say?”

“I would like to date you, too,” she agreed.

“Great. We’re dating.” I leaned over and kissed her again. This time I didn’t rush, and enjoyed feeling her lips against mine. Maybe I was rushing, but with all of the craziness I’d stepped into, being with Juniper felt natural and right.

“Ahem.” Beatrix coughed pointedly as she walked back into the room.

Rory dropped a half dozen tomes onto the counter, and then scurried over to Juniper. She sat down next to her and they were quickly whispering.

“Oh my god, June, I heard, like, everything! What a catch. That was so romantic.”

“Right? He’s just, like, sploosh.”

I decided to let them gossip in peace, and walked over to the counter. Beatrix was flipping through two books, checking back and forth between them. Tiny text filled the pages, along with small illustrations and gilded edges.

“Anything I can help with?” I offered.

“Do you speak Latin, Middle English, or German?”

“I do not, no. I know enough Spanish to order some horchata if it’s hot out and the waiter also speaks English.” She sighed.

“Then I do not need your help right now.”

The other two were still giggling, so I just looked around the room. The books all had impressive names like “Gargoyle’s Grimoire” or “Tome of Ancient Magicks.” I thought they all looked like tabletop RPG sourcebooks.

“Hmmm. That’s interesting,” Beatrix said.

“What’s that?” I asked. The other two looked over.

“I found something about Galliyae. I know I mentioned fertility before, but apparently her avatar is expected to… Hmmm.”

“I don’t like all these ‘hmmms’ that keep flying around,” I said. “Is it bad?”

“Probably not for you,” Beatrix said. “Apparently the Chosen of Galliyae is expected to have a harem.”

“A harem?” I asked. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

Who on earth has a harem?

“Yeah, I don’t think June is one to share,” Rory said, rubbing the redhead's arm.

“Let me do some more research,” Beatrix said, realizing the grenade she’d just lobbed into the room. “I should not have said anything too hasty.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I told Juniper.

“Actually, Junebug, why don’t you help me with the research. It might put your mind at ease. And Mr. Winters and Rory can go on a patrol.”

“A patrol?” I asked.

“This is going to be, like, so much fun,” Rory grinned. She swiftly stepped into the office and came back out, holding a sword and an ax.

“Which one do you want?”


Chapter Seven



In the end, I let my vision guide me and took the ax. Rory led me around town. I felt like a lunatic walking through the streets carrying a medieval weapon, but I rarely got more than a glance or two.

“We’re LARPers,” Rory shouted at one person who looked alarmed.

“Oh, nice work,” he said, visibly relaxing. “Those almost look real.”

“Thanks, I made ‘em myself,” Rory said.

She leaned over and whispered to me. “Most people just accept things that look weird if you say you’re a nerd. Makes keeping a low profile easier. Dummies.”

“Must be helpful. Uh, where are we going?” I had just been following the blonde around, but I couldn’t figure out our route.

“We have a couple hours until it starts getting dark. Demons don’t love being out in the daylight.”

“Like vampires?”

“Come on, Ace, Vampires aren’t real,” Rory said. “At night it’s harder to see what sets demons apart. Some have enough magic that they can hide what they look like. But it’s hard and draining. At night the same demon might get away with a hat and a coat, as long as you don’t squint.

“And to answer your question, we’re just doing a loop and seeing if there’s been any obvious demon activity. Then, when it gets darker, we’ll head over to the park where you met June.”

We continued making our way around town. Nothing stuck out as unusual, besides the two college students carrying deadly weapons.

“If you’re going to be dating June,” Rory started, almost out of nowhere. “Then I have some important questions. As her best friend, my vote carries a lot of weight.”

“Unlike you,” I joked. She was shorter than both me and Juniper, barely over five feet. I hadn’t realized it during the dream, but the girl was a short stack for sure.

“I’m not sure if I should be offended at the height joke, or take the compliment of the weight joke. Risky move, Ace,” she grinned.

Rory went on, “Okay, Juniper gave me the basics: junior, business major, dead grandpa. What else is there? Are you a philanderer? Is this harem your dream come true?”

“Not at all,” I said. “I’ve had a couple girlfriends here and there, but nothing serious.”

“Why? You a creep? You don’t look like a creep.” Rory looked me up and down, and then shrugged. “So why are you a creep?”

“I’m not a creep, Rory,” I said. “My best friend is a lady named Via. We’ve never dated or anything, but I think it’s made it awkward dating other people, especially at college. She’s a bit protective of me, like you are with Juniper. And I think that can scare off some girls.”

“Okay, that tracks,” Rory said. “But I have my eye on you. And why haven’t you and Via done the deed?”

“Geez, where to start,” I said, laughing. “We’ve been friends forever. I won’t lie and say I don’t think she’s attractive, but it’s just never been something that’s happened.”

Rory nodded. “Good answer.”

She led me down an alley. It was narrow, dirty, and full of old boxes and trash I had to weave my way through. When we rounded the corner, I was surprised by what we found.

A demon with horns along his chin instead of a beard was holding a knife to a nervous guy in a suit.

“Give me your money, man,” the demon growled.

“I already told you, I left my wallet in the office. I was just getting a coffee.”

“How’d you buy the coffee, then, huh?” the demon asked, waving the knife at the man. Outside of the beard of horns, the demon looked human, like he could have been in a biker bar and not been out of place.

“I ordered it ahead and paid online.”

The demon shook the knife at the man. “That ain’t a Starbucks! Quit lying to me.”

“No, it’s true! They do that.”

“Darrell, let the guy go,” Rory said.

I realized I had gripped the ax and was holding it in front of me. I didn’t know what was going to happen with this demon, but my body instinctively readied itself.

“Aw, shit, Rory. What do you want?” Darrell’s shoulders sagged when he spotted my partner.

“Go on, get out of here,” Rory told the man in the suit.

“Thanks!” He jogged off. He shouted over his shoulder. “Also, there’s a great dermatologist on Magnolia that can help you with whatever’s wrong with your chin.”

“Dammit,” Darrell complained, rubbing the horns on his chin. “I can’t catch a break.”

“Am I supposed to kill this demon?” I asked. I hefted the ax.

“Whoa!” Darrell said. “Who said anything about killing?”

“Cool your jets, Ace. We don’t just kill every demon. Darrell’s just an asshole, not a threat to human life,” Rory said.

“Yeah, man,” he said. Then he realized what Rory had called him. “Hey…”

“But you’re also not supposed to rob people.” She pointed her sword at the demon. Darrell dropped the knife.

“Sorry, Rory,” he said. “I just needed a few bucks for beer.”

“We talked about this. That’s what a job is for,” Rory said. “Which I thought you had, you know. What happened with guarding that wizard with the hellhound's house?”

“I got let go! Can you believe it?” He tossed his arms up in disgust. “What’s the world coming to?”

“Why’d you get fired?” Rory asked.

“Hey now,” Darrell said. “I did not get fired. I got laid off. Most of the security staff was let go. I didn’t hear everything, but apparently there’s something coming that’s real bad news. Bad mojo. So the wizard’s heading to his ski chalet in Switzerland or Italy or wherever. And there’s already a local guard staff there, so he only took a couple of us with him. I didn’t make the cut, because, and I quote, ‘That chin is freaky.’”

“Any idea what it is?” Rory said, eyeing me. “The bad news?”

Could whatever I saw in my dream be scaring off the locals?

Darrell shrugged. “Oh, you know, same old same old. Some swinging big dick demon making a name for himself.”

“Okay,” Rory said, “Listen, Darrell, if you hear anything else, you let me know. I’ll buy you a beer.”

Darrell looked between the two of us. “Can I, uh, get an advance on that beer?”

I pulled a twenty out of my wallet and tossed it to the demon. I felt bad for the guy. For being a big scary demon, he was a bit pathetic.

“Ah, good looking out,” Darrell said. He grabbed the cash and took off.

“That sounds bad,” I said.

“Maybe,” Rory said. “Honestly, every other week or so there’s some new demon popping out. Most don’t really threaten humans, especially civilians. That’s more the weak or dumb ones who eat us or use our parts for their magic.”

“Eating us? I don’t love that,” I said. Rory wasn’t fazed at all.

“It is what it is.” She looked up at the sky and grinned. “Come on, it’s dark enough now we might find a prowler in the park.”

She led the way, practically skipping with excitement.

“You never told me about yourself,” I said, trying to keep up. Even with the improvements I felt from my body and my longer legs, Rory moved faster than me.

“You’re right,” she said. “How rude.”

We cut across a street, jaywalking. I recognized the area again. We were near the campus, but on the south side. We’d have to cross it to make it to the park.

“I’m majoring in kinesiology. It helps with my training. Outside of that, I hunt demons and I’m on the cheer squad.”

“Really?” I was surprised by that. Rory seemed pretty ruthless, and I told her as much.

“Oh, you think cheerleaders aren’t ruthless?” she asked. “I’ve got news for you, then. But it was what I did in high school, and it’s great cardio and strength training. And it makes my ass look great.”

Out of reflex, I checked out the blonde coed’s ass. It was a really great ass.

“I can’t believe you’re checking out my ass,” she said. “You just started dating my sweet best friend.”

Busted. I glanced up at her, and she was just grinning at me over her shoulder.

“In my defense, if someone says ‘I have a great ass,’ I’m definitely going to look. I’m only human.”

Rory just laughed and kept walking, although I thought she was swaying her hips more than before. Crossing the crowded quad, I heard someone call my name.

“Ace! Ace!” I stopped and found the source — Via. She had on a nice sundress, and excitedly jogged over. She stopped short when she finally noticed Rory.

“Is this the girl?” she asked, trying to be subtle. “She doesn’t look like a redhead.” Rory didn’t miss a thing.

“I’m not the ‘girl,’” Rory responded. “I’m Rory, the girl’s best friend.”

“Oh, good,” Via said. She checked out Rory again, with a more critical gaze than I would have expected. “This one seems a little short for you.”

“I’m about to get short with someone,” Rory muttered under her breath.

“What are you doing, anyway?” she asked, finally realizing I had an ax in my hand.

Thinking fast, I explained, “Rory does some LARPing. I was just helping carry her gear for her.”

“Weak arms,” Rory said by way of explanation. She waved her free arm around like it was made of jelly, even though it clearly had some solid muscle definition.

“That’s nice of you,” Via said. She turned to me, totally tuning out the blonde cheerleader with me. “Ace, are we going to hang later?”

“If I get my stuff done, sure,” I said.

“Clock’s ticking, by the way,” Rory said.

“Alright, alright,” I told the impatient cheerleader. “I’ll see you later, Via.”

She said her goodbyes and headed back to where she’d been sitting on the quad. I noticed a few more glances as we made our way.

“She’s got it bad,” Rory said.

“Who? Juniper?” I asked.

“No,” Rory said. She grinned. “Well, yeah, she does. But don’t tell her I said that. I mean your friend Via. If looks could kill I’d be dead as a door nail.”

Looking back to where Via sat, I said, “Nah, she’s just protective.”

“Mhmmm,” Rory said.

“What’s that mean?”

A big, arched bridge sat at the end of the quad — for pedestrians to cross the four-lane road on that end of campus. We started up the bridge. It ended right at the start of the park. Unlike the quad, at this time of day it was totally empty.

Rory kept talking. “She might not realize it, but Via is crushing on you for sure. No wonder you have trouble dating. I wouldn’t want to get anywhere near you if I saw her coming, and I fight demons for fun.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said.

But thinking back through my life with Via, it did make a certain amount of sense. Maybe it was unconscious, but she did have a nasty habit of cock-blocking me. And as far as I knew, she’d never really dated anyone. With all of the girls I had actually dated, I’d met them like I met Juniper: away from Via. Whenever she was my wingwoman, I struck out, often hard.

“Okay, enough nonsense. Let’s see what’s creeping in the woods,” Rory said.

I held my ax at the ready. It was heavy in my hands, the steel blade and wooden handle shining in the evening light.

We skirted the park and made our way to the trailhead Juniper and I had fought the Iskalik before. Only two nights before, I realized.

Looking at the area I fought for my life in, I couldn’t believe there wasn’t a single sign of the creature or our fight. The whole thing must have washed away almost immediately.

Rory’s casual bounciness shifted as we entered the woods. The sword she carried was now out in front of her, ready for anything. Her eyes scanned the woods.

We followed the path I’d found Juniper on. It twisted towards the campus for a moment, but then curved into the deep woods. In the gloom of the oncoming night, I felt a lot less sure of myself as we headed into the darkness.

“How’d you get into this demon hunting thing?” I asked. Then I lowered my voice. “Wait, is it okay to talk?”

“Yeah, you can talk on patrol,” Rory said, at her normal volume. “Sometimes it helps draw out the demons. The dumb ones will come to any noise that sounds like something they can eat.”

A twig snapped in the woods and then something rustled away. I spun, swinging the ax wildly. I hit a tree, and chopped almost halfway through it.

Chittering noises followed.

“Great work, you scared a raccoon and killed a tree,” Rory said. “But, man, you hit hard.” She examined the ax, buried into the tree. She tried to tug it free, but it wouldn’t come out.

Rory put both hands on it, and grunted. She yanked with all her might, but the ax just wouldn’t budge.

“Let me try,” I said. I grabbed it and it came loose in one pull.

Rory smiled again. “Okay, yeah, you are strong. If we fight a demon, you just put that ax in its head. That’ll solve like ninety percent of our problems.”

“Sounds good,” I said.

“My mom was killed by a demon, by the way.”

I stopped and looked at the blonde. The shadows of the trees cut across her face, making her look smaller and sadder than I would have ever expected the perky bombshell to be.

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

“Thanks. It’s been a while, but I still miss her. A few months after June and I did the spell, she was attacked driving home from work. We found the car, but never found her.”

“How do you know it was a demon?” I didn’t doubt her, but I’d never heard of a demon attack being listed as someone’s cause of death.

“Beatrix had already been teaching June some spells, so when I told her what happened, she did a finding spell, and found the demon that did it. And then we went and killed it.”

I can’t imagine having to do something like that as a teenager, I thought. What a terrible thing.

But Rory perked back up almost immediately. “Anyway, turns out that I’m pretty darn good at killing demons. I’m quick, strong, and I’m so dang cute that they don’t expect me to fight back.”

“If I saw you crossing the quad, I think the last thing I would think about was you hunting demons as a profession.”

“Oh, and what would you think of first?” She had a teasing glint in her eyes. I decided to fight fire with fire.

“Those tits,” I said. “They’re pretty impressive for someone so short.”

She glared at me, and then grinned.

“Alright, let’s get back on the hunt. See how many more trees you can kill tonight.” She turned and continued down the path. Her ponytail bounced with every step she took, and it was hard to focus on the woods when her distracting figure was right in front of me.

I ignored it as best I could, even as Beatrix’s odd harem info bounced around my head uninvited.

As the trail snaked back into the deeper woods it got rougher and hillier. One of the attractive parts of the university was it was in a small town right against the mountains, and on the park side there wasn’t anything for miles.

Apparently that’s exactly the kind of spot demons like to hang out.

Thirty minutes in, night had truly fallen. Rory had us stop and pulled a couple small flashlights out of her bag. She tossed one to me. The bright light surprised me — the flashlight was smaller than my phone, but did a good job illuminating the area around me.

“Should we keep going?” I asked, nodding towards the darker forest.

The path had shifted from well maintained to barely there. In the day we could follow it. At night, we’d be lost with just one wrong turn.

“Probably not,” Rory said. “That’s the wild wood out there, and at that point we’re trespassing on demons’ territory. As long as they stay out there, we don’t have a problem. Let’s head back.”

Rory started back for campus. I stayed for a moment.

Something in the woods spoke to me. A wildness, a hunger. I’d never felt that before. But knowing the world had so many secrets, I could see just how terrifying the woods might be. My grandpa had not prepared me for what I now had to do. Luckily, I felt ready to take on the world. The woods might be dark and foreboding, but so was I.

“Come on, lover boy,” Rory called out.

I took one last look and then followed the cheerleader back towards campus.

The going was slower on the way back. We had to be careful not to lose the trail, and even the dim light earlier had helped us see where we were going.

A tingling sensation washed over my ears. It felt like my leg had gone to sleep, but limited just to my earlobes. Well, one earlobe. The right one. I felt it, but nothing seemed out of place.

Wondering what it meant, I glanced to my right.

There, in the distance, I could see two red eyes, watching me. I had no idea how far away they were in the dark. As soon as I saw it, the tingling ended.

Then more and more eyes opened around the first two.

“Rory,” I hissed.

“What?” she said. But the cheerleader was as sharp as her sword. She followed my eyes and spotted our watcher. “Well, then.”

She lifted her sword, and then shone the light at the eyes.

About fifteen feet from the path was a creature that would have made me shit my pants a week before. Now it just freaked me out. It looked like a cross between a centipede and a spider — the head, dotted with more than a dozen eyes on top of a long segmented body, green all over, and instead of legs it was covered in arms which shifted as it moved.

“You’re an ugly one, aren’t you?” Rory said.

“The time of change is upon us,” the creature said. It sounded like thirty different voices speaking at once.

“What do we do?” I asked.

“Hit it ‘til it stops moving. That normally works for me,” she said.

Apparently that was enough advice, because Rory shuffled to the left, bouncing from foot to foot as she kept a healthy distance from the creature.

“Change cannot be stopped,” the creature intoned. “It approaches.”

The demon moved towards me, each of its dozens of arms reaching forward and dragging it along, faster than anything that horrible should be able to move.

I stepped back, keeping out of its reach.

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about this?” I asked the creature. “Talking is great, right?”

The cacophony of voices answered, “Your soul shall be consumed, and the gates of hell thrown open once more.”

“I guess that’s a no,” I said.

Suddenly, it lunged forward. I dodged to the side and struck out with my ax.

CLUNK

Which I was apparently holding backwards. I cracked one of the arms hard enough to hear a bone break, though. It hissed and swung multiple fists at me.

“Shit!” I jumped back, the creature's gross hands barely missing me.

Thank god for these powers, I thought. Literally, I guess.

“All will burn.” The dozens of voices said. “All will suffer.”

“Do you ever shut up?” Rory asked. The creature shifted its focus towards the small blond.

I adjusted my grip and swung the ax correctly this time. One arm fell off at the elbow, and then the blade bit deep into its hide.

Every voice screamed, a chorus of pain.

I ripped the ax out and jumped backwards again.

“The end has arrived,” the creature moaned, the voices shifting and no longer quite in time. The grating nature of the out of sync voices made my teeth hurt. It continued its awful chant. “The end for you. For all of you filth.”

“Okay, then,” I said. “Come and try to end me.”

“Gladly.” It spoke as one voice, and moved quickly towards me.

“Look out!” Rory called.

“Yeah, I know,” I said.

The disturbing beast rushed forward. I bent my knees slightly, and then jumped towards it. It slid to a stop, arms trying to grab me. But I sailed over the waist-high monstrosity. I landed behind it and swung my ax as I turned.

It made a sickeningly wet sound as the blade cleaved into the creature, deeper than before.

Screams shook the branches above us as it thrashed around.

In a stroke of bad luck, one of its flailing fists caught my chin, rocking me backwards.

I stumbled and crashed into a tree, headfirst. The world spun around me. I could feel blood dripping into my eyes. I wiped it away, looking for my ax.

A gleam, from the back of the creature. Of course. It was still stuck in its ass.

“Hey, look at me, you horror show reject.” Rory had her sword out, and was trying to distract the creature.

I had clearly wounded it, and it moved much slower than before. But regardless of how slow, it moved steadily towards me.

My hand patted the ground around me, trying to find anything to defend myself with. I found a small rock and hurled it at the creature. It smashed an eye, goo oozing out, but it didn’t stop.

“Shit,” I whispered.

That was it, I’d exhausted everything around me. I tried to get to my feet, but the world spun around me as I moved.

I think I have a concussion, I thought.

As it got closer, I saw a half dozen mouths start to open. Every one was different, flat and sharp teeth mixed together.

“Catch!”

Rory tossed her sword towards me.

I reached out for it, but missed. The handle clanked off my head and it fell into the dirt. The monster was almost on top of me.

I scrambled for the sword. I felt the sharp blade, gripped it — ignoring the pain as the edge cut my hand — before I shoved it into the nearest mouth right as the monster arrived.

The creature screamed and thrashed. I had grabbed the sword only a foot from the tip, so not much made it in. I dropped my hand down, wrapping around the hilt, and shoved again. The blade squelched as it pierced the creature’s head.

Like flipping a switch, the creature collapsed to the ground.

“Are you alive?” Rory called out.

“Technically,” I answered.

“Good,” she said. She walked around the beast and looked me over. “I’d hate to get June’s boyfriend killed on the first day.”

“June’s boyfriend wouldn’t like that, either,” I said.

“Eh, that’s not as big a deal to me. Here,” she said, holding her hand out.

I grabbed her hand and started to stand, but slipped down. My strength or clumsiness pulled Rory down on top of me.

I laid on my back, looking into the deep blue eyes of the cheerleader, inches from my face. I could feel the warmth of her body against mine, both of us amped up from the fight. Our blood rushing through our veins, wanting to celebrate life. Her breath, short and excited, touched upon my lips.

In another circumstance, I think Rory and I might have gone to town on each other right there by the dead bug monster. But Juniper was still on top of my mind, and I broke the tension.

“I think I have a concussion. You might want to get off me, so I don’t ralph,” I said.

Rory jumped off like I was on fire.

“Of course,” she said.

I used the tree to lever myself up while Rory dug our weapons out of the demon. I managed to keep it together, and we limped our way back to campus in awkward silence.


Chapter Eight



“You poor baby,” Juniper said.

Rory and I had made it back to the Veiled Volumes. She’d let Beatrix and Juniper know we were on the way and had some information to report.

Juniper had a first aid kit out and was dabbing my various wounds. I had a gash across my forehead, as well as a half dozen other scrapes and bruises. Somehow Rory had survived the whole thing totally unscathed.

The cheerleader sat on the counter, kicking her legs back and forth while Beatrix peppered us with questions.

“Tell me again what it looked like,” Beatrix said.

“Here,” Rory said, “Give me a pad of paper.”

Beatrix handed her some and a pen. Rory scribbled for a moment and then held up a stick figure version of the creature we’d seen. The older woman looked pale, and rushed into her office without saying a word.

“Was my art that bad?” Rory asked us.

“A little bit,” I said. The blonde glared at me.

“I think it looks nice,” Juniper said.

“You didn’t even look,” Rory shot back.

“I just wanted to be supportive,” the redhead said. She dabbed another spot on my head, and then looked at the drawing. “Yuck.”

“Yuck is right,” Rory agreed. “Totally gross. And it oozed. I hate when they ooze. Why can’t you just have blood? Blood’s normal.”

“There you go,” Juniper said, leaning back to admire her work.

“Thanks,” I said, and pulled the redhead into my lap. I gave her a quick kiss. After almost dying to a demon, I wanted to take advantage of every moment I could with her.

“Is this what you saw?” Beatrix returned with a gray grimoire, and set it down on the counter.

Letting Juniper stand, I walked over and looked at the drawing. It was black and white, but it was definitely the creature.

“That’s him. It. Whatever.” I said.

“The Harbinger of Change,” Beatrix read. “A creature spawned from the potential chaos that surrounds great events. Whenever they are spotted, hundreds, maybe thousands of people could die within a month.”

That delightful piece of information shocked us all.

“When is it? What is it?” Juniper asked.

“The Farmer’s Ball,” I said. “My dream. Hundreds of people will be there.”

“That is undoubtedly the most likely option,” Beatrix said. “Although it does not answer the who and the why.”

“Wait, I might have read something about this, actually,” Juniper said.

She flipped through a few books on the table, before settling on a small leather book. Turning the pages quickly, she leafed through.

“Yeah, here,” she said. She showed us the page.

It was all in Latin.

“I don’t know about you, Ace, but I don’t read Latin,” Rory said.

“Not a bit,” I said.

“Um, right, let me translate it,” Juniper said.

The cute woman ran her finger along the words, as she slowly translated the passage out loud for us.

“One of the Chosen of Galliyae’s duties is to spread their line far and wide…” She stopped and gave us a half shrug. “Wrong spot, hold on.”

“Exciting reading?” Rory teased, getting an elbow from the redhead in return.

Juniper turned the page and started again. “The first challenge is the most pivotal moment of the Chosen of Galliyae’s journey. Their power has not yet fully formed, until they have… um, I don’t know this word, I think it’s from another language altogether, but it keeps going.

“After the chosen has — the weird word again — they will be fully ensconced in the powers of Galliyae. Before the challenge, though, the power can be stolen and perverted for numerous purposes too terrible to list here. As long as the line continues, the only risk is to the Chosen.”

Juniper gently set the book down on the counter.

“The first challenge,” I said. “Any idea what that is?”

“No,” Juniper said. “The book didn’t mention it again. It was a scholarly work about various powers from the 600s, so it only covered the Chosen a little bit.”

“I’m thinking that the first challenge will probably be at the Farmer’s Ball,” I said. “That’s why Galliyae warned me with the vision.”

“Or something thinks it will be,” Rory said. “And you have to stop them. Or complete the challenge first?”

“It is true that demons are not always the most knowledgeable about these matters,” Beatrix said. “We must take all of this with a grain of salt. The Harbinger of Change is a worrying sign, but like your vision, the future is not written in stone.”

All of this pressure got to me. I stood up.

“I need some air,” I said.

I walked out of the store without waiting for an answer. The cool night breeze felt good on my skin. I took a deep breath. Already I was feeling better. Even the bruises from the fight didn’t hurt as much. I walked down to the corner to stretch my legs.

People wandered around, alone and in groups. No one knew what was happening right under their nose. And now I was caught up in the middle of it.

Hoping for a dash of normalcy, I pulled out my phone. I had a few texts from Via that she’d sent a couple hours earlier.

Via: Ace!

Via: When you’re done with that LARP trollop, you should come over and play some games.

Via: I got a new racing controller I want to try out, and I know how much you like Kart Battles.

Ace: That sounds fun.

Via: Hey!

Via: You’re alive.

Ace: Barely.

Via: So, you coming over?

Ace: In a bit. That ok?

Via: Heck yeah!

Via: You’re gunna get rekt tonight. This controller is so sick. You’ll be begging for mercy by the end of it.

Ace: I didn’t realize you needed extra gear to beat me.

Ace: It’s sad, really.

She sent back a GIF of a cartoon head exploding. I laughed and put my phone away.

“Ace?”

While I texted, Juniper snuck up behind me. She had her hands clasped behind her, and was making herself as small as possible.

“Hey,” I said.

“You okay?”

“Better, now,” I said. She smiled sweetly at that.

“This has got to be so much to take in.”

“You’ve got that right,” I said. “It just keeps coming, doesn’t it?”

“It sure feels like it,” she said.

“I keep thinking about all the time I spent with my grandpa. Apparently he was centuries old, had powers, and never once told me. Why hide all this? If it’s so important, why wouldn’t he help me get ready?”

“Maybe he thought he had more time?”

“Maybe. I’ll never know now,” I said. “Want to head back in?”

She nodded. I grabbed her hand, and she leaned into me. At least there was one silver lining to all of this. If I’d been asked to design my dream woman in a lab, Juniper would have been about as close to her as possible: smart, sexy, redheaded, but also kind and funny. I probably would have even picked witch — if it was an option.

The bell jangled to let everyone know we’d returned.

The dangerous cheerleader looked at me intensely. I gave Rory a thumbs up to let her know I was fine.

Her eyes opened wide. “Holy crap, June, did you use magic to heal him?”

“No, you know that magic like that is really hard. I don’t even know any healing spells yet,” she said. Juniper turned and looked at my cut.

“Oh, wow,” she said.

Beatrix looked over the tops of her reading glasses, before an eyebrow craned up. “I believe you might have some accelerated healing, Mr. Winters.”

I pulled my phone out and looked at myself through the selfie camera. Most of the cuts and scratches were gone. I lifted the edge of the bandage to see that the big one from the tree was only a faint line.

“That’s not too shabby,” I said.

“As much fun as I have with three college students in my shop,” Beatrix said, “I need to retire for the evening. I will continue to research this, and hopefully we can find some answers. Mr. Winters, I would recommend taking an ax or another weapon with you. We don’t know what you might encounter out there, and I think we would all be happier knowing you had some protection.”

“Speaking of protection, do I need to buy you two condoms? I don’t mind,” Rory grinned at Juniper.

“Rory! Stop,” the redhead said, turning crimson from top to tip. Clearly Rory loved getting under her skin.

I ignored her and went to retrieve my ax. Rory had cleaned it as soon as we’d returned, although she had promised it was a one-time only deal.

As I bent to grab it near the counter, I noticed a familiar face in one of the books. There was a color illustration of a female demon, with blue hair and short horns coming out of her forehead.

“What kind of demon is this?” I asked.

Beatrix looked over before frowning. “Not a kind of demon. Just one demon. Wren Harmonious.”

“Sounds like a history there,” Rory said.

“Pardon my French,” Beatrix said, “But she’s a bit of a cunt.”

“Whoa!” Juniper said. All of us were shocked.

“Oh, right, you Americans view that as such a shocking word, I forget. I guess it would be more appropriate to call her a bitch?”

“I guess that’s better,” Rory said. “But, damn, Bea, maybe warn us before bringing out the big guns.” Beatrix just rolled her eyes at Rory.

“As for Wren Harmonius, I’ve had the unfortunate luck to cross paths with her on occasion,” Beatrix said. “Don’t misunderstand me, she’s a good demon as far as that goes, and was cast out of hell a thousand years ago. Which I get. I wouldn’t want her around either.”

I chuckled, enjoying this sharper side of Beatrix.

“The reason I asked,” I said, “Is because someone was dressed like her at a party. But now that I realize demons are real, she might actually have been at the party. The one I got my powers at.”

Beatrix blanched. “If Wren is in town,” Beatrix said, “We should find her. I might not like her, but she would be mixed up in everything going on, and most likely willing to help. Her motives often align with humans.”

“Maybe someone knew her, or got her number. I’ll swing by the frat I met her at,” I said. “Tomorrow, though. No one will be sober there tonight.”

We gathered our belongings and started back for campus. Rory made some excuses and cut off early, leaving me alone with Juniper.

I slipped my hand into hers, and we enjoyed a cool night under the stars. Before I knew it, we were at her front door.

“Thanks for walking me,” Juniper said.

“Happy to make sure you got home safe,” I said.

A bark sounded through the window above her.

“King Baby! No!” she shouted.

“Sounds like someone’s excited,” I said.

“He’s a little monster, is what he is. Um, I know Rory thinks we were going to come over here and, uh, smoosh booties, but…”

I cut her off with a laugh. “Wait, smoosh booties?”

“I didn’t want to be crass,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her.

“Sorry, sorry,” I said, still chuckling. “Go on.”

“I’m, uh, not ready for that. I like you. A lot. But I’m not very experienced.”

“Juniper, whatever speed you want to go at is perfect for me,” I said. “I really like you too.” I leaned in and kissed her, letting my passion speak for me.

She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me back. Her tongue slipped in, exploring my mouth. Then she pulled away.

“Thanks, Ace,” she said. “For, well, everything!”

“Of course, Juniper,” I said. “Good night. See you soon.”

She smiled and skipped up her stairs to her apartment. King panted happily at me out of the window until Juniper got to her door, then I heard some happy barks as he bounded off to greet her. I headed to Via’s room, ready to play some games and not think about demons for as long as possible.


Chapter Nine



The hot, stabbing light of the midday sun was a stark contrast to the gloom of the night before. I couldn’t believe all of the students just going about their life, not knowing the hidden world right around the corner from them. Would I go back, if I could? Given the chance to forget the horrors and the good parts.

No.

Even without meeting someone as exciting and cute as Juniper, I would still not want to give up this new life. It made me feel connected to my grandpa, even though he’d hidden this from me. There was now this thread running back through him to generations past — a connection to my history I thought was gone forever. I’d been aimless before, but now I knew I had a destiny ahead of me: keeping this world safe from the darkness.

Also, my powers were really fucking cool. Come on, that’s worth a couple life or death fights, right?

For instance, all of my wounds had already healed by the time I woke up. I could feel the strength and vigor in every move I made, and I felt alive.

And it was time to get to work saving my college.

So that’s how I ended up under that hot sun, I was on the lawn of the frat I’d been at only a couple days before, and yet somehow a lifetime ago. I needed answers, and hopefully enough of the members were sober enough to give them to me.

I knocked on the door. After a minute of no answers, I tried knocking a bit louder. Either my strength kicked in or the door didn’t get shut correctly, because it swung open. I shrugged and headed inside.

A frat bro in pajama pants with a cartoon dog on them and nothing else walked down the hall towards me, taking a bite out of what looked like a cold slice of pizza.

“‘Sup, dude,” he said, before starting up the stairs. Apparently not concerned at all that I was just walking in.

“Uh…” I tried to get a question out, but the guy vanished up the stairs without another look.

I took in the scenery — the place still looked like a party just happened, which probably was the truth. It was somehow both cleaner and dirtier than when I was here the other night. I’m surprised the place wasn't destroyed after the rager that was here, but there was just a general level of mess around the whole bottom floor that was truly impressive in its scale. Trash cans overflowed, stacks of used plastic cups dotted the windowsills, and empty liquor bottles lined the floors against the wall.

My search for a human who could answer questions was mostly unsuccessful. The bottom floor was surprisingly empty for being close to lunchtime. I headed to the room I had met the demon woman in, thinking that maybe she chose it because of a connection. Thin, but I didn’t have anything else to go on.

When I opened the door I finally found someone. My friend from class, Davis, lounged in a chair, using a vape by the open window.

“Oh, hey man,” I said.

He blew some smoke out, a big grin spreading across his face. “Ace! What’s cracking?”

I could see his bloodshot eyes from the door, and knew he was somewhere on the path to being stoned. Probably even at his destination.

“Not too much, Davis,” I said.

I grabbed the seat next to him. He offered me the vape pen, but I turned him down. Both because I was on a mission, and because I didn’t know if my improved metabolism would also make smoking weed pointless. It would be a bummer if it did, though. I liked that a lot more than getting drunk, truth be told.

He took another puff. “Twice in one week. I must be lucky. So what’s the occasion? What brings you to the frat?”

“Actually, Davis, I was looking for someone,” I said. “Someone from the party the other night. A woman.”

“Oooo,” Davis cooed.

The guy was one of the most alpha-bros I could imagine at first glance, but he could be all over the place, teasing like a schoolgirl one moment, and chest bumping with the football team the next. I actually admired how little he let other people’s opinions bother him.

“So, who is the lucky girl?” Davis went on.

“I didn’t get her name, actually,” I said. “She was dressed as a demon, horns on her head and blue hair.”

He nodded, thinking hard. “Dancing?”

“Not that I saw,” I answered. “She was in the dance room at one point, and then I did talk to her in this room once, right before bailing.”

“Aw, snap,” Davis said. “Do you think she knows who did that?”

The frat bro pointed at a fist size hole in the wall.

“She might,” I said. Considering she saw me put my fist through the wall while I was trying to impress her.

He considered my description, leaning back in his chair. “Okay, so we’ve got blue hair and horns… anything else to go on?”

“She was pretty hot,” I admitted.

“Cans?” Davis asked.

“No, she had a cup. But I’m not sure how much she was drinking.” Did demons even drink? They had a bar, so surely they did.

Davis rolled his eyes. “No, dude. How were her cans? Her tatas. Her milk jugs. You know, her tits!”

“Oh. Right.” I thought back to the few times I actually saw Wren. “They were pretty nice. Not massive? But still big.”

“Tight,” Davis said.

Davis concentrated, thinking back over the previous night. I could see the wheels turning — slowed from the pot, but still working hard.

Finally, he shook his head. “Doesn’t ring any bells,” Davis said.

“Shit,” I said. “Thanks, anyway.” I stood up, and Davis held up a hand, stopping me.

“All is not lost, Ace. Marco might know who that is? He’s got a good memory, and wasn’t drinking that night.”

The name was vaguely familiar — probably someone I met when studying with Davis. “Where can I find him?” I asked.

“Upstairs, third floor. Second door on the left.”

“Thanks, dude,” I said, and bumped fists with Davis.

“Anytime. Hope you score.”

I left the stoned frat boy and made my way upstairs. Marco’s room was obvious, as loud death metal blasted out of the open door. I leaned in and knocked, but he didn’t hear me. The short guy was typing away at his laptop while bobbing his head, lost in his own world.

Eventually realizing he wouldn’t notice me, I walked in and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Oh, fuck!” he shouted. He flailed around and fell out of his chair, landing on a pile of dirty clothes.

“Sorry,” I said, shouting to be heard over the music.

He got up and hit a button on his computer, blessedly silencing the music. My ears rang in the aftermath, hearing ghost bass as I recovered from the sonic assault.

Marco gave me a questioning look. “Who are you?”

I explained that Davis had sent me up here, and who I was looking for.

“There are a couple options, I think. Did the horns look really good? Like a crazy good costume for someone who then half-assed the rest?” he asked when I finished.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s exactly it! Like they were almost real. We got interrupted, and I’m just trying to get her number.”

“You and everyone else,” he said, rubbing his wrist. “There was something about that woman. So, I don’t know her, but she came in with some girls from one of the sororities. Kappa something something.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“No problem, boss,” he said. “I’m always happy to help a friend of Davis get it wet. Ya know, just knock next time.”

I rolled my eyes and headed back outside. The frats were all on this street, but the sorority houses were a few blocks away.

Something caught my eye in one of the upper windows of the frat as I left, but when I looked closer I couldn’t see anything.

Must have been the sunlight.

Hurrying to finish this investigation, I decided to cut across an old fenced parking lot. It was on the corner of the next block, and it would save me almost ten minutes. The college made a big deal about using the shortcut, since it wasn’t their property, but everyone did it when they were in a rush. And with my powers, I could hop the fence easily.

My arms felt like I could just rip it apart to make my own gate, but I climbed it to keep a low profile. The whole campus didn’t need to know I had powers now.

The parking lot was the size of a couple of football fields, with weeds poking their way through cracks in the old asphalt. Occasionally, students would throw parties out here, but right now, it was empty.

Except for three guys climbing the fence on the far side.

As soon as they got over the fence, they headed straight for me. They were all wearing sunglasses and blue windbreakers. Cops wouldn’t be wearing plainclothes like this, or they would have already announced themselves. And I didn’t see any security logos on their arms or shirts.

“Are you guys security?” I asked, trying to head off any problems. “I think I got turned around.”

“Stop right there,” the first one said.

I stopped. “What’s the problem?” I asked. “Sorry if I shouldn’t be here — everyone does it, so I didn’t think about it.”

The three men fanned out. I tried to step back to keep from getting surrounded, but they moved quickly. This was turning bad, fast. Whether they were crooks or guards, they were definitely aggressive.

“I don’t have much money,” I said. “My phone is kind of new, but it sucks. So if you’re mugging me, it’s not going to be worth it.”

“Where’s Wren?” This from the one in front of me. He was taller, with a clean cut goatee, and an angry grin on his face.

“Who?” I asked.

Shit, I thought. How’d they know I’m looking for her?

“Cut the shit,” the one circling to my right said. “We know you were asking about her. Why do you want to find her?”

“If you know I was asking about her, then you know I don’t know where she is,” I said. “Right? Why ask where she is? So, which is it? Where is she or why do I want her?”

“We should just kill him,” the third one said. “Please let me kill him and wipe that stupid smirk off his face.”

“Okay, killing me in a parking lot in the middle of the day is a one-way ticket to jail,” I said. “I just wanted to get her number. She’s pretty hot.”

“He knows too much,” the third one said again, now fully behind me.

With that, I was surrounded. I looked around, but no one else was nearby — even outside the fence, I couldn’t see anyone.

“I don’t really know anything,” I protested. “Actually, that’s most of my problem right now.”

The man with the goatee stared at me. I could see my reflection in his sunglasses, flanked with the other two men behind me. Based on how the other two acted, he was the man in charge.

Would he see reason?

“Do it,” he said.

Guess not.

The men behind me rushed at me. Their feet pounded on the pavement, giving me a rough idea of where they were.

I twisted and ducked towards the third man. He was the biggest of the three, and the most aggressive. He had a few inches on me and a week of stubble on his chin. I thought if I could put him down, the other two might back off and I wouldn’t have to fight all three of them. Putting my hand through a wall on accident was one thing — a human being couldn’t just get plastered up.

He swung a meaty fist at my head. I ducked under it, ending up behind him. I shoved him away. He stumbled into the second man and they both crashed to the ground in a tangled heap.

The third man’s sunglasses slipped off and skittered across the blacktop. The man hissed and looked at me.

Only he wasn’t a man after all. His eyes were twice as big as normal, and solid red.

“Oh, shit, you’re a demon,” I realized.

“You idiots,” the leader sighed. “Kill him quickly.”

“That means I don’t have to hold back,” I said, grinning.

That made the leader think twice, but the big demon was too dumb to realize what I said. I lifted my arms up, like a boxer. I didn’t have much fighting experience, but I figured I could handle myself. The big one growled. He rushed me, tackling me before I could throw a single punch.

We rolled over, and I slammed a fist into his stomach. The big guy wheezed out a sharp breath as he flopped off me.

I leapt to my feet, and dodged out of the way of a kick from the second guy. I hooked a fist into his ear as he flew past me.

“Urgh,” he moaned as he crashed to the ground. He clutched the side of his head.

I didn’t have time to rest on my laurels. The big demon got back to his feet and put up his fists, finally matching my pose.

“Let’s do this,” he growled.

He stepped forward, jabbing out at me. I moved out of the way, ducking to the side as the fist shot harmlessly past me.

Really wish I had an ax right about now, I thought.

He jabbed a couple more times, and then I decided it was time to respond. I juked one hit and then cracked him on the chin. Two more jabs, and he was stumbling backwards.

But then the second guy was back, apparently not as injured as I expected. He dove at me with a roar.

My new powers took some getting used to, and I realized that my speed was really something else. Faster than the demon could react, I shifted slightly and he sailed past.

The big guy was surprised as well, but I recovered quicker. I kicked out at him, catching his knee with a loud crack. He dropped to the ground, groaning and holding the joint.

“Damn it, you idiots,” the leader said. He pulled a sharp knife out of his pants, the serrated blade almost a foot long.

“Where the hell were you keeping that?” I asked.

“I’m going to have to kill you now,” he said.

I retreated, moving away from the two moaning idiots on the ground. They were both getting back to their feet, but clearly weren’t in a hurry now that their boss was taking the lead. A quick glance over my shoulder let me know I was still too far from the fence to safely make a break for it.

“Is it too late to just call this off?” I asked.

“The second you asked about Wren, it was too late,” he said.

He advanced, slashing the knife back and forth.

“You’re a demon, right?” I asked. I kept stepping back, keeping distance between us.

He paused, and then took his glasses off. His eyes were the same as the big guy. “Fair enough. No need to keep it a secret. These glasses really itch my eyeballs. Now, tell me what you know about Wren, and I won’t make this too painful.”

I shrugged. “Not much. And nothing I’d tell you.”

The demon continued his advance. I looked around for anything that might help, but I doubted he’d give me time to pry up a chunk of rock to hit him with.

Behind my attacker, a flash of blue hair near the fence caught my eye.

Wren.

She was standing calmly behind the fence, watching the fight. While I would appreciate some help, these guys clearly meant her harm, so I played it cool.

While I was distracted, the leader surged forward, slashing at my arm. I moved out of the way, barely. He wasn’t quite as fast as I was, but he clearly was stronger and faster than a normal human — and the two idiots with him. He also held himself with a confidence I assume came with experience, which put me at a disadvantage, considering that before all of this started I’d never so much as gotten in even a playground fight in my life.

Another cut at me sliced my shirt and just missed drawing blood. I countered, striking back.

My fist connected with his cheek as he turned. He stumbled and flailed with the knife, keeping me from pressing my advantage.

“You hit hard,” he said. He rubbed his cheek with a free hand, suddenly reassessing me. “Surprisingly hard.”

“Hard enough to call this off?”

He laughed. “I’ll give you this, kid: you’re a trooper.”

“I’d rather you give me the knife,” I retorted.

He was back on the attack, swinging harder and faster. It was all I could do to keep out of his reach. I moved backwards, circling slightly. I tried to keep his friends in sight so they couldn’t get the jump on me.

The asphalt was more cracked and broken up as we reached one end of the vacant parking lot. I had to spend more time watching my footing.

CLANK

I backed into the fence. End of the road, so to speak. Nowhere else to go. My demon attacker grinned, his sharp teeth shining in the noon light.

“This was almost fun,” he said.

I shrugged. “Sorry I couldn’t be more fun.”

He stabbed at me. I blocked it away, but he was back on me, slashing down before I could react. He cut my left arm, long but shallow. The pain lanced up from the fresh wound.

The demon reared back and stabbed again. Rather than block I twisted to the side.

The knife stuck through the fence, spearing one of the chain link holes instead of my gut. He tried to pull it free, but the whole fence shifted instead. He growled in frustration.

Now it was my turn to grin.

I tossed off a hook with my good arm. The blow landed solidly against the side of his head. The leader stumbled. I jumped on him, knocking him to the ground. We flailed around, both struggling to get the advantage on the other. He had technique, but I had the blessings of a goddess.

I wrapped my arm around his neck. He kicked and struggled.

“Are you going to give up now?” I asked.

“Fuck you,” he hissed at me. He managed to elbow me in the ribs.

That one hurt, I thought.

I didn’t know what else to do, but I knew this demon wouldn’t stop until one of us was dead. So I squeezed and twisted my arm, putting all of my strength into it.

CRACK

His neck snapped and he went limp.

I climbed to my feet. The other two attackers hesitated after the sudden turn of events. I took the chance, bracing the fence before wrenching the knife free.

Facing the remaining demons, they both looked unsure of their next moves. They might just run off, but I couldn’t let dangerous creatures like them roam free. They had tried to kill me when they thought I was a normal human. That couldn’t stand. Who knew what other trouble they would get up to.

In the end, they came to the same decision. The big one took a step forward, followed a moment later by the smaller demon.

The big demon looked down at the body of the leader.

“He was weak. Pathetic.” he said. “Now I’m in charge, like I should have been. You. Kill him.”

“I got it, boss,” the other said.

The smaller one approached me at the order. He kicked out, trying to keep me far enough away that I couldn't use my weapon. I had the knife in my right arm, and my left arm was against my chest, still dripping blood. I couldn’t rely on it.

I noticed the short demon had a pattern he stuck to as he tried to break my defenses: two short kicks and then a larger swinging kick from the opposite leg, then one more short kick. He’d switch it up slightly, but every time two kicks came, he’d do a wider kick.

I waited for my chance, and then right after the second kick I lunged forward. He was winding up the wider kick and I drove the knife into his gut.

He gasped.

I pulled the knife out and stabbed him again. This time, the red light in his eyes faded. He dropped to the ground.

I retrieved the knife and looked up at the big guy.

“One on one,” I said.

“Just how I like it,” he said.

He ripped off his jacket and tossed it to the side. All he had on under it was a ripped tank top undershirt. Muscles rippled as he flexed. His shoulders had small horny protrusions. He growled, and somehow grew in size, the horns extending a foot into the air.

“Oh, shit,” I said, my gaze angling higher as he grew.

“‘Oh, shit,’ is right,” he said. “Our boss told us to hold back. But not anymore. I’m going to rip you apart. I’ve killed stronger demons than you with one arm tied behind my back. And you’re nothing — just a boy who doesn’t even know how to throw a punch.”

If he really had been holding back, I was in deep trouble.

“We can always strike a truce here,” I offered.

He snorted. “I’m going to feast on your bones, as I snap them one by one.”

“Nah,” I said.

I flung the knife at him. It flipped end over end, before burying itself to its hilt in his throat. He gurgled and dropped to the ground. As he did, he shrank back to his original size. I pulled the knife out and wiped it on his shirt.

I might not know how to fight, but I spent a summer working at a knife and ax throwing bar for hipsters. I stuck the knife in my belt, knowing it might be handy to have in the future. Then I needed to get back on track after this detour.

Wren, I remembered.

Spinning to face the fence, I searched for her. But it was too late.

The demon was gone.


Chapter Ten



Iskipped the sororities — there was no way I was getting in there to ask questions looking like I went twelve rounds with a blender and lost. Plus Wren had been on the opposite side of the parking lot, and I had a feeling she went the other direction.

So I found myself back at the Veiled Volumes getting patched up for the second time in twenty-four hours.

“Grunstag demons,” Beatrix said when I told her about my encounter. “Generally they serve as minions of powerful evil demons. You’re lucky to be alive.”

“How’d they know you were looking for Wren?” Juniper asked.

The redhead wrapped some more gauze around my arm, covering up the knife wound. Both her and Rory came running when I texted them about the fight.

“Someone at the frat must have told them,” Rory said, leaning against the counter. While Juniper’s nerves were plain to see, Rory handled the whole attack with only a bit of jealousy that she missed out on a fight.

I agreed with her, “They might have put the muscle to someone earlier in the day.”

I’d thought about that a lot on the walk back. It might be worth pursuing later, but right now, it didn’t lead us to Wren. And we needed her information.

“Or one of the brothers is actually a demon in disguise,” Rory pointed out. I didn’t want to think about that.

“We’ve had some success, though,” Juniper said. Her eyes gleamed with excitement. She wanted to show off what she’d turned up while doing her research.

“You’re cute when you’re nerdy,” I whispered to her. She grinned and blushed.

“All done,” she said, taping my last piece of bandage to my arm. “Although I have a feeling that with your powers, you’ll be done healing before this bandage needs to be changed. Now, wait here! I have something to show you.”

The redhead bounced back to the back office. Rory gave me a grin. When Juniper came back out with a few books, she cleared off one of the display tables and we all huddled around. Even Beatrix was intrigued, joining us.

Juniper opened one of the books. “Okay, the first question I have for you is this: Do you recognize this demon?”

She turned a thick grimoire around and slid it over to me.

And there he was, in ancient ink. Red skin, long horns, and big wings. And in the center of his chest, the large eye. I would never forget that monster.

I nodded, stunned they’d found the creature from my nightmare.

“Good,” Juniper said, nodding to herself. “Well, not good, he’s a bad one, but good we figured it out. You know what I mean.”

She turned it back around and read from the description. I couldn’t even tell what language it was, but Juniper could translate it on the fly. I smiled, impressed by the brilliant woman.

“Pallatrox the Unbending,” she started.

“Ooo, spooky name,” Rory chimed in.

“I know, right?” Juniper said. “It’s so creepy when they have a name like that. ‘The Unbending.’ ‘The Destroyer.’”

“Yeah,” Rory said, “How come these demons are never something like ‘The Cute’ or ‘The Cuddly?’”

Beatrix cleared her throat. “Sorry, Bea,” Juniper said. The chastened witch continued reading.

“Pallatrox was cast out of hell one hundred years before the fall of the Roman Empire. Rumors immediately sprang up of the demon leading a barbarian horde against the eternal city, although he was repelled by a group of champions. The war that followed led to a weakening of the Empire’s hold on its outer territories, and many scholars believe that after all of the damage and death, the collapse of the Empire was inevitable.

“What the demon Pallatrox hoped to gain by attacking the Empire is not known, although in centuries since he has been seen across the world, searching for a way back into hell. Even though it has long been thought impossible, Pallatrox’s determination and constant searching has led this scholar to assume that at least Pallatrox believes it is possible.

“The demon commands great magicks, the strength of a dozen men, and loyalty among the demons sworn to serve him.”

The redhead stopped reading and looked around. “Uh, this part isn’t great,” she said.

“That bad, huh?” Rory asked, leaning in.

“Go on,” I said. “Better to know what it is.”

She sighed and kept reading. “Pallatrox is believed to be unkillable. Many have tried, with holy weapons and magic. The only strategy that has worked when facing the Unbending is one of retreat. All other paths inevitably end in death.”

That rocked us all.

An unbeatable demon was not something I wanted to face. If my dream was any indication of how this would go, I feared what would happen to my school. What would happen to me.

“There’s a note here, though,” Juniper said. “Let me see.” She flipped to the back, an appendix of some sort, and read some more.

“One interesting side note to the story of Pallatrox the Unbending: Apparently he was cast out of hell at the same time as the demon Wren Harmonious. No demons have shared the tale of what caused them to be cast out, but their destinies seem intertwined, a powerful good demon and powerful evil demon expelled from hell on the same day. What I wouldn’t give to question Wren.”

Juniper looked up from the book. “That’s it.” She gestured to the other books. “These mention Pallatrox, but all they do is confirm what’s in this one.”

“I agree with the author,” Beatrix said. “We need to question Wren.”

“Now we just need to find her,” I said.

“If Pallatrox is in town, it would explain the Harbinger of Change, and the sense of worry the other demons have mentioned,” Beatrix said. “I do not believe anything is truly unkillable. Normally, demons don’t really die — killing them only banishes them back to hell. But if that is not available to Pallatrox, then something else will present itself.”

“You seem pretty sure about that,” I said.

“It’s that or worry over something I cannot change, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said. “Which would you prefer?”

“We can ask around? Maybe Nala knows something,” Rory said. “Or someone at the bar.”

“That is a good starting point,” Beatrix said. “I have found more information about the Chosen, by the way. It might be a bit upsetting to you, Juniper. I’ve been waiting to share it.”

“Rip that bandaid, Bea,” Rory said. “Junebug is a tough girl.”

I took Juniper’s hand. “It’s okay if you don’t want to hear it. Nothing is set in stone.”

The redhead nodded. “I’d rather know.”

“It’s not going to change how I feel about you,” I told her.

She smiled at me. My chest clenched around my heart. She was gorgeous, sweet, and caring. I didn’t want anything to hurt her. But we needed to know what Beatrix had found if it could possibly help us.

“I know, Ace,” she said. “What’s the worst it can be?”

Beatrix studied Juniper and then nodded. “To sum up my research: the Chosen of Galliyae traditionally has a large number of wives and concubines. A harem, if you will. Your grandfather would have been able to share more,” she said, looking at me, like I didn’t know that.

“But the stories I could find,” the British woman continued, “Suggested the avatars with the largest harems had the strongest powers. Whether that was from the harem itself or a reward from a goddess of fertility, I don’t know. The avatar is always a direct descendant of the previous one, though. So the large harem might also be to make sure there is always an option for the next avatar to be selected from.”

“I don’t have any children, though,” I said. “What happens if I die?”

“I cannot imagine anything good,” Beatrix said. “The world survived the last twenty years or so without the Chosen of Galliyae, though. But the powers of evil would rise, I’m sure. We might face another dark age.”

While we talked, Juniper shrunk in on herself. Rory put an arm around her.

“It’s going to be okay, Junebug,” she whispered.

“I just got my first boyfriend,” Juniper said. “I don’t want to share him. I also don’t want to pop out babies. Not while I’m in college, anyway.”

“No one says you have to,” Rory said. “Maybe he can just make a donation at a sperm bank, for safety’s sake.” She tossed a glance at me over her shoulder.

She mouthed “I got this” at me. I dropped Juniper’s hand and let the blonde lead her to the backroom.

Once the door shut, I turned to Beatrix. “Well this sucks.”

“Most men would be excited about a harem, I would think,” she said. The stodgy woman took off her glasses and cleaned them with a handkerchief she pulled out of some hidden pocket. “But Mr. Winters, regardless of your personal feelings, you were chosen for a reason.”

“Because I was the only one left? My grandpa never mentioned any cousins or uncles or aunts. And I asked. He said they all died, if he said anything at all.”

“That is very possible. We don’t know enough. But it’s also possible that you have distant relatives out there and were still chosen by Galliyae. Either way, you cannot run from this, and you may need to do things that you would not have before.” She slipped her clean glasses back on her nose.

“I would like to help you train, and teach you what you need to know. You have powers and strength, and you can do a lot of good. Let me guide you.”

I looked at her office door and the redhead behind it, struggling with the information that the best-case scenario for our relationship was that she would be one of many.

“Juniper is a strong woman, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said. “I believe she will come around on this, just as she did on being a witch. And if she would rather not date you, then she will still be a good ally to have.”

“You’re right,” I said. “She’s great.”

“That she is,” Beatrix said.

I turned my attention back to the other alarming news. “Do you really think we can kill an unkillable demon?”

Beatrix shrugged. “It wouldn’t be my first time facing a demon that claimed that. And I won then, too.”

“Holy shit,” I said. “I need to hear that story.”

Beatrix shook her head. “Maybe another time. We need to deal with the problem in front of us first,” she said.

The door to the back opened with a squeak of its hinges. Rory led Juniper back out. Neither woman said anything, but the cheerleader gave me a thumbs up when Juniper wasn’t looking.

“We should go to Nala’s,” Rory said. “All three of us. I know I could use a drink, and maybe we’ll get lucky.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. She giggled and then said “Dirty, dirty. Lucky in finding some information.”

“That is an excellent plan,” Beatrix said. “I will look for more information on our new friend Pallatrox. There is a network of hunters that might have more information.” She didn’t look hopeful, though.

Rory kept her arm around Juniper’s shoulder and led her out of the store. I followed close behind them. But then I stopped and ran back in.

“What do you need now, Mr. Winters?” Beatrix asked.

“Just this,” I said. I grabbed the ax where I’d left it, and settled it over my shoulder. “Just in case.”

The two best friends didn’t wait for me, and I jogged after them, catching back up a block later. Normally I’d have been needing to catch my breath after hurrying that much, but I felt great.

Nala’s was busier than the last visit, with an afternoon crowd of demons and humans drinking around the bar. The demons came in all shapes and sizes, while the humans mostly looked like a tough crowd — bikers, bounty hunters, and a solitary construction worker.

Rory elbowed her way to a spot at the bar and ended up getting us all seats. I sat on the stool next to Juniper.

“You okay?” I asked.

She nodded.

“I know it’s a lot to take in, but I don’t want you to feel pressured. If you need to pull the plug, go ahead. I understand.”

She turned to face me for the first time since we’d heard the news.

“You mean that, don’t you?”

“I like you a lot, Juniper,” I said. “And even though it’s been a short time since we met, I feel a deep connection to you. And, to be totally honest, I like kissing you. You’re a good kisser.”

“I like kissing you too,” she whispered.

“You didn’t sign up for this. I didn’t either, but I don’t think I get a choice. You do.”

“I think I’d like to keep dating you,” she said. My whole body relaxed when I heard that — my feelings for Juniper were fast, but real.

“I’d like that,” I said.

I noticed Rory was doing her best to not pay attention to our discussion, even in the close space. She really was a great friend to Juniper.

“So…” Juniper trailed off.

“Yeah, I don’t know either,” I said. “But how about we figure it out together? No one’s holding a gun to my head and saying bang a bunch of chicks.”

“Yet,” Juniper said, grinning. If she could joke about it, she was at least feeling better.

“If it’s not my favorite human couple,” Nala said, interrupting us. “And Rory. You’re looking good, babe.”

“Thanks, you too,” Rory said to the purple bartender.

“What can I get you?”

“White wine?” Juniper ordered like it was a question. Nala just nodded.

“I want one of those fruity drinks, like a sex on the beach,” Rory said. “What can you make?”

“I can make a sex on the beach,” Nala said.

“Perfect,” Rory grinned. “Can I get one of those cute spears of fruit in it too? Ooo! And an umbrella!”

“Sure,” Nala grinned. “And for you, hon?”

“Water,” I said. “I’m the designated walker,” I added when she gave me a look. She grinned at that.

“Water?” Rory asked, judgment not even subtle. “Ace is a big boy. He’ll take a beer.”

Nala nodded and went to get the drinks.

“I won’t even feel a beer,” I said. “What’s the point?”

“The point is not looking like a narc, Ace,” Rory said. “We’re here to talk to people.”

There was a certain logic in the blonde’s suggestion, so I didn’t argue when Nala set the beer down in front of me. I sipped it and looked around the bar.

The clientele was mostly demons. The people who looked human could have easily been slightly disguised, like the demons who jumped me in the parking lot. No one paid us a bit of attention.

“Okay, split up,” Rory said.

“What am I supposed to do?” I asked.

“Chat people up, see if you can figure anything out. It’s like you’re a total rookie or something.” The blonde rolled her eyes at me.

“I am,” I said. She just grinned and grabbed Juniper’s arm. “We’ll go together, Junebug.”

“I thought we were splitting up,” Juniper said.

“We are,” Rory explained. “We’re splitting up together.”

I watched the two women walk to the other side of the bar where Rory immediately started talking to a female demon. Juniper shot me a quick smile before joining in.

The bar didn’t offer up any immediately obvious choices for me to chat with. I nursed my beer, the hoppy ale tasting good, even if I knew it wouldn’t give me any liquid courage.

To my left was a group of demon bros, looking like they’d stepped out of a catalog in the 1980s with their bright polos and khaki slacks. They were laughing and yelling at each other. I’d normally join in, but the sharp fangs and claws they were sporting made me hesitant to approach. The patron to my right was nursing a scotch and soda, a thousand yard stare on his face.

He was green, light scales covering his cheeks and forehead. He wore a cowboy hat, the only person besides Nala committing to the theme of the place.

“Hey,” I said. “Can I buy you a drink?”

He gave me a once over, and then nodded. He knocked back the drink in front of it and gestured to Nala. She hurried over to refill it.

“It’s on me,” I told the bartender.

“Thanks, partner,” he said. His voice was deep and gravely.

“This is only my second time here,” I said. “I’m new to the whole demon thing, you know? You come here often?”

He shrugged. Clearly the demon wasn’t in the mood for casual banter.

“I’m actually looking for some information,” I said. “Know anything about…” I lowered my voice and leaned in. “Pallatrox the Unbending?”

He hesitated, briefly, and then continued sipping his drink, pointedly ignoring me.

“You don’t have to tell me anything, just point me in the direction of someone who will,” I said.

Laughter echoed from across the bar. Rory was holding court among a half dozen female demons. She told another joke, and the demons doubled over with laughter. Even Juniper was smiling. I was glad they seemed to be having better luck than me.

Unexpectedly, the demon next to me spoke up. “Information like that isn’t free,” he whispered.

I pulled out my wallet and grabbed the forty bucks I had in there. As I slid them across to the demon, one of the bro demons jostled my shoulder, the group claiming the space at the bar the ladies vacated.

“Sorry, brah,” the demon said.

“What do you know about Pallatrox?” I asked.

“That’s not a name to be said lightly,” my taciturn drinking companion said quietly. His eyes flicked around the room.

“You do know him, then?”

He shook his head once. “I know of him. Every demon does. Why does a human like you need to know?”

“Supposedly, he’s in town. Or coming, anyway,” I said.

For the first time the demon looked at me. “Then buddy, you better get the fuck out of town. Thanks for the drink.”

He swallowed the rest of the scotch in one gulp, tipped his hat to me, then he got up and left the bar without looking back.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“Yo, dude, you said Pallatrox?” I nodded. The bro who’d bumped me looked around before leaning in. “You wanna know about Pallatrox, you gotta talk to this crazy guy, Mishelat. He knows everything and everybody. ”

“Where can I find him?”

“Graveyard. You know the one over by that condemned church on Apple Lane. He sells stuff there. Pretty great coke, if you’re looking.”

The place sounded familiar. “On the edge of town?” I asked. He nodded.

“Good luck, dude,” the bro demon said, and fist bumped me.

Since the cowboy demon left with my cash, Nala took my credit card to settle our tab, and I signaled for Rory and Juniper to meet me outside. The day started turning to night as I waited for them. A chill wind blew through the street.

The gruff demon’s words echoed through my head. Could I really stop an unstoppable demon?


Chapter Eleven



“Later, girls,” Rory hollered as she walked through the door with Juniper. A chorus of cheers and goodbyes followed them out.

“You found something?” Juniper asked.

I filled them in on what I’d learned. They’d not had any luck. Everyone they spoke to knew the name, but no one believed Pallatrox was coming to town or knew anything more.

“Should we go now?” Juniper asked. “Or go tell Beatrix?”

“Better to find out, right? We need information so we can make a plan,” I said.

“No time like the present. Let’s do it,” Rory said. Even though she looked nervous, Juniper agreed.

We marched off towards the graveyard. Once again we were venturing into parts of town I never visited. I’d grown up an hour away, in a small town of less than a thousand people.

I’d not even planned on coming to college here, and wouldn’t have applied if Via hadn’t pushed me too. After losing my grandfather, I wanted to stay near my last remaining friend. And, as luck would have it, I ended up getting a hardship scholarship without even applying, so I took it. Free college is better than no college. But then I’d mostly stayed on campus or nearby.

As we walked through the neighborhoods, the houses got progressively smaller and older. Some had boarded up windows, others had bars across them. An angry dog startled me when it lost its mind barking at us when we walked by.

“Jumpy, eh?” Rory teased.

Nothing seemed to faze the pint sized demon hunter. She swirled her sword around casually, talking constantly about what was going on in her life: who the bitchy cheerleaders were, what professors were cool, the plans she had for winter break.

“She talks a lot,” I whispered to Juniper. Juniper elbowed me.

“That’s my best friend you’re talking about,” she said.

“What are you saying back there?” Rory said, taking a break from her monologue.

“Just defending your honor, Rory,” Juniper said.

“Thank you, Junebug.”

“She’s a good friend,” I said to Juniper as Rory resumed chatting up a storm to no one in particular.

The witch nodded. “The best.”

We reached the graveyard. Night had fully fallen. The moon rose in the distance, low and large above the hills. The temperature dipped ten degrees in the last hour, chilling all of us. I was on edge, but not too worried. Mostly because my new ax rested comfortingly on my shoulder.

The church had warning signs nailed to the gate and again on the front door of the building. “Danger — Do Not Enter.” They had faded in the sun, so clearly the place had been condemned for a long time. The graveyard didn’t look any better. Headstones were cracked, weeds grew everywhere, and one statue had toppled over and crushed a mausoleum. All it was missing was a howling wolf to really sell the “Do not come in here” vibe.

“Spooky,” Juniper said.

“For real,” I agreed.

“Wusses,” Rory said. She opened the gate, which creaked in protest.

“Did they say where he was?” Juniper asked. She shifted closer to me, and I put my arm around her.

“No, just that he sold stuff in the graveyard.”

“Really?”

Skepticism seemed like the right choice. It was hard to believe anyone had come here recently.

“I don’t see him anywhere,” Rory said.

“He’s a demon,” Juniper pointed out, “Maybe he’s not disguised, so he hides out of sight from the road.”

There was a lot of sense in the redhead’s words. The graveyard wrapped around a hill, so we followed the only path we could see and headed deeper. Rory pulled a flashlight, and tossed it to Juniper.

“You’re in charge of this one,” Rory said. “Especially after this guy broke the one I gave him.”

“Technically the Harbinger broke it,” I said.

“Yeah. When he knocked your ass down,” Rory laughed.

But even Rory was feeling the danger and death of the place, and soon her cocky demeanor faded. We all huddled closer together. The hill didn’t reveal any other demons. We searched for a few minutes, but when we found the rotting fence at the back we gave up.

“Maybe he’s on a break,” Juniper said.

“Shady demons need dinner too,” Rory said.

We made our way back to the front.

Coming around the hill, we stopped short. The group of bro demons were spread out across the path. At their center was a new demon, tall and strong. He could have passed for human, except he had two sets of ears, both long and pointed. The top set was partially hidden by his floppy black hair. He wore jean shorts and a jean jacket, and nothing else, not even shoes.

“‘Ello, ‘ello,” he said, “What do we have here?” He had a thick Australian accent.

“This is who we told you about, brah,” the demon who’d sent us here told the newcomer.

“Yeah, that’s a bit obvious, ya flamin’ galah. Now what do you three tasty morsels want with my boss?”

“I take it you’re Mishelat?” I asked.

The demon raised his arms wide. “Guilty as charged. Though my mates and the people I’m going to kill call me Lattie. Since you’re the latter, feel free to use that one.”

“And I’m guessing you actually work for Pallatrox?”

“I work for whoever pays me, mate,” he said. “But I don’t need bloody humans asking questions, now do I?”

I stepped in front of Juniper, keeping my body between her and the demons. Her warm hand pressed against my back.

“Shouldn’t you have brought more demons if you wanted to kill us?” Rory asked. “These Abercrombie rejects look like they’d have trouble killing a fly.”

“You’ll totally regret that, babe,” a demon in a pink polo shouted. He charged her with a roar.

For the first time, I got to see the demon hunter really fight. She quickly stepped back and swung the sword in front of her.

She blocked a slash of the demon's claws with the flat of the blade. Before he could react, she smacked the pommel into his nose. It broke with a sickening crack.

“Fwuck,” the demon complained, his words nasally.

He swiped again, but she cartwheeled out of the way, her legs twirling through the air as she landed well out of his range.

“Argh, hold still!” the demon shouted.

“Ya bloody idjit,” the leader said, “She’s just baiting you.” But the pink polo demon didn’t listen.

He rushed at Rory again. She stepped onto a headstone and jumped off, flipping through the air. As she did, she slashed with the sword.

CHUNK

The demon’s head flew off, separated from its body, which collapsed in a heap. The head rolled down the hill and stopped at the leader’s feet, an expression of surprise etched forever on the face.

Lattie kicked it away, pissed off.

“Hey! They killed Dirk!” One of the bros complained. “He still owed me for that coke last week.”

“Lattie, they might be tough,” another one of the smaller demons said. He edged backwards, putting the other demons between us.

“Of course they are, you bloody buggers,” Lattie sighed. “Do you think they carry those weapons for fun? While asking about the baddest fuckin’ demon in town?”

“Maybe?” One of them said. “Lots of people are LARPing these days.”

Lattie rubbed his head in frustration. A vein bulged on his forehead. He muttered “Satan below, how do I get stuck with such bloody dills?”

“What do we do now?” the small bro demon asked.

Lattie growled. “Do I ‘ave to think of everything around here? Kill them. Charge them all at once and they can’t do anything.”

Five of the bro demons had their heads still attached. They raised their clawed hands, ready to rush us. I glanced back at Juniper, worried about the unarmed woman.

“Don’t worry, I can protect myself,” she said. “Just kill them.”

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s do this!”

Stepping next to Rory, I lifted my ax. The petite blond grinned, bloodlust on her face.

“Fer fucks sake! Go!” Lattie yelled, and shoved one of the demons towards us.

The bro stumbled and managed to get his feet under him, turning it into a sprint. He ran at me, and I swung my ax, He got a hand up to block it. I apparently swung hard enough I chopped the hand clean off, and buried the ax in his skull.

The demon fell to the ground, dead, but with my ax still stuck in him. The weight and shift yanked it out of my hands.

“Shit,” I said. I lunged for it and tried to pull it out, but it was wedged in there pretty solidly. With another few seconds, I might have freed the blade — but they didn’t give me the time.

Throwing his shoulder into me, the biggest bro still standing tackled me to the ground. We rolled, wrestling. I took a few slashes from his claws to my side, and managed to land a few return punches into his gut.

Two demons ran for Rory, and the last one rushed at Juniper. Unperturbed, Lattie sat down on a tombstone, watching.

“I’m going to eat your heart,” the demon on top of me growled.

“Why?” I asked.

That confused him. I used the opportunity to roll on top and land a few punches. I got his arms trapped under my legs and wailed away.

My fists cracked against his face, and he tried to shift and get out from under me. But my strength was too much for him. With a grunt I slammed my hand down one more time and felt something give. He went limp under me.

Quickly I hopped to my feet.

The demon that rushed at Juniper had backed her up against a large headstone, and she looked trapped.

I ran towards her, but before I could get there she waved her hands in a circle.

The witch shouted “Nakāsum!” and a blast of light flew out from her.

It collided with the demon. He gasped, before continuing towards the redhead. A second later, he blinked in surprise, before something gave inside him. Like magic, the demon separated into multiple parts and then collapsed onto the ground in a steaming heap.

Juniper sagged down, her legs giving out. I kept heading towards her, but she waved me off.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Help Rory.”

I nodded. Rory dispatched her two demons by that point, but Lattie had joined the fray, wielding two brutal machetes. He moved quickly around the blonde, striking out. I rushed for my ax, keeping an eye on the fight.

Rory kept up a solid defense, but I could tell she was struggling. The agility and speed she gained from hours of cheer practice was the only thing keeping her alive as she dodged swipe after deadly swipe.

“You’re a sweet little sheila, aren’t you?” I heard him taunt. “Maybe I should kill your friends and have some fun with you.”

Remembering my prize from earlier in the day, I gave up on my ax and pulled the knife I’d taken out of my belt.

Lattie clocked my approach and eased up on Rory.

“Boyfriend has to save you, huh?”

“I was just getting started,” Rory said.

The demon retreated a bit, and finally noticed that all six of the demons who’d come with him were dead. He grimaced.

“Fuck! This is what I get for working with a bunch of wankers,” he complained. “Not like it matters, anyway. The Shoudougar will happen, and I’m going to be set for life.”

He pointed a machete at Rory. “We’re not done, girlie. I’m going to get a taste of you one of these days.”

Before we could react, he slid the machetes into holsters on his back. Then he turned and sprinted away.

“Wait, he’s just running?” I asked. “They can do that?”

Rory yelled after him “Yeah! ‘Cause he’s a coward!”

Lattie hopped the cemetery fence, turned and flipped us a double bird. Then he continued his retreat.

Hopefully that was all of the fighting, but I wanted to be safe, so I took a sec to brace my foot on my downed foe’s head, and pulled at the ax. With a wet pop, I finally pried my ax free.

Rory got tired of yelling taunts after the fleeing demon. She turned, and her eyes opened wide in fear. “June!” Rory ran past me.

She reached the redhead before me, and knelt down next to her.

“I’m fine. Sorry, sorry,” Juniper said, struggling to stand back up. “Magic always takes a lot out of me.”

“That was some serious mojo,” Rory said.

“I can’t believe it. You destroyed that demon,” I said. “Literally.”

Juniper grinned. I helped her to her feet.

“Thanks,” she said. Her arms wrapped around mine and gripped me tight. An electric feeling rushed up my arm, feeling this wonderful woman that close to me.

“We need to tell Bea about this,” Rory said. “Two attacks in one day… I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit.”

“This isn’t a normal Saturday for you?” I asked.

“Nah, this is a bit slow,” she laughed.

“I don’t know if I can handle it fast, then.”

“Don’t tease the new guy,” Juniper said. “This is all really unusual. We’ve seen more craziness since you found me in the woods than the last two months combined.

“Oh, spoilsport. You’re just protecting your boyfriend,” Rory said. “He needs some good hazing.”

The cheerleader grabbed Juniper’s other arm, and we walked out of the graveyard together, making our way back to the Veiled Volumes.


Chapter Twelve



We tried to call a ride-share, but no one would come to the far side of town. Nothing jumped out of the dark at us while we walked the hour back to the bookshop. Lights streamed out from behind the curtain windows. It was the only place that looked open on the street — besides the twenty-four-hour laundromat with one lonely woman folding clothes in the flickering fluorescent lights.

Beatrix met us at the door. The lock clicked behind us as she pulled it shut — not that the small deadbolt would do much against the strength of the demons. I pointed that out to them.

“It’s true,” Beatrix agreed. “The lock wouldn’t do much. That’s just for regular robbers. But we have other wards set up here and at all of our apartments. They aren’t perfect, but they’ll keep most creatures of the night out where they belong.”

Juniper sagged into one of the chairs, her exhaustion obvious. “Once I recover, I should set some in your dorm room,” Juniper said. “You wouldn’t want a demon turning up there unexpectedly.”

“That'd be great,” I said. “Well, there is one bad thing…”

“Of course there is,” Rory said.

“If a girl’s coming over, it means I need to clean my room.”

Juniper chuckled, and Rory shook her head muttering “Boys…”

Beatrix debriefed our excursion while Juniper patched up my side. When we finished recounting everything, she asked us sharply, “What did the demon say, exactly? I need you to be as clear as you can, Ace.”

“Shoudougar,” I said. “I think.”

The British woman looked at the other two. “Sounds right to me,” Rory said.

“I was still recovering, so I didn’t hear it,” Juniper admitted.

“Shoudougar? It can’t be. That’s a myth,” Beatrix said. “An urban legend. Santa Claus for demons.”

“Santa Claws,” I said. They all looked at me blankly. “Claws. With a ‘W.’”

Juniper cracked a smile, but the others rightfully ignored me.

“So if it’s basically the Easter Bunny but for demons, why would this guy say it?” Rory asked. “Lattie didn’t strike me as someone who’d believe in myths. He was a punk, but he didn’t strike me as a cult-y believer.”

“Yeah, he was all business. I guess he did have a half dozen dimwits with him,” I pointed out. “Maybe Pallatrox is using it as a recruiting tool. Be good and Shoudougar will bring you a tasty human heart for demon Christmas.”

“Shoudougar isn’t a person,” Beatrix explained. “It’s more like the second coming. A massive event where a hole is ripped between this reality and hell. Literally creating hell on earth, in a lot of ways. But there’s no truth to it. Everyone knows that.”

“But if you were a demon that was permanently banished from hell,” I said, “Then maybe you would take it more seriously. Ripping a hole to hell seems like a good way to get back in. And he’s had millennia to search for how to make it happen.”

“No,” Beatrix said. “I can’t believe it. Something like that would be the end of everything. But you might be right, Ace. He could be using it to build an army. Make the metaphorical literal. A demon kingdom on earth, led by an unkillable monster.”

“Then where is he keeping this army? We’ve met, what, ten of them?” I said. “He’s got some troops here for sure. If he’s going to attempt a massacre at the Farmer’s Ball, then I’d rather stop that somehow. I like my classmates alive.”

“As much as I personally detest her, if we could find Wren, she might have some answers,” Beatrix said.

“Good luck with that,” I said. “She saw me rip apart a couple demons. Even if they were the aggressors, I doubt she’ll talk to me any time soon.”

“The new guy is right,” Rory said. She grinned fiercely. “We need to find this Pallatrox and take the fight to him.”

Juniper spoke up. “Is anyone worried about the whole ‘unkillable’ thing? I’d rather we have a way to kill him before we try and fight him and whatever other demons are around him.”

“We just don’t know enough,” Beatrix said. “And clearly it is dangerous to go around asking questions.”

“Learned that the hard way,” Rory said.

“I assumed it would go without saying to not bring up Pallatrox in public,” Beatrix scolded. “Ace can be forgiven, but I expected a little more sense from you, Juniper.”

“What about me?” Rory protested.

Beatrix gave her a hard stare over the thin rims of her glasses, and Rory shrank back, sitting down next to Juniper.

Clearly we were at an impasse. Everyone was frustrated, tired, and I doubted we’d be productive much longer. The situation was grim, but it wasn’t going to get any better sitting around complaining about it.

“Maybe we call it a night,” I offered. The three women turned to look at me. “Come on. Let’s get some sleep, and see if we have any new ideas tomorrow. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m bushed.”

Juniper yawned and stretched. “I could sleep for a week,” she said.

Beatrix nodded. “You’re quite correct, Mr. Winters. There’s nothing more to do tonight. We will just talk ourselves in circles. Perhaps a new day will bring new ideas.”

“Plus, I’ve got cheer practice tomorrow,” Rory said. “Ugh! With all this I forgot, but they’re going to want to do something big for the game before the Farmer’s Ball. That’s going to be a pain and a half.”

“Then it’s decided,” Bea said. She stood, and we all gathered our belongings while she ushered us out.

“Are you okay getting home?” I asked as we got to the door. The dark streets looked threatening after all of the violence of the day, and I didn’t want to lose our mentor to a late night demon attack.

“Right, you don’t know. How could you?” she said. “I live here. There’s a small apartment in the back. It’s not exactly legal, but no one checks.”

I gave the area a skeptical look.

“It saves on rent,” Beatrix said. “A mystical book store does not make as much money as you’d expect. Goodnight, everyone.”

She shut the door and slid the deadbolt back into place.

“Want me to walk you home?” I offered Juniper.

“Sure,” she said. “Rory…”

“I am good. My place is just around the corner. You two have fun,” she teased. “But not too much fun.”

Juniper blushed, visible even in the dim streetlights. “Rory,” she complained. But the petite cheerleader was already walking away, whistling a jaunty tune.

“Sorry about her,” Juniper said as Rory disappeared. “She can’t decide if she’s protective, teasing, or jealous.”

“Why would she be jealous?” I asked.

“Come on, Ace,” Juniper said. “You’re a sexy guy who is blessed by a god to kill demons. She’s a demon hunter. Do the math.”

“You think I’m sexy?” I asked.

“Eep!” Juniper froze, her cheeks coloring red.

I laughed at the startled woman. “So you do?”

She nodded shyly. “Yeah.”

“I think you’re sexy too,” I said. I took her hand, and we started walking towards her apartment.

“Ace, I know we haven’t done anything, and I hope that’s okay that we’re moving slow,” she said.

“Juniper, you don’t need to worry. When I said I was happy to move at your pace, I meant it,” I said. I smiled at the bashful witch. “Plus, I only met you like three days ago.”

“It feels like so much longer,” she said. “In a good way.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

Her soft yet surprisingly strong fingers squeezed my hand.

She sighed. “You know, I always thought I was going to be an old spinster, with a couple dogs and a small apartment.”

The confession shocked me. Juniper was really cute — the kind of girl I would have been drawn to right away. I told her as much.

“Thank you,” she said. “But, it’s not that. Well, not all that. How could I ask anyone to sign up for a life like this? I’m a witch, and my best friend and I hunt demons.”

“And you couldn’t walk away?”

She shook her head. “Could you? Knowing you could help people?”

“No, I guess not,” I said.

“I mean, before I met you I would have said it was a coin flip if Rory and I started dating each other instead, just to have some romance in our lives.”

“Buwha?” Just a paragon of smooth talking, that’s what I am.

Juniper giggled. “I mean, we’re both a little bisexual. Me more than her, I think, but at our core I think we both want a man.”

“Happy to help,” I said. “But I can see how that would be hard.”

If I hadn’t met Juniper basically as I entered this other world, I’d probably feel the same way. Could I ask someone to be with me if they didn’t understand the risks? What if the risks found them? And even if I could, they’d probably just think I was crazy without seeing a demon, which is its own set of risks.

She stopped on the sidewalk, a determined look on her face.

“So, that’s why I’m going to say something right now. No, don’t interrupt me,” she said. “I love Rory, she’s my best friend. And I know she’s got the same worries I do, even if she jokes and kids about everything.

“What’s happening between us is new, but it feels real and good. I’m not sure how I’ll handle all this Chosen harem stuff, but if you want to date her, I think you should. She deserves a chance at happiness, too. And if this is going to be part of our lives, it’ll be easier to warm up to it with someone I already know and love.”

“Wow, Juniper,” I said. “That’s not what I was expecting.”

“Me either, actually,” she said. “I’d been thinking about it all day, and just realized I needed to say it now, or I might never get the courage up again.”

“Now, I know that’s not true. You’re very courageous.”

She laughed. “You don't need to butter me up.”

I pulled her in close. Her warm breath tickled my skin as she looked up at me. “I’m not. You faced down a demon tonight, armed only with your wits and some magic. That’s damned impressive. I had an ax and superpowers and was scared.”

She jumped up and kissed me. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and I leaned down. Our tongues teased each other, exploring each other’s mouths. My hands wrapped around her waist and her back pressed against the light pole as I pushed against her.

Her sweet scent, a bright lavender, filled my nose as her soft lips opened up. I could have stayed there for hours, and time lost all meaning as we kissed under the night sky.

Heat rose in my body. I wanted her, but I knew she wasn’t ready for what we’d do next, so I pulled back.

She panted, illuminated by the orange glow of the streetlight.

“You stopped,” she pouted.

“One of us had to, or we were going to go a lot faster than you wanted,” I said. “A kiss like that only ends one way once it really gets going.”

Turmoil roiled in her eyes, but then she nodded gratefully.

“That’s smart,” she said. “I really, really want to keep going.”

“Me too,” I said.

“But slower.”

“And that’s okay,” I said.

I held out my hand, and the redheaded witch took it. We kept walking back to her apartment.

“I want to kiss you goodnight,” she said, “But I don’t think I can handle another round. Well, I can handle it, but I won’t be able to stop at just a kiss. And I still think we should keep it there.”

I grinned, and kissed her on the cheek. “Goodnight, Juniper.”

Once more I watched as the wonderful woman walked away, up and into her apartment. King Baby barked a greeting as her light turned on, and I headed back to my dorm happy to know she was safe.

The campus was quiet, which left me plenty of time to wrestle with my own thoughts. Juniper apparently was okay with me dating her best friend, although I had no idea what Rory would think of that. The cheerleader had strong opinions and a protective streak for Juniper, and I could see it going either way.

And I wasn’t even sure what I wanted.

It might be every guy’s dream to date two girls at once — and in my case apparently more down the road — but the practicalities of it didn’t make sense to me. How would this even work? My grandpa did it, somehow. Could I?

Both girls had a lot going for them. Juniper was kind, sweet, literally magic, and even though she dressed in ways that didn’t show off her body, I could tell she was sexy as hell. Rory might be even more so, her tight jeans and push-up bras leaving little to the imagination — basically a walking definition of busty petite. And, on top of all that, she was witty, smart, and courageous.

By the time I got back to my dorm, I’d talked myself in enough circles that I’d probably be disappointed whatever happened, and even my ears were tingling. I slipped my key into the door, unlocked it, and slid inside quickly. I didn’t want anyone to see the sharp ax I was carrying, not to mention the brutal knife in my belt. The last thing I needed was the R.A. knocking on my door, wanting to do a weapons check.

I flipped the lights on, set the knife on my desk and leaned the ax in the corner.

Then I pulled off my ripped shirt, tossed it in the trash next to the other ruined clothes, shucked off my pants, and went to hop in bed. But when I turned around, I almost had a heart attack.

Sitting on my bed was a blue-haired demon.

And all I had on was my boxers.


Chapter Thirteen



“Hi, Ace,” the demon said.

I realized my uninvited guest was none other than Wren Harmonious. Her blue hair cascaded over her shoulders in soft curls. She wore jeans and a blouse that was unbuttoned low enough I had a good view of her full cleavage. I’d thought she was sexy in the dim lights of the party, and in a well lit room she looked even better.

While I took in the sight, she returned the favor, checking me out. She paused when she got to my crotch, and smiled. I glanced down, and realized I was wearing a beaten up pair of boxers and nothing else. I quickly covered myself with my hands, willing my cock to not get hard when it would be the most awkward time imaginable.

“You’re Wren,” I said.

“So I am. You’ve done your homework, apparently,” she said.

“What are you doing in my room?”

I scrambled to pull on a pair of shorts, finally finding a clean set in one of my drawers. I slipped them on, and relaxed a bit. I eyed the knife on the desk.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” she said.

“You’re a good demon, right?” I asked.

That caught her off guard, although she quickly recovered. “Depends on who you ask, but yes, I’m one of the good ones. Or at least trying to be.”

“You still haven’t answered my question,” I said. “My room. You. Why?”

“Maybe I just wanted a free show,” she said. Her eyes trailed down to my crotch again. “Normally you have to pay for a strip tease that good.”

Great. A comedic demon. I didn’t let her slip out of the question. “First the party, now here. You say you’re good, but you’re dodging the question and acting pretty suspicious,” I said.

“That’s fair,” Wren said. “You’re the Chosen of Galliyae, right? Her avatar.”

As far as I knew, only Juniper, Rory, and Beatrix knew that. Of course, a demon that had been around for thousands of years would know of the Chosen, but to already know who I was — that worried me. Who else knew?

She didn’t wait for me to answer. “It’s smart to keep it to yourself, as much as you can,” Wren said. “And I do owe you some answers. I want to help you, because as far as I know, you don’t have any children, right?”

I shook my head. “I’m twenty-one and in college. It’s not impossible, but, no. And I’m sure there’s no surprise babies out there.” I’d seen all my exes long enough after our breakups to know they hadn’t gotten pregnant. Not a thing I really worried about before, but I’d thought through it all already to make sure. I was the last of the line.

“The Chosen has been missing for two decades. That’s not totally unusual in and of itself,” Wren went on, “Although I did meet the previous Chosen a few times over the last few hundred years. Your father, I assume?”

“Grandfather,” I said. Somehow this demon had known my grandfather for longer than I’d been alive. And yet, she still could pass for someone in their early twenties.

“Oh,” she said. “Parents?”

I shrugged. “Never knew them. But I’m not seeing how all of this leads to you in my room. A week ago, sure, I’d rock your world, but I’m kind of spoken for at this point.” My attempts at flirting didn’t phase her.

“I’m getting to that. I had heard rumblings that a demonic power was looking to cause trouble —“

“Pallatrox and the Shoudougar?” I asked.

“Shit, you really do know a lot. Yes. So I went looking for your grandfather, only to find out he’d died. As had every member of his bloodline, as far as I could tell. Most had been killed over the thirty years before his death. And no other Chosen appeared. That’s not good — especially with what Pallatrox wants.

“So I paid a demon with the gift of prophecy to tell me where, or even if, the Chosen would appear. All she could tell me was you would get your powers at that party. I didn’t know it was you, although accidentally putting your hand through the wall was my first clue.”

Wren was looking for me — and I’d just been wanting to hook up. What would have happened if I hadn’t bailed out of embarrassment? But leaving led to me saving Juniper, so I’d do it all again given the choice.

“Wait, what do you mean that every other blood relative is dead?” I asked, catching back up to what she had said. “If he was alive for hundreds of years with a harem, shouldn’t there be a lot of descendants?”

“Someone, probably Pallatrox, began systematically hunting them down and killing them fifty years ago, but picked up the pace around thirty years ago.” Wren sighed. “I can’t believe it all happened under my nose. If he was doing that, it meant he’d finally found the key to the Shoudougar.”

“So he’s killing my family, and you came, to what, protect me?”

“Yes.”

“You missed your chance,” I said. “I already got my powers. We’ll figure out a way to kill Pallatrox, and that’ll be that. I can pay him back for all those murders.”

“No, Ace. You’ve only received part of your powers. Didn’t your grandfather tell you anything?”

I shook my head. “He did not. He died a few years ago.”

“Shit,” Wren cursed. “So you’ve been winging it, and have no idea what is at stake.”

“Basically,” I said. “I met a couple human demon hunters who have been helping me out, but they thought the Chosen was a myth before meeting me.”

“What humans?”

“A witch, a cheerleader, and a bookstore owner,” I said, not wanting to give away too much detail.

“Beatrix Victoria,” she said, grimacing. “Of course she’s mixed up in this.”

“She’s actually helped me,” I said, “Instead of running off when I got jumped by some demons in a parking lot.”

“I planned on stepping in if it went south. And I didn’t know if you’d trust me, after just killing three demons in broad daylight,” she said.

“Sneaking into my room doesn’t seem a whole hell of a lot better,” I pointed out.

“Fair,” she said, and sighed. “The reason I came looking for you is that I discovered that the Shoudougar is real. If Pallatrox manages to pull it off, he will rip a hole directly into hell. Then the same curse that prevents him from returning to hell will make him one of the most powerful demons in existence. Every enemy, every foe, everything afraid of him will pour out into this world, fighting for new territory.

“And what he needs is your blood. Right now, before the first challenge. If he kills you, that will release enough energy to pierce the barrier between the two worlds. I believe he tried with your relatives in the past, and then your grandfather a few years ago, but Galliyae guards her power well. The only vulnerability is during the window before your first challenge. Any other time, it won’t work.”

That was a lot to take in. Pallatrox was an evil dude, and clearly hunting for me. And I liked my blood, and I wanted it to stay where it was: inside me.

“Wait, why can’t I just face whatever the challenge is? Problem solved,” I said. “Easy.”

“Sure,” Wren agreed. “I’ll even help you. What’s the first challenge?”

I stared at the demon. “You don’t know?”

“Why would I? I’m not the Chosen.”

I sat down on my desk and put my head in my hands. Nothing actually came easy here, did it?

“I don’t know what the first or any other challenge is,” I admitted. “Sometimes it's hard to believe I’m the Chosen at all.”

“And your grandfather didn’t tell you anything?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. I just thought he was some old dude spending his retirement raising me because my parents died.”

“Then what you need to do is leave town,” she said. “Grab some supplies and go.”

“Leave?”

“Yeah, leave,” she repeated. “If you are on the run, then Pallatrox can’t use your blood. Eventually you can figure out what the first challenge is, and then you and all of humanity will be safe.”

“And what about the hundreds of people Pallatrox is going to kill at the Farmer’s Ball next week?”

Confusion crossed the demon’s face. Finally, I knew something that she didn’t.

“What do you mean?”

“I had a vision from Galliyae,” I explained. “Pallatrox is going to massacre everyone at the Farmer’s Ball. I can stop him.”

“But what if he only does that because you are here?”

“You only think he needs my blood,” I said. “Maybe he just wants to kill a bunch of people.”

She shook her head. “Doubtful. And either way, staying here means he’ll kill you. At least if you run you’ll not be responsible for ending humanity.”

“And what if this is one of those prophecies like Oedipus,” I asked. “By running I make it come true?”

“What if it isn’t?” she shouted at me.

“Am I supposed to be the one to take that risk?” I shouted back at her.

She got off the bed and got in my face. “You’re just some lucky college kid with no idea of how the world actually works. I’m an ancient, timeless being that’s lived on Earth longer than your whole damn country has been around. And a week ago you wouldn’t have believed I existed. And now you want to tell me what’s going to happen?”

“Maybe if you’d gotten off your ass earlier and found me, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” I threw right back in her face. “I haven’t had a thousand years to sit on my hands and not fix this problem. But whatever happens, I’m the one who has to live with it.”

“Not if you fucking die,” she hissed.

She growled, and we both breathed out hard and fast. Somehow we’d almost come to blows in my dorm room. I didn’t even know how things got so heated, but my blood was boiling. We were face to face, only inches separating us.

“You did what you came for,” I said. “I know about Pallatrox, and now that we know it’s real, I’m sure that Beatrix can find out more information.” Wren flinched at Beatrix’s name.

“You’re not going to listen to reason, then?” she asked.

“What reason? I appreciate the assist, Wren, but I’m going to make my own decision,” I said. “I’m not going to run away in the night like a coward.”

“Shit,” she muttered.

She ran her hand through her hair, frustrated, and paced around my small room. I leaned back on my desk, staring daggers at the demonic woman.

“I can’t let you just die here,” she said. “The line of the Chosen can’t end like this. Not on my watch.”

“Could you stop me if you wanted?” My hand felt for the knife behind me.

“Probably not,” she said, blinking first and stepping away from me. “I’m cursed the same way Pallatrox is, so I can’t die. When demons die here they are sent back to hell itself. But I’m nowhere near as strong as he is. I could hold my own against a human, but even without training you’d probably best me.”

“Then you should go,” I said.

“No,” Wren said. She grabbed a small backpack I hadn’t noticed before and slung it over her shoulder.

“If you’re determined to stay here and risk your life,” she said, heading for my door, “Then I’ll at least make sure you have the tools that are yours by right. Come on, we need to go now before more of Pallatrox’s demons arrive in the city.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“To get your grandfather’s sword,” she said. “Pallatrox took it off his body, and has it stashed at a hideout. But he’s not here yet.”

“How do you know?”

Her face blanched. “I always know where he is,” she said. Looking back at me, she raised an eyebrow. “Well? Are you coming?”


Chapter Fourteen



In my mind I had this image of a dark, forbidding castle, looming over the landscape. Black stone walls, lightning striking in the distance, wolves howling. But obviously a massive castle in the foothills of the mountains would have drawn a ton of attention here in California. Heck, one of our tourist attractions is some newspaper magnate’s castle, and people come from all over the world just to see it.

So it made a lot more sense when Wren pulled her car up a quarter mile away from a collection of log cabins set far back from the nearest highway. I’d been surprised that she drove a car at all, especially a small sedan.

“I didn’t know demons drove,” I said, breaking the awkward silence that hung over us since we set out.

“I was around for the invention of the car,” she explained.

“Literally? Like you saw the first one?”

She sighed. “No, but I’ve been driving longer than any human has been alive.”

“Right, right,” I said. “Must be weird.”

“What?”

“Seeing all that history.”

“It’s in store for you, if you manage to make it through this stupid endeavor.”

That stunned me. My grandpa also lived both before and after cars. For him, the cotton gin was a newfangled machine. What would my life look like if I made it to four hundred years old?

But all of that talk and thoughts were on the dark ride out here. Now, we were crouched a hundred yards from the four cabins. I had my knife and ax, and Wren had pulled a tire iron out of the trunk of her car.

“Is that all?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said, gripping the iron like a club, “What else would I need? I’m a demon. I’ll hit them hard enough.”

“Right, right,” I agreed. What did I get myself into? I’m regretting more and more not getting Rory to back us up.

At the time it had made sense. Wren said we had to hurry, because my grandfather’s sword — my sword, really — could be moved at any time. Apparently, it had been taken off his body when Pallatrox killed him. The sword was supposed to pass down to me. And, somehow, it was more than just a normal sword, although Wren didn’t know much more than that.

I looked up at the cabins in the distance. “Now what?” I asked. “Do you know which building it’s in?”

She shook her head. “We’ll have to go building by building. Try to keep it quiet. Hopefully most of his men are out or sleeping. And Ace, keep in mind, anyone who sees us will try and kill us. Strike first. You won’t get a chance to strike second.”

The demoness jogged off, crouched low. I hurried to keep up. I had half a foot on her, but she moved fast, her shorter legs eating up the distance faster than I would have thought possible. Yet, somehow I kept up. It felt good. Really good.

A wooden fence cut across our approach, offering a small amount of cover. We hugged it, keeping low and moving nearer to the back cabin.

A small spark of light caught my eye. I grabbed Wren and stopped her.

“Smoker,” I mouthed. She clearly didn’t understand, so I mimed lighting a cigarette and smoking, and then pointed.

Peering through the fence, she saw the demon. I could barely make him out in the moonlight. Six feet tall, flesh colored scales and a crown of horns.

Wren tapped her wrist. I shrugged.

“Wait,” she whispered.

Right. She was old enough to be used to wearing a watch. Cell phones must have blown her mind. Heck, phones probably felt new to the ancient demoness.

A long puff of smoke came from the guard demon’s mouth. He turned, looking down towards the other three cabins. I saw my chance.

I climbed the fence, dropping quietly onto the ground. I gripped my ax, and moved swiftly across the thirty feet to where he was smoking. I brought the ax up over my head and chopped like he was a piece of firewood.

His head split apart, and I put enough force into the strike that the ax kept going into his chest. Immediately he sagged, and I saw the error in my plan.

I kept the body upright, barely. The ax was strong enough to hold it, and I lunged to grab him under the arms. He was heavy, much heavier than I expected. I grunted, cursed under my breath, and then hoisted him over my shoulder. I squat ran back to the fence, and dumped the body over.

All told, it took less than a minute. I panted, the exertion of carrying the demon wearing me down. He looked like he should weigh two hundred pounds max, and I guess it was closer to five hundred.

“What was the point of that?” Wren asked, her voice an angry whisper.

“We needed him dead, right?”

“You got lucky he didn’t hear you coming. He hears your stomping feet, shouts, and then everyone would wake up.”

I glared at her. “Come on! You said strike first!”

“But not strike like an idiot,” she shot back.

This woman is infuriating, I thought. Demon. Whatever. How does she keep getting under my skin?

“Fine,” I said. “What should we do now?”

“There’s a back door,” she pointed. “Let’s quietly get to it and see what we can find. Use the knife first,” she added. “It’s quieter. Only bring the ax out if it turns into a real fight.”

That made a lot of sense. Of course, I’d only been killing demons for less than a week, so it was definitely a learning process. It’s not like they sold demon hunting guides at the bookstore. Well, maybe Beatrix did, come to think of it.

I didn’t have any better ideas, so we followed Wren’s plan. The back steps led up to a screen door. The actual wooden door was open, swaying slightly in the breeze.

Wren slowly opened the screen door, keeping it from making any noise. I slipped in, and then she shut it behind me. Even right next to it, I didn’t hear a single squeak or creak.

The cabin had a small kitchen. A breakfast table covered in takeout containers and dirty plates sat in one corner. The fridge hummed, an older model. A small hallway led to a living room that was in worse shape than the kitchen. Bones were piled in a corner — luckily they were small enough I thought that they might have just been ribs and wings dumped out, and not human. Hopefully.

Another hallway led to two bedrooms. Based on the trash and conditions of the cabin, I had a feeling the sword wasn’t going to be here, but we had to check. The first bedroom had two beds. One was empty — probably the smoker. The other had a stirring demon under it, the same kind as the one I’d killed outside.

Wren nodded at it and made a stabbing motion.

I gripped the hilt of my confiscated blade, and stepped forward. Killing a demon in its sleep wasn’t my idea of heroics, but I knew these guys would be dangerous to humans soon. I told myself that they were servants of someone who wanted to bring destruction to my college and death to my friends.

And, somewhere inside, I felt a sense of peace flow into me. Warmth flooded my chest, settling my nerves. Maybe it was just my own acceptance, or maybe it was a subtle message from Galliyae, but if Pallatrox wanted to destroy earth, then anyone working for him was an enemy.

Gritting my teeth, I stabbed the demon quickly. It gasped and thrashed, but I stabbed again, and another time, and then it stopped moving. I panted — the violence setting my heart racing more than the actual difficulty. I checked in with my demon accomplice.

Wren nodded. She pulled out a small flashlight, gave the room a quick search, and then flicked it off.

“Next room,” she whispered.

This one had two demons. She stood over one with the tire iron, ready to strike. I killed the first without waking the other. Wren had me finish the second off as well. Looking at the limp bodies, I frowned.

“Not the most heroic thing I’ve ever done,” I said.

“Probably not,” she said. “But Ace, you barely survived against three of his troops the other day. Demons like the ones here. If we gave them a chance, we’d almost definitely lose. And it’s not like they fought fair when they killed your grandfather.”

I nodded, but still had some doubts.

“You don’t believe me,” Wren said.

“You can tell?”

“I’ve been around the block a few times. You pick up a few tricks, and I can tell you’re not buying it.”

“It just feels… wrong.”

“Is that from Galliyae or from your own code?”

I shrugged. “I think it's just my own code. But how can I even tell?”

“Then don’t worry about it. You’re not really killing them. When their body dies here, they are just banished back to hell. They’ll find their way back up here again, probably not for a while, but they will. That’s why Pallatrox and I cannot die — we are banished from hell.”

That did actually help a little. I wasn’t ending lives but banishing evil. Our conversation finished, we checked the room to see if the sword was secreted away anywhere, but came up empty again.

At the front door to the cabin, we scoped out the others. Two looked similar to the one we were in. Up close, though, we could see that the third was larger. It also had a guard. This demon’s eyes glowed red — like the ones I had fought in the parking lot. He leaned against the front door. As we watched, he stretched and walked a loop of the building.

“Probably that one,” Wren said.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” I agreed.

“Let’s wait for his next loop, then you sneak up and cut his throat,” she suggested.

“Are you sure you’re a good demon?”

She snickered. “You wait until now to ask that?”

“Seems as good as time as any.”

“What did Beatrix say about me?”

“She called you a few choice words I know better than to repeat in mixed company. But she did say you were on our side. Probably.”

“There you go,” she said. “And when I get you your sword, maybe you’ll trust me a bit more.”

To be fair to the blue-haired demon, if she wanted me dead, there were plenty of opportunities for her to kill me.

I guess I should just stop dithering and kill some demons, I thought. It’s not even killing. I guess that’s a relief.

Fifteen minutes later, I worried the guard wouldn’t do another loop before we were discovered. But eventually he did. I snuck across to where he’d been waiting, hiding behind the corner. I heard his feet crunch as he came closer.

A familiar tingle crossed my ear nearest the corner. I took that as a good sign and jumped out. I bumped into him.

“The fu-?” he started saying, but I clamped a hand over his mouth.

The knife flashed out, straight at his stomach. But he caught my wrist. His eyes narrowed as we struggled. He needed both arms to stop me, but I couldn’t get any closer.

He snapped his sharp teeth at my palm, scraping against it but unable to take a full bite.

We struggled like that for half a minute, neither making any gains. Then a clang and his red eyes scrambled. His arms weakened. With less resistance, the knife cut into him.

He groaned, muffled by my hand.

I lowered him to the ground. Wren was behind him, tire iron in hand.

She shushed me, and gestured to the door. We let ourselves in, and apparently struck gold. A sword was mounted over the fireplace.

Even in the dark, I could make it out. My eyes were drawn straight to it like a magnet. Four feet long and four inches wide, it looked like a traditional broadsword, sharp steel shining in the darkness. The decorated hilt had a bear carved on one side and a wolf on the other. A large gemstone sat in the pommel.

“That’s it,” I whispered. Wren nodded.

“Get it, quick,” she said. “We’re on the clock, now.”

I reached out to the sword. I could feel the power in it, calling to me across the room. My hand gripped the hilt and I lifted it out of the mount. A rush of warmth surged up my arm from the sword, spreading throughout my body.

This sword was mine, and it knew it was home.

And that meant Wren was right. These demons were at best associated with the ones who killed my grandpa, if not directly responsible.

I didn’t get any more time to think, though. A loud alarm blared as soon as the sword left its resting place. A klaxon call shrieking into the dark night.

Another red-eyed demon stumbled into the room, flicking on a light. His eyes took in the room as I blinked mine, trying to adjust to the sudden brightness.

“Oh, shit! Intruders! They got the sword,” he screamed.

I jumped across the room and slashed. His shout ended in a wet gurgle. The sword cut the demon like it cut the air, cleaving him in two from the shoulder to the opposite side of his waist.

More noises came from the hallway he’d emerged from as his body collapsed to the floor.

“We need to go, Ace,” Wren said.

“Straight to your car,” I said. “Go!”

I kicked the door open as I ran out, knocking it off its hinges and sending it tumbling across the lawn. Arrayed in a semicircle in front of the cabin, a half dozen demons waited for us. Some had knives or clubs, others had claws at the ready.

“You’re not leaving with that,” one of them said — a bigger demon with glowing red eyes.

“Try and stop me,” I said, grinning.

He roared and rushed me. I slashed out, cutting his arm off as he swung his claws at me. As he shrieked in pain, I ran him through, ripped the sword free, and continued moving.

I’d never used a sword before, but I could feel it guiding me, moving my arm where it needed to be to kill these creatures.

I separated one of the demons from his head, and then cut another’s legs out from under him.

THUNK

Pain rocketed up my arm. While I was focused on the demon in front of me, one of the others smashed my elbow with a club. Luckily, it wasn’t my sword hand. I dodged another swing, dancing backwards.

Sounds of Wren fighting with another demon came from behind me. I stopped myself from rushing to her aid — I needed to trust her to handle her own for a moment.

The demon in front of me swung his club back and forth. I thrust, but he blocked it out of the way. He was fast. Probably as fast as me.

But the sword didn’t care. As he reared back to swing again, the knowledge of how to block flooded my mind. I caught his club on the sword’s edge, and the force sliced the wood in half. The top, filled with pounded in nails, dropped to the ground with a thud while the other part whistled harmlessly past me.

Swiftly, I swished the sword back and cut a dark line across his chest as he tried to retreat. Another step and another cut.

“Fuck,” the demon muttered.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Have fun in hell.”

He snarled, but missed a step. As he stumbled, I drove the sword into his heart. Or at least where a heart would be on a human. Whatever was inside the monster, it did the trick. I kicked his body off my sword.

Wren finished up her fight, a spiky demon beaten to a pulp at her feet. More shouts came from the other cabin.

“Let’s go,” I said.

We ran off, angry yells following us. I glanced behind, but the nearest demon was fifty yards back.

I piled into Wren’s car, and she turned it on, the engine kicking into gear. Her foot slammed on the gas as she whipped us in a circle. Gravel flew out behind us as the tires got traction, and we raced off into the night, the dark shapes of the demons following disappearing behind us.

Wren drove in an erratic circle through town, constantly checking to see if we were being followed. After a few confusing turns in some dark neighborhoods, she eventually decided she was clear. I hadn’t seen a car for ten minutes, so I didn’t know what she was looking for. Satisfied, she turned the car back towards the campus, and we arrived a few minutes later.

She stopped in front of my building and shut her car off.

“There you go. You’ve got the sword,” she said. “Now, please, think about leaving. I don’t know what Pallatrox wants, but you’re important. You have to stay safe, Ace.”

“I can’t do that, Wren,” I said. “Even if it would work, I can’t leave my friends here to die at the ball.”

She sighed.

“You’re barely even a man,” she muttered. “You could live for hundreds of years and save countless people.”

I got in her face. “But I couldn’t live with myself if I did that.”

Up close, I could see slight blue lines tracing across her cheek. She was even more gorgeous than I’d realized. But those feelings got pushed to the side as I let her have it.

“So stop trying to convince me to be a coward,” I said.

“What’s even here for you?” she asked. “Really?”

I thought through all of my friends. My best friend, Via, Davis the frat bro, and others I’d taken classes with, even Taylor. And the newer parts of my life — Juniper, Rory, and Beatrix. All of them would be in danger.

Deep in my bones, I knew I had to protect them. Leaving might make me safer, but it might not.

Before I answered, Wren must have recognized the resolve on my face.

“Fine,” she said. “Be an idiot.”

I got out of the car, and leaned back down to the window.

“You could help us, you know,” I said. “Make sure Pallatrox fails.” She ignored me, and drove off into the night.

The sword clutched in my hand, I headed back to my dorm room. Hopefully no more demons would be waiting for me there.


Chapter Fifteen



Sunday afternoon found me still tired from the night before. But I didn’t have any time to waste. I joined the others at the Veiled Volumes and filled them in on my late night visit from Wren.

“Classic Wren,” Beatrix said, “Appearing where she’s not wanted.”

“Bea, we need to hear this story,” Rory said.

“For real,” Juniper said. “I didn’t even know British people could get this mad.”

“Another time, perhaps,” Beatrix said. “At the moment, we have much more pressing concerns.”

“Like why this sword is so important,” Juniper said. She examined the sword where it rested on the counter, holding up a magnifying glass. “There are lots of small channeling runes carved into this thing,” she explained. “But they head in both directions, which is weird.”

I perked up. “Why’s that weird?”

“Normally you would use something like this to channel your own magic and amplify it. I don’t know why you’d ever want to channel magic back into you, though. It’s a one-way street. At best, you’d get feedback, not anything else.”

“Indeed,” Beatrix agreed. “Another mystery that your grandfather might have been able to reveal.”

I hefted the sword. I didn’t feel the surge of magic or warmth I’d felt the night before, nor the guidance on how to use it. It looked like a normal sword.

“So it amplifies magic?” I asked.

“Yeah, watch,” Juniper said. “There’s lots of things like that. I can do a quick demonstration.”

I handed the sword to the witch. She lifted it, her arms struggling under the weight.

“Woof! It’s heavy,” she said.

Eventually she got it pointed away from her. It wobbled slightly as she struggled to hold it steady with just one hand.

Juniper needed the other hand free to cast her spell. She made a quick gesture with one hand and shouted “Zalag!”

A horrendous crackling noise — like fabric ripping, but heavier and deeper — echoed around the room, and then a blindingly bright light flashed out. I looked away and covered my eyes, after images dotting the inside of my eyelids.

Ringing in my ears drowned out any other noise. When it died down, I opened my eyes. As my eyes adjusted back to the normal lights, I saw everyone else was okay, if shaken.

Then Juniper collapsed onto the ground, the sword clattering next to her.

“Juniper,” I shouted, but could barely hear myself over the ringing. I crouched next to the witch. She was still breathing, thankfully.

Gently, I touched her cheek, and her eyes fluttered open. She smiled when she saw me, before looking around in alarm.

“What happened?” she asked, her voice still muted.

I gave her a quick kiss, and helped her to her feet. The sword I placed safely out of reach of everyone.

Within a few minutes, our hearing and sight returned to normal — mine much faster than the others.

“What the hell kind of spell was that, June?” Rory asked.

“A basic light spell,” she said. “It should have made the sword glow like a flashlight. The spell is used to train children because of how safe it is! Even with the channeling runes, it shouldn’t have been anything like that. And I don’t know where the noise came from.”

“Maybe I’m the only one who’s supposed to use it,” I guessed.

“I’m not risking it again, that’s for sure,” Juniper said.

“And not in my store, either of you,” Beatrix said. “We’re lucky you didn’t destroy anything.”

“If it only works for me, I need to learn some magic,” I said.

“You’re in luck, then,” Rory said. “Your girlfriend is the queen nerd when it comes to magic.”

Juniper blushed. “I could probably teach you something, sure.”

“Not in my store,” Beatrix repeated. “Please, for the love of all that is good and holy, go destroy somewhere else.”

“Might as well start now,” I said. “Who knows what I will need if Pallatrox shows up.”

“Before you go,” Rory said, “Put this on.”

She tossed me a thick leather belt. It had a scabbard on the left-hand side. I cinched it up around my waist and slid the sword in. It mostly fit, with a few inches of steel sticking up out of the scabbard. I thought it looked pretty good.

“Thanks,” I said.

“No problem. I’ll get you a proper one once I strong-arm some of the theater geeks into making me some more gear.”

With that, we left. I noticed Juniper was still blushing, and refusing to meet my eyes. I had a feeling what made her embarrassed this time.

“So, you’re my girlfriend?” I asked as we walked back towards the park.

“Rory is just teasing,” she said.

“You don’t want to be?”

“No, I do! But we just met, and, well,” she stuttered to a stop. “Isn’t it a bit fast? I don’t want you to think I’m clingy.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “Sure, it’s been fast, but who cares? I don’t! If you want to be, then you’re my girlfriend. I like it.”

“Good,” she said. She gripped my hand like if she let go, I might change my mind. That would never happen, but I was happy to hold her hand as long as she wanted.

We walked in silence, enjoying each other’s company. Juniper smiled, truly happy and content.

As we continued, my phone buzzed with a text from Via.

“Sorry,” I explained, “It’s Via. I should answer.”

Via: Dude, did you vanish or something?

Via: We just wasted a whole Saturday.

Via: I’m not going to get my next rank with a bunch of randos.

Ace: Sorry. I had a lot to do. I don’t think it was wasted.

Via: We didn’t play a single game together!

Via: Total. Waste.

Ace: I’m a bit busy, but we’ll game soon.

Ace: Promise!

Via: Busy!?

Via: With what?

I glanced over at Juniper and grinned. It wasn’t exactly the truth, but I felt like it was a good “Get Out of Jail Free” card.

Ace: A date. With my girlfriend.

Via: Girlfriend?

Via: And you didn’t tell me?

Ace: It literally just happened. I don’t think I could have told you any sooner.

Via: I don’t even know this woman!

Ace: I’ll fill you in soon.

Via: After you fill her in, I bet.

Ace: Later, Via.

I put my phone back in my pocket, silencing it and ignoring any more messages from my friend. She’d wear herself out eventually. When I noticed Juniper’s questioning look, I told her about Via.

“She must care about you a lot,” Juniper said.

“We go way back,” I said. “She’s my only friend from before my grandfather died. But she is just a friend,” I added to reassure the redhead.

“For now,” Juniper giggled. “Maybe she’ll be in your harem, too. I guess I should meet her and see if she’s up to snuff.”

“Oh, we’re here,” I said, cutting her off. “Dang, can’t talk about that anymore. Time to learn about magic.”

We were actually still a hundred yards from the woods, but I jogged off.

When I got to the edge of the woods, I leaned against a tree and waited for Juniper to catch up. She glared at me when she finally did.

“Not cool,” she said. “You’ve basically got superpowers! I can’t keep up when you turn on the gas like that.”

“I’m just excited to learn about magic,” I lied.

“Uh huh,” she deadpanned. “Well, we can’t do it here where anyone could see it. Let’s find some privacy in the woods.”

A few minutes walk through the trees down a few twisty paths led to a clearing I’d never been in before.

“No one ever comes here,” she explained. And the woods were thick enough that I couldn't see any buildings or streets.

“Looks like a great spot,” I said. “Now, teach me, master.”

She stuck her tongue out at me, but then Juniper guided me to the middle of the clearing. We sat down cross-legged facing each other. The scabbard didn’t agree with sitting like that, so I took the whole belt off and laid it down next to me.

“Okay, no using the sword until we see what magic you can do,” Juniper said. “I don’t want you burning the forest down by accident.”

I reached over and slid the sword even further away.

“Good,” she said. “Now, I want you to close your eyes and center yourself. Take long, deep breaths. Try and focus inside.”

Long breath in, long breath out, I started a steady rhythm. As my breathing slowed, the woods around me felt a mile away.

“Keep up that pace,” she said. “Now feel around inside of you, see if you can find your core of power. Imagine your body as its own distinct place with room to look around and move.”

All of this felt like new age mumbo jumbo, but I’d seen the witch destroy a demon in front of me with a word, so I went along with it. I kept my eyes closed and searched inside me. If I was looking for something, maybe it was stored somewhere. So that led to me imagining that my body was a large warehouse.

As I focused, it became more and more real. Towering shelves stretched around me, filled with boxes and books. I walked around, impressed by the scale of the place. My body was still in that clearing, yet somehow I felt like I really was in the warehouse.

“So what am I looking for?”

“You’ll know it when you see it,” Juniper said. “Just spend time looking around. Get used to what you see inside you, and explore. Don’t worry if it’s fuzzy or vague, and you can’t find anything. Learning this skill can take weeks or months.”

“I found it,” I said.

“Fuck you!”

My eyes opened in surprise, ripping me out of the imaginary warehouse. Juniper covered her mouth, maybe even more surprised at her outburst than I was.

“Sorry,” she said. “Beatrix said I was a natural, and it took me doing this every day for two hours for a month to find my core. And you said you found it in two minutes.”

“Whoops. Maybe I was mistaken?”

“Here, settle back in and tell me what you saw.”

I closed my eyes again. Breathe in. Breathe out. After a minute, I was back in the warehouse. It only took a few steps to find what I saw the first time.

“Tell me what you see,” Juniper said.

I described what I saw in my mind’s eye. Down the long aisle, a box glowed with bright, white light. I couldn’t have missed it if I tried. I pulled the box off the shelf and opened it.

“It’s a glowing orb of white light,” I told Juniper.

“Really? White?”

Even with the surprise in her voice, I managed to stay in the warehouse. I asked her, “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, it’s just unusual. Don’t worry about that now. Now, I want you to recognize how you approached this light. Feel the paths to get here, to find it. Can you remember it?”

“Yes,” I said, committing the feeling to memory.

“Now, slowly leave and return here, to the woods.”

I left the lid off the box and slid it back on the shelf. Wherever I turned, I could feel it behind me, a familiar energy radiating out of it. I walked back to the entrance, retracing my steps, and then opened my eyes.

Juniper’s green eyes met mine.

“You’re not just pretending, right?” she asked, giving me a skeptical look. “Rory pretended when we did it, and then when I actually cast a spell, I was doing it on my own and putting us both in danger.”

“I saw it, and felt it,” I assured her.

“Perfect,” she said. “Even if you did do it in an afternoon,” she added in a quiet grumble.

“Blessed by a god, remember,” I pointed out.

“Right, right, born on easy street,” she said, grinning. Her demeanor returned to the cheery redhead I’d grown fond of.

The witch continued with the lesson, having me return to the power and retreat three more times. She was a great teacher — patiently working me through routines that were old news to her. After the fourth time, she said I was ready to try a spell.

“We’ll try the spell I attempted in the shop,” she said. “Don’t worry, normally it’s not that bright.”

She raised her hand, and instructed me to follow after her. Her fingers on one hand traced a small pattern in the air. In her other hand, she held a small twig.

“Zalag,” she said. A small orb of light appeared at the end of the stick, letting out a soft glow.

“That’s what it’s supposed to do,” she said.

Her hand swiped through the light and it vanished.

“This one is just an easy light spell. It’s good to practice because it doesn’t take much energy. Magic is powered from your source inside you, and slowly drains it. You have to be careful not to spend too much, or you might pass out or even die.”

She tapped me on the nose to make sure I was listening. “Do you understand that, Ace? You’re new and have a lot of power, but you still need to be careful. If you pass out while fighting a demon, that’s it.”

“I will be careful, Juniper,” I said.

“Okay, now, you’ll trace the symbol and say the word, and the whole time feeling that source of power you found earlier.”

I tried to replicate what she’d done with her fingers, but I had trouble bending them in the right directions. The flexibility required was intense, and I was impressed with how easily and fluidly Juniper moved her fingers.

“Here,” she said.

She stood and walked behind me. She crouched down, and I could feel her soft chest pressing against my back. Everything in me screamed to turn around and kiss her, but I knew once we started that, I wouldn’t learn any more magic.

Her hand gripped mine. Her fingers were strong and firm, years of making intricate gestures for spells readily apparent in her strength. She shifted my head through the three positions. I followed along until I thought I had it.

“I’m ready,” I said.

I made the gesture, reached inside and touched the power, and then said the word, “Zalag.”

A small orb appeared at the end of the twig in my hand. It flickered, fainter than the one Juniper conjured. I felt it tugging on the energy inside of me, before it vanished as quickly as it had arrived.

“Holy shit,” I said. I’d made light appear with just my mind and some words. Even after everything I’d been through, it felt wild to see it actually happen.

“You did it,” Juniper said, more stunned than I was.

“Wasn’t that the point?”

“Ace, no one casts a spell on their first try. Rory’s never done it. She spent a year trying to cast anything, and got zilch.”

“Maybe I have a good teacher?”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, mister,” she said. Concern crossed her face again. “But it still shouldn’t have worked like that.”

“I am chosen by a god, remember.”

“Right, life’s cheat code, apparently,” she said.

“Okay, so I cast a spell,” I said. “But what about while I’m fighting? Are there any spells that can help more than a glowing light?”

“Most spells require two hands and a lot of concentration,” Juniper explained. “And they drain you immensely. But, there are a few. Let’s try this one.”

She had me stand and hold my knife as a fill in for my sword. “If you’re casting it while you fight, you should be as close to that situation as possible. Let’s not risk the sword quite yet, though.”

Juniper walked me through the words and the motions. I attempted to follow her instructions. With my offhand, I had to make a lot of swirling motions, and bend my fingers into awkward shapes. Then I tossed it forward and shouted “Mul.”

Nothing happened.

“You’re making the circles too small,” Juniper said. She seemed pleased I hadn’t also knocked this one out of the park on my first try.

“Try like this,” she said. She guided me patiently through the motions. We tried for an hour, her firm fingers shaping my hands movements.

Finally I managed to make a small spark that flew across the clearing. It fizzled out on the bark of a tree.

“You did it,” she shouted.

“That didn’t look like much,” I said.

“It would have hurt a demon, that’s for sure. Remember, Ace, it’s magic. Bigger is better, but even small packages can pack a punch.”

“Then I think I owe you a thank you,” I said. I wrapped my hand around her waist and pulled her close.

“I’m just happy to help.”

She didn’t meet my eyes. I reached my hand up her back, feeling her shiver as I traced her spine. I brushed her neck, and then lifted her chin.

A charge linked us at that moment as much as any of the magic I had done that day. Looking into her deep green eyes, I felt a rush of emotion: lust and affection swirling together in a heady mix.

“I think I’m ready,” Juniper whispered.

“For more lessons?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I was ready last night, but wanted to think about it. I didn’t want my first time to be something I regretted. I wanted to make sure it was real and not just lust.”

Oh. She’s ready for that.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “Very sure.”

I leaned in, drawing closer. The heat from her lips caressed mine, almost touching, when a low growl made us freeze. I looked at her, raising an eyebrow.

“That wasn’t me,” Juniper said.

“Isn’t this just a lovely sight? Warms me down to my nethers,” a thick Australian voice said.

Lattie stood in the woods, a few dozen feet away. He had three large creatures with him.

They had six legs, and the closest normal creature I could think of was a lion. They had large, thick heads, and shaggy black hair. Each of their paws ended in vicious looking claws. The nearest one growled again, a low rumble in its throat making even my teeth vibrate.

“This isn’t good,” Juniper whispered.

I had to agree.


Chapter Sixteen



Juniper backed up, and I put myself between her and the demons. She scooped up my sword, passing it to me.

“So you’re the one that nicked it, huh?” Lattie said, eyeing the sword. “From what the others said, I expected you to be ten feet tall, not the scrawny runt I already met.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” I said.

Juniper placed her hand on my back, guiding me as I slowly backed away.

“Ah, ah,” Lattie said, wagging his finger.

He whistled and one of the black creatures sprung away into the woods. I could feel it circling us, even without seeing it — the faintest tingling sensation as it moved.

“I’m going to need that sword,” Lattie said. “And I think I’ll be taking ya back with me just to be safe. No hard feelings, right? Give it up easy and the sheila can have a fair chance at running away, and the hounds will only tear off a hand of two. We don’t need all of ya.”

“Doesn’t sound like a great deal,” I said. “How about I let you go without killing you, and we just leave it at that?”

He sneered at me. “You’ve got some cheek on ya, don’t ya?”

“You can’t trust him,” Juniper whispered.

“I figured that,” I said.

Lattie studied me. He’d seen me fight, and knew I killed other demons to get the sword. And despite his tough talk, we both knew he’d run the first time we faced off. Right now, I figured he was weighing the risk.

“‘Sic ‘em,” he barked.

The two demonic lions in front of me crouched, ready to pounce.

“Run!” I shouted.

Juniper and I booked it back down the path. I didn’t see the demon that tried to flank us, but I heard it crash through the woods towards us. Branches snapped as the others joined the chase, the large monsters ignoring the path and crashing through the trees.

Then, the missing beast landed in front of us. I shoved past Juniper and swung my sword at it.

It hissed and backed up, eyes locked on my weapon.

It’s afraid of the sword, I thought. I can work with that.

“Get out of here,” I yelled, swinging again at the creature. Its friends were gaining on us, and I needed to clear the path. “Go on! Get!”

With an astonishing show of dexterity, the creature flipped and jumped into the branches above us. Hopping around, it moved through the air.

“Keep moving,” I said, pressing Juniper to keep running.

I checked behind us, but the other lions had vanished into the trees as well. I had a feeling they were still behind us, but I didn’t have time to focus on that.

We made it further down the path before a growl made us stop short. I spun around and found another of the demon lions was approaching, ready to strike.

“Got any spells for this one?” I asked.

“I’m thinking through it,” she said.

A snarl to my right was the only warning I had. I got my sword up just in time as a different lion flew through the air at my head. I blocked both swipes of its long claws with the flat of the blade.

Once again I felt something inside me, guiding my motions with the sword.

But my sword was in use, so I kicked out with my right foot and crunched into the lion’s gut. It yelped and jumped backwards.

Suspecting another sneak attack, I darted past Juniper, slashing wildly. The other lion rushed out, only to be met with my already moving sword. It cut deeply across its face.

The lion howled in pain and retreated.

“How’d you know it was there?” Juniper whispered as I grabbed her arm to keep running.

“No idea,” I said. “But one problem at a time, huh?”

She nodded.

Suddenly, she stopped short. She waved a hand and shouted “Mul!” A spark flew out of her hand into the trees above. A yelp followed as the lion fled through the treetops.

“Nice shot,” I said.

The wounded lion jumped from behind a tree, surprising me. I screamed in shock, and slammed the pommel into its nose.

It flinched, and I used the moment of hesitation to ram the sword into its chest. It growled in pain, trying to strike me, but collapsed. I yanked the sword free and kept Juniper moving through the trees.

We’d lost the path at some point, but I knew we were heading in the right direction. The trees thinned maybe a hundred yards ahead of us.

A low rumble gave away the next lion. I was ready, my sword thrusting as it landed in front of me. I raked its side, and quickly slashed again, taking off the thing’s front leg. I didn’t let up, cutting three more times before it fell down dead.

“Got it,” I said. “I think I’m getting better at this demon fighting thing.”

WHUMP

I spoke too soon.

The final lion tackled me to the ground. It roared on top of me, hot, fetid breath blasting my face. It smelled like death and decay. The attack knocked the sword out of my hand. I could see it, just out of reach. I scrambled for it, but the creature’s paw slammed down on my arm.

Crushing weight held me in place.

The dark lion licked its lips.

I strained every muscle in my body, but even my increased strength couldn’t budge the creature without any leverage.

My feet kicked out, trying to hurt it and get it loose, but nothing fazed it.

The sharp, shark-like teeth in its mouth came closer, saliva dripping from their sharp tips.

“šu taka!” Juniper shouted, her voice deeper than normal and reverberating with power.

The demon lion was no more than a beast, but I almost laughed at the look of surprise on its face. A wave of energy from a spell washed over it, and then the lion ripped away through the trees like a leaf in a gale force wind. It cannoned through the forest, breaking and smashing multiple trunks as it disappeared into the distance.

I got to my feet, and saw Juniper floating two feet off the ground, pink light glowing from her hands and eyes. Power radiated from her, crackling like an electric fence. But the power felt like her, and felt safe to me.

“You saved me,” I said.

Her eyes shifted from the departing lion and focused on me. She settled down to the ground, and the pink light faded.

“What happened?” she asked.

Then she stumbled.

I caught the redhead in my arms. Steadying her, I gave her a comforting grin.

“You’re okay, Juniper. You blew that thing to kingdom come,” I said.

“Neat,” she said. “Tired now.”

Lattie was nowhere to be seen, and I doubted the demon lion would come back if it was still alive after being tossed halfway across the forest. I lifted her in my arms, and she cuddled against my chest. I jogged back towards the campus. When I stepped out of the woods, I saw we’d somehow only been about fifty feet from the path.

“Where should I go?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, weak but listening. “My apartment,” she said. “Wards.”

Right. She had warded her apartment, but my dorm didn’t have any protections besides the one in my scabbard.

The ten-minute half jog to her apartment was one of the most tense and awkward times in my life. I was terrified of another demon appearing while I couldn’t defend Juniper. But I also got odd stares for carrying an almost asleep woman through the streets as fast as I could.

Luckily no demons appeared and no one called the cops, and I arrived outside her apartment for the third time in as many days. King Baby barked at us through the window above.

“I think I can walk now,” Juniper said.

I set the witch down on her stairs. She wobbled briefly, but stayed upright. She got her key out, shaking as she unlocked the door.

My hand rested on her back, ready to catch her as she walked up the stairs to her second floor apartment. Her steps got steadier as she walked.

She leaned against the wall next to her door, and I took her key to open it for her. A mass of golden fur greeted me, jumping to give me a curious sniff before rushing over to Juniper.

“I’m okay, King Baby,” Juniper said. She scratched his head and he wagged his tail.

Even after seeing a sneak peek of the apartment with her magic, I’m not sure what I expected Juniper’s apartment to be like, but what I found would not have made the list. It was pink. Not everything. The walls were white, but the furniture, the paintings, the decorations, everything was some shade of pink. She kicked off her shoes by the door and drooped with exhaustion.

“Here,” I said, helping Juniper in. I set her down on the couch.

King Baby curled up immediately at her feet.

“That’s a good boy,” Juniper said.

“Can I get you something? Water? Food?” I asked.

“Some water would be great. Actually, there’s a bottle of juice in the fridge, can you grab that? It’ll help more with the magic drain.”

“Sure.” I searched through the fridge and found a weird vitamin juice, and brought that to her. She smiled and chugged the whole thirty ounces in one go.

I was impressed.

“Someone was thirsty,” I joked.

“Yeah,” Juniper panted. “Thank you. The juice helps with electrolytes. I don’t know if magic actually drains them, but this at least feels like it helps.”

“What can I do to help you?” I asked. I wanted Juniper safe, and she looked exhausted.

“I just need to rest,” she said. “Magic takes a lot out of me.”

“What was that spell? It was impressive as hell.”

“I was just trying to get it off you,” she said. “But something switched inside me. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

“It was awesome,” I said. “That demon lion probably landed somewhere in Kansas. And the whole floating and glowing eyes thing was pretty sexy too.”

“I was floating!?” She looked shocked.

“Yeah, in the air, pink glowing eyes and everything. Was that not on purpose?”

She shook her head, confused. “That’s serious magic,” she said. “I’ve never done anything like that before. Normally you only see moments like that when someone is a true master, with years of study and power built up. No wonder I feel like a dishrag that’s been wrung out. I’m lucky I didn’t die.”

“You don’t look like a dishrag,” I said. “But you do look tired. Why don’t I get you into bed?”

“I can get there on my own,” she said.

The redhead tried to stand, and flopped back onto the couch. I let her try one more time, before I reached down and lifted her into my arms in a princess carry.

“There we go,” I said.

“My hero,” she whispered, and leaned into my chest.

I carried her to her bedroom, another explosion of pink and flowers, including one hot pink accent wall. The only color that wasn’t white or pink was a royal navy dog bed in the corner. King Baby walked over and curled up on it.

Gently laying the tired witch down, I covered her with a blanket. I went back into the kitchen and filled a glass with water for her, setting it on her night stand. Her hand reached out and gently rubbed mine.

I took a minute to text Rory and Beatrix to let them know what happened. We all agreed to meet the next morning.

“Stay here,” Juniper said, her voice barely audible. “You’re not safe at your dorm. The wards will protect us.”

“Okay. I’ll sleep on the couch,” I said. “Make sure nothing else comes.”

Her hand gripped my wrist. “No, stay with me.”

I knew the witch was too tired for anything exciting, but I wasn’t going to refuse a chance to cuddle with her and keep her safe.

“Okay, Juniper,” I told her.

Her eyes were already closing. Her nose twitched, and she whispered, “My shower is in there.”

I gave myself a sniff, and realized I smelled like I’d just fought a demon in the woods, so I stripped down to my boxers, tossing my dirty clothes in the corner. At the rate I was going through them, I’d need to go shopping just to restock my closet in a week. I took a quick shower in her bathroom, and pulled my underwear back on before returning to Juniper’s room.

Her fluffy comforter enveloped me as I slid under the covers. Juniper scooted back against me, and I wrapped my arms around her. She sighed, content. Within minutes her breathing had settled into a slow and steady pace.

My heart raced being this close to the cute woman. Somehow a week before I didn’t even know her. Now we’d both risked our lives to save the other, and I was in bed with her, spending the night. Every part of me that touched her raced with energy and excitement. I knew without a doubt I was smitten, and I had an idea that it was going to tip over into very serious feelings soon.

Something about the shy way she smiled made me feel warm and fuzzy every time she aimed it at me.

Thinking about those happy thoughts, I eventually drifted off to sleep, my arm wrapped around the dreaming witch.


Chapter Seventeen

An Interlude with Rory Silver


“Some girls have all the luck,” Rory said as she kicked a loose stone across the field. The short blonde rested her sword on her shoulder as she stood in the middle of a rough dirt field a few blocks from campus.

“I mean, she did almost die,” Rory continued. “So, you know, that’s not something I want to do. I just wonder when I’m going to find a guy who can accept me for me. Does that make any sense?”

“Are we going to fight or what?”

The recipient of Rory’s monologue was a demon. This one was scrawny, only a little taller than Rory herself. He had pale green skin with tentacles hanging off his head like a mullet.

“Sometimes it’s nice to have a little chat,” Rory said. “No need to be impatient, dude.”

“It’s just clear you’re jealous of the other girl,” the demon said.

“Nuh-uh!” Rory protested.

“You’ve been talking about her for like ten minutes,” the demon complained. “I thought you were going to bore me to death.”

“Well, that’s just rude.”

“I mean, I’m not an incubus or anything. I was looking for a good fight, not to hear about the sex lives of college girls,” the demon said.

“What sex?” Rory said. “That’s the problem!”

“So go get some strange or whatever.”

“I don’t want that,” Rory said, leaning on her sword. “I want someone who likes me for me, and accepts that I’m going to be out here a few nights a week killing demons.”

The green demon sighed. “You’re not doing much killing, to be honest.”

“Oh, do you want to die?” She pointed the sword at him.

“You’re welcome to try. At any time. Please.”

“I’ll get to it, I’ll get to it,” Rory said. She lowered the point until it rested on the dirt. “What do you think about this whole harem thing?”

“Again, I’m a Velatoc, not an incubus. I don’t even have genitals!”

“That means you can’t have an opinion?” She sighed. “It’s not like I have a lot of people to talk to about this.”

“Urgh! I’m not a person!” He threw up his hands in annoyance. Rory stared at him, tapping her foot. Finally, the demon cracked. “Fine! Maybe you should think about it. This guy seems cool. If it’s something you can do, why don’t you talk to your friend about it?”

“That’s pretty great advice, actually. You’re okay, Greg.”

“My name’s not Greg! It’s —“ The demon proceeded to make a noise that sounds somewhere between a car backfiring, a bear’s roar, and the noise a computer makes when it's processing too much information.

“Yeah, I’m not going to say that. So you’re Greg. Alright, Greg, it’s your lucky night. I don’t wanna kill you, so get going.”

The demon looked around, confused. “Really?”

“Do you promise not to kill any humans?”

Greg nodded. “I don’t like the taste. Too rich for my blood. I stick to squirrels, mainly.”

“Alright, get going,” Rory said.

The demon gave her another skeptical glance, then ran off to the woods in the distance.

“Another job well done,” Rory said. She slung the unused sword over her shoulder and set back on off on her patrol.

Between classes, cheer practice, and hanging with Juniper, Rory generally made time to patrol a few times a week. With all the additional activity, Beatrix suggested adding in a few more, so she was out and about instead of finishing up the paper she needed to do for her Physical Therapy 322 class.

Eh, that professor is a total perv. I bet he’ll give me an extra day if I ask nicely, she thought.

Her route took her around the campus then into town. She strolled through the quiet main street, the shops all dark this late in the evening. A few bars and clubs had lights shining into the street, their patrons having a grand ole time.

One drunk man stumbled into the road ahead of her. His unsteady walk led him directly into her path, and his eyes lit up when he saw her.

“Nice sword,” he mumbled. “What’s a pretty thing like you doing out here?”

“Looking for someone with better lines than that,” Rory answered, pushing past the guy.

“I can try again!” he shouted after her. Rory just ignored him. The sooner she finished, the sooner she could get back to what she wanted to be doing — sleeping. She’d already decided that the paper could wait a day or two.

The next few blocks were quieter — the clubs and bars were all located close to campus, since that’s where most of their customers lived. She didn’t see any suspicious activity, and soon reached the edge of the residential area. Demons generally stayed away from there, although Rory had no idea why. Maybe the drunks and students were easier prey.

She shrugged. “All done, I guess.” With that, she started back for the Veiled Volumes. Beatrix would want a report.

Crossing the road a few minutes later, she stopped short. Something felt off, even if she couldn’t put her finger on what exactly.

Lifting her sword, she spun in a circle, slowly.

“Alright, any spooky demons can come on out,” she called. “I’ve got a date with my PJs and my laptop. I just started Jane the Virgin, and I wanna see what happens next. I cannot get enough of Rogelio!” Nothing answered. “Seriously? Let’s go!”

Another circle led to the same result — nothing. Rory was just about ready to give up, when the four nearest streetlights went out at the same time, sending a hail of sparks down around her.

“Okay, that’s not great,” she mumbled.

A bright light appeared in the sky, shining down onto her like a spotlight. She looked up at it, shielding her eyes with one hand and trying to make out what hovered above her.

As best she could tell, the thing in the air was a single floating eyeball. It was almost human — if a human eye could be three feet across. The iris was deep blue. It focused on her, and she took a step backwards. From the new angle, she could see the optical nerve floating behind it like a gross tail.

“Do not be alarmed, human warrior,” a deep voice rang out. “You are safe — from me, at least.”

“Uh, what are you?”

The eye and voice ignored her question. “As the defender of this town, I have been sent to deliver a message.”

“I’m the official defender?” Rory asked. “Neat! I’m going to get business cards printed. That’ll be fun.”

The light faded a bit, then intensified. “Enough prattle. Devastation comes for you and this town. Hellfire, brimstone, and death.”

“That sucks,” Rory said. “Are you sure?”

“What?”

“Are you sure? Like, is this a definite thing? ‘Cause if so, I’m definitely not writing that paper.”

“That… Hmmm…” The voice paused for a moment. The eye looked up to the sky, taking the light with it. After a moment, it returned to Rory.

“Yes, this is definite. None shall survive. Run, while you can, valiant defender.”

“Okay, but if I don’t write this paper and the world doesn’t end, you and I are going to have words.” She pointed the sword at the eyeball.

It blinked — Rory didn’t even realize it had eyelids. “Maybe, uh, write the paper just to be safe.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay,” Rory said. “Is that all?”

“You are very unusual, for a human,” the voice said.

“I get that a lot. I prefer unique. Or exceptional.”

“Flee, warrior. Live to defend a new home.”

The eye blinked again. As the lid opened, the eyeball behind it vanished along with the light, leaving Rory standing alone on a dark street.

“That was a new one,” she said.

Knowing Beatrix needed to hear that as well, she started for the Veiled Volumes. After the alarming eyeball, she kept a more serious watch. And along the way to her mentor, she saw a few more interesting things.

First, in the far distance, she saw two lightning bolts chasing each other across the sky. Eventually one caught the other, and they both vanished with a flash.

Then she walked by an alleyway. That in and of itself was pretty normal. Except instead of pavement, trash, and cans, this alley was filled with an eight-foot cross-section of an Egyptian temple, including a few confused priests. It was lit with what Rory thought was sunlight, even though it was the dark of night everywhere else.

“Hi,” Rory said, waving. One of the priests waved back, before the entire place disappeared with a pop.

“Okay, weird.”

Finally, a block from the Veiled Volumes, blue writing appeared in the air in front of her. She couldn’t read it — that was Juniper’s domain — but she pulled out her phone and took a picture. As soon as she did, the writing faded away.

Not wanting to find anything else, Rory sprinted for the door for the store. The bell rang as she stepped inside, slamming the door behind her. She locked it.

“What’s all this?” Beatrix asked. She walked out from the back, wearing a loose t-shirt and some shorts.

“Whoa, now this might be the weirdest thing I’ve seen all night.”

Beatrix glanced down, before she rolled her eyes. “Really?”

“I never see you out of your little business suits. You always look like a good industrious servant of the British Empire.”

The woman in question sighed, letting all of her annoyance out at once. “How was the patrol?”

“Bea, you are not going to believe this.” Rory dropped into a seat. She leaned her sword against the nearby shelf and kicked back.


Chapter Eighteen



Sunlight warmed my face, bringing me back to the world of the waking early. Juniper must have turned over in the night, because when I opened my eyes, her face was inches from mine.

The dawn light brought out the rosy color on her pale cheeks, and I could see a small number of freckles dotting them as well. She looked even more vibrant than she had when she’d been casting the spell.

She yawned, a cute half squeak of a yawn. Her body stretched, pressing into mine. Her leg had threaded between mine in her sleep, and her thigh rubbed against my morning wood.

Oh, god, I hope that doesn’t freak her out, I thought. I didn’t know how to extricate myself without waking her, and I didn’t know how much more sleep she should get to recover from the bombastic display of power the day before.

The witch saved me the trouble of deciding when her eyes blinked open. Small flecks of gold sparkled in her green eyes, and she smiled, her cheeks dimpling.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Great morning,” I replied.

Her thigh continued shifting, rubbing my hardening member. It felt great, even through my boxers, but I’d gotten the feeling that Juniper wasn’t very experienced. Who knew how she’d react when she realized.

“Uh,” I started, “I don’t want to alarm you, but do you know what your leg is rubbing?”

Her leg continued moving, gently and firmly.

“Oh, I do,” she said.

I leaned forward and kissed her, unable to resist the sexy witch any longer. She sighed and pressed back. I ran my hands under her shirt and up her back, tracing her spine. She shivered.

Running back down, I made my way to her hips, feeling her warm skin. I kept moving, rubbing her leg as she pressed against me again. She moaned into my mouth.

She must have woken in the night and changed into her pajamas, I realized. All she had on was a soft cotton shirt and panties.

Tired of the teasing, she pushed me over onto my back and rolled on top of me, all while kissing me frantically.

She sat up, heat from her radiating through her underwear against my throbbing member. The witch pulled her shirt off over her head.

I was stunned by how sexy she looked in the morning light, wearing only thin white panties. Her normal puffy sweaters hid her rocking body. Juniper’s breasts were large handfuls, pert and perky, with big areolas and hardening nipples, both pale pink. Her flat waist and curvy hips tried just as hard to steal my attention.

The redhead looked down at me, her shy smile creeping back across her face.

“Well?” she asked.

“Wow,” I said.

“Wow? That’s good. I like wow.”

“You are so sexy.”

She blushed, her cheeks, ears, and the top of her chest all turning a matching red.

“You mean it?”

“You can feel how much I mean it,” I said.

Her hips rubbed forward, pressing down and into me.

She moaned softly. “I can.”

My hands gripped her waist, holding the witch close to me. I slid them up, watching Juniper’s breath catch as they crept higher and higher.

I teased just the edges of her breasts, eliciting a gasp from her, before I gripped her shoulders and pulled her down into me. We kissed fiercely and immediately, her tongue darting into my mouth. Her firm breasts pressed against my chest, her nipples hard against me.

My mouth moved to her cheek, down to her neck. I bit it slightly, softly, and she whimpered. Then I kissed across her collar bone. The redhead writhed, trying to move me lower, but I wanted to continue the teasing.

I kissed up the other side of her neck, then nibbled on her earlobe.

“Ace,” she moaned. “Please.”

With a quick twist, I pulled her underneath me. She gasped, and then grinned.

I kissed her again, and then kissed down her neck once more. This time I didn’t tease her, though.

My mouth found her perfect breasts, and I sucked one nipple into my mouth while my other hand squeezed the other.

“Oh, goddess,” she moaned.

Her breasts were soft and firm in equal measures, and I could spend all day enjoying them. But I knew I wanted to make this special for her first time, so I pulled myself away.

“Why’d you stop?” Juniper pouted. Her breathing had gotten heavier, and her chest rose and fell quickly.

“You’ll see.”

I slid down between her legs. My finger hooked into her panties, and I slid them off.

Looking up at her, I could see a mix of nerves and lust cross her face. But then she took a deep breath, and spread her legs.

Her pussy was right in front of me, just as cute as she was, with a small tuft of red hair right above it. I’d wanted to tease her some more, but I could already tell she was dripping wet. So I leaned in and gave a long lick from the bottom to the top.

“Ohhhh,” she moaned, throwing her head back. “Ace! Oh, my goddess!”

She tasted so exquisite, unbelievably perfect. Sweet and heady.

I licked again, and then got to work. My tongue explored her as she moaned, her hips twisting and bucking each time I hit somewhere she liked.

Her hands gripped the back of my head, threading her fingers through my hair. She had a death grip, and they tightened whenever my tongue glazed her clit.

I slid one finger inside her, feeling how tight and warm she was. I worked it slowly, caressing her from the inside while I circled her clit with my tongue.

“Oh goddess, Ace, right there,” she moaned. Not one to disappoint, I kept up the rhythm that was making her squirm.

“Oh, fuck!” she screamed. “Ahhh! Ohhh!” Her walls clamped down on my finger and she started shaking as the orgasm rocked her body. She kept moaning, unintelligible noises of pure pleasure.

When the shaking finally stopped, I slid back up and kissed her. She hungrily pulled me closer, a new fire burning inside her.

She pulled away from the kiss. “Ace, that was amazing,” she said.

“I thought so too,” I agreed.

“Can we…” she trailed off.

“Keep going?” I finished for her.

She nodded eagerly. “Yes, please.”

“Of course, Juniper,” I whispered. I reached down and slid my boxers off. Her eyes hungrily watched.

I lifted myself up. My hard cock rubbed against her mound. Heat washed over me, her sex ready and eager. But I checked in with her.

“If you need me to slow down or stop, just let me know.”

I teased her velvet lips with the tip as I watched her eyes. They fluttered in pleasure, her pussy sensitive still after the recent orgasm.

“I want you inside me, Ace,” she whispered. “Please. I want you to be my first.”

Ever so slowly, I inched my tip into her. She gasped.

“Is that okay?” I asked.

“It feels good,” she said.

“I’ll keep going, then,” I told her.

“There’s more?” she asked, and glanced down between us. Her eyes went wide when she realized I’d barely begun.

I slid a bit further in, her tight walls squeezing me as I did. She moaned. We worked slowly as she adjusted to me. When I finally was fully in, she sighed in pleasure.

“You feel perfect,” she said.

“So do you.”

The redhead kissed me again, and I started working my hips. She was unbelievably tight, but she wanted me both mind and body, and I felt it.

I picked up speed, still keeping my thrusts gentle. Her breasts swayed in time as I bottomed out inside her. She closed her eyes, and moaned again, the same noise she’d made before.

Not wanting to miss out, I leaned lower and sucked one of her nipples in while I kept moving my hips. She groaned again, loudly.

“Ace, yes, Ace,” she repeated. Something in her clicked and she kept repeating it on a loop.

I felt her walls tighten, her velvety vagina clamping down as another orgasm approached. But I knew I was close too, and I warned her.

“No, keep going, it’s okay,” she said. “Please, I want all of you for my first time.”

Her begging for my seed pushed me over the edge. I thrust harder, and we both crested the wave at the same time. She cried out, her arms gripping my back.

“Oh, god, Juniper,” I moaned, as I exploded inside her.

Rope after rope flooded her as her walls gripped me and drained me.

Then, after what felt like eternity and only a second, we both came down. I held the witch in my arms as she sighed contentedly.

“Wow,” she said.

“Yeah, wow,” I agreed.

We collapsed in a sweaty heap. Our bodies tangled, we lounged late into the morning, not wanting to break apart from this magical moment. Her warm skin kept finding ways to press against me, sending waves of pleasure through my body.

Eventually King Baby broke the spell, barking to be let out.

“The real world calls,” Juniper said. “Stupid real world.”

I laughed and got dressed while she took the dog out for a quick break in a robe. When she came back, I scrounged some eggs and cooked her breakfast while she showered.

“What’s this?” she asked as I set the plate down on her small dining table. Her hair was wrapped in a towel, and her cheeks were flushed.

“I just wanted to do something nice for you,” I said.

“This morning was plenty nice,” she said. “But thank you.”

“It was very nice. And you’re welcome.”

The food disappeared quickly — we both were hungry after a night of almost dying and an active morning in bed.

“We need to tell Rory and Beatrix,” Juniper said as she put away the dishes.

“About the sex?”

Juniper giggled, covering her mouth. “No. I mean, I am going to tell Rory about the sex. She’s my best friend, it’s practically the law.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “I assumed you’d already texted her.”

“How? I’ve been busy for a while,” she said.

“Witch powers,” I joked. “Magical texting.”

“Not yet. I want to tell her in person. But we need to tell them about the attack.”

“Right,” I said. “The demons are getting more aggressive, and we need to figure out our next steps. And I don’t love that Lattie managed to track us down again.”

With that decided, we didn’t have much more to do. I decided to head home and change and shower while Juniper walked King Baby.

An hour later, everyone met back up at the Veiled Volumes.

Immediately I got the side eye from Rory. The blonde cheerleader checked me out, and then kept shooting glances my way. Juniper hadn’t wasted any time in filling her in, apparently. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but I assumed it was just her being protective of her more sheltered best friend.

I kept us on track, immediately letting the others know about the demon lion attack, and the reappearance of Lattie.

“Things are escalating, then,” Beatrix said.

“Feels like it,” I agreed.

“And that’s not all,” Beatrix added. “There have been more signs and portents around town the last few days. I’d ignored them before, but if something major is happening, then that adds a lot of support that it will be monumental.”

“Like what I saw last night?” Rory asked.

“Exactly. By the way, I translated that writing. Some of the words were unusual, but it roughly said, ‘Welcome to the future location of the Demonic Museum. Please enter and exit through the gift shop.’

Looking at Rory, she seemed as surprised by that as I was.

Beatrix continued, “On top of that, there was a news article from this morning that said doors have been disappearing from campus buildings, frame and all. They write it off as a prank, but if someone is doing it they are a very skilled handyman, because there’s no sign of damage. Just a vacant hole in the wall where the door used to be. And it’s happened thirteen times over the last twenty-four hours.

“And, personally, I saw an albino cat walking backwards into the woods today. Moving normally, just like it was playing in reverse.” Beatrix noticed my questioning look. “Animals behaving unusually are common during large events dealing with heightened magic or demonic power. They are sensitive to it, or occasionally are long forgotten familiars trying to gain some power or a patron.”

“That might explain this, then,” I said.

I pulled out my phone and showed them a video Via had sent me this morning. I’d thought it was a joke or a deepfake, but after what she said I wanted to make sure.

The video played, and we watched as thirteen crows landed on the grass in front of the Green Building. The crows marched in a circle for a minute, and then flew off.

“Okay, that’s creepy,” Juniper said. “I know crows are smart, but I don’t like them doing rituals.”

“Yeah, and not a fan of their location either,” Rory said. “Since the Green Building is where all of this is supposed to go down.”

That grim realization hung between us — heavy and alarming. Juniper looked like she was about to speak when a loud crash echoed out of the back room.

“What on earth?” Beatrix said.

The banging continued, a loud smacking noise mixed with the rustling of pages. I drew my sword. Whatever it was smashed against the nearest wall, shaking the pictures on our side.

“Get behind me,” I ordered.

The women gathered by the front door, Rory with a sword of her own at the ready. I stepped up to the office door and gripped the handle. The noise was loud, but somehow I didn’t think there was a person or demon back there. Whatever helped me feel where the demons were didn’t seem to activate. Still, I had my sword at the ready when I pulled the door open and jumped back.

WHOOSH

With a flapping clatter, a massive book flew out of the room, directly at my head. I ducked down, letting the book swish past. As it passed, I raised the sword, looking for my chance.

“Don’t hurt it!” Beatrix shouted. “That’s a priceless volume! One of only three ever made.”

“Does it normally fly?” I called back.

The book did another strafing run at my head, and I had to drop to the ground to get out of the way in time. I got back to my feet and scooted around the table.

“It does not, no,” Beatrix said. “This is very curious.”

“That’s one way to put it,” I muttered. The book circled the roof of the room, staying closer to me.

“Let me try something,” Beatrix said.

She stepped forward, waving her hands in a circle. Her fingers bent at odd angles, quickly making strange angles and then bending again. I’d been impressed by Juniper’s abilities, but clearly Beatrix was on another level.

She finished her motions and shouted out “Šed!”

The book stopped in the air, its cover flapping slowly. It turned slowly, facing towards Beatrix. I’m not sure how I knew which way a book was looking, but it had clearly noticed the spell. It flapped again and dove towards her, faster than before.

“Look out,” I called.

The women all dove out of the way as the book shot past. It crashed into a shelf, breaking the glass and sending wicker dolls cascading to the floor.

The book shook the shards off its back, the spine rippling as it launched itself into the air again.

My job was to defend them, and even if I couldn’t stop it, I wanted to get its attention again. I shouted out at it, trying to make it think I was casting a spell. “Šed!” I felt a small pull at my power center as the spell activated.

The book froze, closed together, and shot towards me. It stopped right in front of my face as I flinched back. It hovered there for a moment and then dropped onto the table in front of me.

Once it landed, the cover opened again. Pages rustled as they turned, flipping through a massive number of pages. I could see intricate illustrations, gilded lettering, and lots of languages I didn’t know as the pages continued to shift.

With a final flutter, it stopped. The pages gently settled, stopping on a page with an illustration of a large portal or opening rent in the air, and demons pouring out of it. The page next to it was written in plain English.

“The Shoudougar,” I read.

“Wait, wait,” Beatrix cut me off. “Are you crazy? You can’t just read a book out loud when it comes to life. It could be a trap, or a spell, or it could even summon a demon.”

“Whoops,” I said, looking back down at the book. The words looked more like an encyclopedia than a ritual. Beatrix stepped up next to me and gasped.

“This page wasn’t here before,” she said.

“It’s a pretty big book, Bea,” Rory said. “Are you sure you didn’t just miss it?”

“Considering the book was written in Aramaic around a thousand years before anyone spoke English, it's safe to say yes, I can be pretty sure this page was not here.”

“Okay, this is why I don’t like books,” Rory said. “They’re already too much, and now they can change languages. Give me a break.”

“That and they don’t have abs,” Juniper teased.

“Yeah, I like a good set of abs, who doesn’t,” Rory sniped back.

“I’m starting to see the appeal,” Juniper said, shooting a glance at me.

Rory elbowed her. “Ooo, look who got one taste and is a sex maniac.”

“No, I’m not!”

“Alright, I think this should be safe to read,” Beatrix said, raising her voice to cut off the other two. She glared at me. “But in the future try not to read things without checking first, Ace.”

I nodded. “I agree,” I said, then I started reading. “The Shoudougar is the demonic ritual that will tear a hole between earth and hell, allowing free access between the two. The ritual is one of the Progenitor Rituals from the time gods and archdemons ruled earth before vanishing. It allowed for easy transport between the realms. The scale and power imply that it should be impossible to achieve these days, but we all know the impossible can quickly become possible, especially when we are unprepared.

“While not everything is known about the ritual, the Celestial Convocation has discovered that timing for success requires a blood moon on the day of Galliyae’s Harvest, while Venus and Mars are in alignment.

“This rare conflux means the Shoudougar can only be attempted once every hundred years. As such, this information shall be sealed magically, to prevent it from spreading to demons who might be able to attempt the ritual. It shall be sent to the one able to stop the Shoudougar, should the danger arise.

“An intense amount of power is needed for the ritual, as well as a sacrifice of some kind. If more is discovered, it will be added here. Hopefully demons will be as unsuccessful as the Convocation in discovering more information.”

“That’s it,” I finished. “No other information or writing. Whoever wrote it never figured the rest out, I guess.” I turned the page, and the next was in a script I didn’t even recognize.

“The Celestial Convocation,” Juniper asked, “What is that?”

“A myth,” Beatrix said. She glanced my way and added “But we appear to be living in an age of myth. They are a group of witches, magi, and good demons who try to keep the evil demons at bay. A week ago, I’d put them up there with Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, but this shows they existed at some point. And this is powerful magic.”

“Do you think they’ll help stop the Shoudougar?” I asked. “Any allies would be great right about now.”

“For all we know, they were wiped out a thousand years ago,” Beatrix said. “This is all the help we can count on. And before we get too far off-topic, we need to talk about you casting that spell.”

“Juniper gave me some lessons yesterday,” I explained.

“He picked it up fairly quickly,” Juniper added.

Beatrix sighed, an exasperated sound I was becoming very familiar with. “You cast a spell that took me a month to learn in an instant, without any of the proper hand gestures. And stronger than I’ve ever cast it. Ace, I know you are new to this, but what you have done is absolutely unbelievable.”

“It must be the gifts of Galliyae,” I said. “I wasn’t even trying to cast it, really. I just thought shouting the word might get its attention back on me.”

Beatrix sighed and rubbed her brow. “You cast a spell on accident. Goddess save me. We’re doomed.”

“Is it really that bad?” I asked.

“No,” Beatrix said. “But please don’t try to randomly cast spells. You need more training. If you threw a fireball instead of just summoning the book, we might all be crispy right now.”

Of course, magic was dangerous. I knew I needed to keep it in check, so I nodded to Beatrix, trying to convince her that her words got through to me.

“It could be the sword,” Juniper said. “It amplified my powers, but in a wonky way. Maybe for the Chosen it serves as a shortcut. The Chosen needs to be fighting, and might not have his hands free, so Galliyae offering a weapon that removes the need for gestures would be a pretty great boon.”

“You’re right,” Beatrix said. “Most likely. But Ace still needs to be trained. In everything. You need more magic, you need to learn to fight, and you need to know how this world works.”

“I’ll keep teaching him magic,” Juniper said.

Beatrix nodded. “And I expect I should begin truly tutoring him on the ways of the world.”

They both turned to Rory, expecting her to chime in. She was looking down at her phone.

After a few seconds, she looked up, surprised. “Sorry, you guys got real nerdy and I got distracted. But I’ve got some bad news,” Rory said.

“What now?” Beatrix asked.

“I plugged those star signs into an app,” she explained. “I don’t know when Galliyae’s Harvest is, but everything else lines up for the night of the Farmer’s Ball. This totally sucks.”

“Of course it lines up,” I said. “So we’ve got a week to get me ready to fight an immortal, unkillable demon.”

“Ooo, fun,” Rory said. “I can teach you sword fighting.”

“Glad you could join us, Rory,” Juniper deadpanned.

“What? What?” The cheerleader looked around confused while Beatrix chuckled.


Chapter Nineteen



Sword fighting seemed the most pressing concern, and Rory had free time, so we headed to her training space.

Her apartment was just off campus, close to the gym and cheerleader facilities. Her building was eight stories tall, one of the bigger ones around. But we didn’t take the elevator. She made me climb every step up.

“It’s a good warm up,” she said. “Junebug told me about the other stairs, so this time you need to pick up the pace.”

She laughed from the landing above me. Her tight ass hugged in her workout pants kept my attention and helped me try and keep up. She practically bounded up the stairs, her short legs managing it with ease.

Even with my magical strength and endurance, I was breathing hard by the time I got to the top. But the cheerleader wasn’t even sweating.

“We need to work on your cardio,” she said. “You might have a magic boost, but you can’t fake being in shape.”

“Are you actually a demon,” I said when I finally caught my breath. “Because that was a lot of stairs.”

The blonde just laughed and pulled out her keys. The roof door had a chain locking it shut. She quickly unlocked it and dropped it on the ground.

I followed her out onto the roof. The view was incredible — in one direction, the campus stretched out into the distance with the park and town in the other.

“Nice spot,” I said.

“I know, that's why I picked this place,” she said. “I’m one floor down so I get this view every day. Plus the landlord is a demon I saved from some evil monster a year ago, so the rent is cheap and I’m the only tenant who gets to use the roof.”

“Even better.” I stopped in my tracks. “Wait, demon landlord?”

“Yeah, they’re evil, but only in the normal way. No eating babies or anything. Now, help me get the pads out.”

The cheerleader led me to a cheap plastic shed pushed into the corner. She unlocked this as well. She gestured for me to get to work, so I dragged four sets of padded mats onto the roof, giving us a twenty-foot by twenty-foot space to practice on. Rory made me drag a dummy out, as well as two padded swords. These actually looked like what LARPers would use, although they were heavier than I expected.

“Yeah,” Rory explained when I brought that up. “They are dull iron inside the foam, so you can get the right muscle memory. What would be the point if you got the form right but only when you were holding a half pound sword, not one that weighs four pounds?”

She made a lot of sense.

Before we started practicing, she had me do thirty minutes of stretching and warm up exercises. I recognized a lot of them as parts of yoga routines, but I didn’t know the names. Then we did squats, jumping jacks, and some other body weight movements.

I had a good sweat going by the time she tossed me my practice sword.

“Have you ever played any tennis?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Dang. The grip from that translates pretty well. Okay, hold out your hand like you’re shaking.” I did. She set the sword hilt into my hand. “Now grip it.”

My fingers tightened around the hilt. It felt slightly odd, but the sword balanced well.

“Good,” she said. “That’s the way you want to hold it. You can swing easily, it lets your shoulder do more of the work. Your strength comes from the bigger muscles, not the others. Now, I want you to swing it like this.”

She held her arm out and demonstrated, swinging down from above her left shoulder and across.

I repeated her motion. She had me do it another twenty times. Then she had me do the motion in the opposite direction. We repeated that for another fifteen minutes, until my shoulders started to ache.

“How much more of this is helpful?” I asked. “I already have magical strength.”

“Yeah, and that’ll help. But muscle memory and actual muscles will help as well. But we only have a week, and there’s only so much muscle memory we can give you. Alright, we probably should practice real combat more. Here, stand on the other side over there.”

I cross the mat and my sword drooping in my hand at my side.

“Hyah!” Rory shouted and swung at me.

I tried to raise my sword, but she was faster, closing the distance and banging my arm hard. Even with the foam wrapping, it felt like taking a very solid punch right on my bicep.

“The fuck?” I said. “That hurt!”

“You need to always be ready. There’s no such thing as playing fair when you’re fighting for your life, Ace. If you are facing an opponent, keep your sword up and ready to block.” She looked me up and down, focusing mostly on my feet. “Again.”

She swung quickly. I managed to get my sword over in time, and the vibrations rang up my arm. Before I could react, she swung again, this time low and from the other side. This one I didn’t block, and the heavy practice weapon smacked my shin. I winced as the blonde stepped away.

“Not bad. You’ll get the hang of it before too long, even if I have to beat it into you. Alright, just try and block as much as you can,” Rory said. She rushed forward, thrusting at my chest. I parried it away at the last second.

We kept up at it for another ten minutes, before Rory called a break. While I panted and drank some water, she demonstrated all the ways I was holding my body wrong. One by one she picked them apart and fixed them, and then resumed the defensive practice.

For the next five minutes, she’d call out any time I wasn’t doing it exactly right — my feet too close together or my sword at the wrong angle. Then she stopped calling it out, and instead would just slip my defenses and hit the offending part.

My ankles and elbows started groaning in protest.

During a break, I muttered, “I think I prefer Juniper’s teaching methods.”

That earned me a slap on the ass from her sword. Rory stuck her tongue out at me, then resumed her attacks.

She pushed me for another twenty minutes. At the end of it even the blonde terror was sweating a little. She’d gotten fewer and fewer attacks through my defenses, and her corrections were fewer and farther between.

That was when she started peppering me with questions.

“So, you and Juniper, huh?”

“She told you,” I said, panting. I managed to block her next swing.

“Of course, she tells me everything.” Rory ran her eyes up and down me again. “Everything.”

“Hopefully all good,” I said. “I tried to make it a special time for her, since it was her first.”

“Jury’s still out,” Rory said. She swiped at me, this time low and I just jumped over it. I whipped my sword up as I landed and blocked her second swing. “You’re not just using the cute virgin witch to get your rocks off?”

“No. Never. I like Juniper a lot,” I said. “Really. I’ve never been a ‘hit it and quit it’ guy, anyway.”

“Hmmm.”

Rory swung at me a few more times silently. I blocked most, with the final one slipping just under my guard and catching me in the ribs.

“And this whole harem thing?” Rory asked as I rubbed the newly sore spot.

“What about it?”

“You’re planning on shoving her to the side as soon as another girl shows up?”

“Not at all,” I said, verbally defending myself while physically defending myself. “She said she was okay with it, but I’m not sure I am. And either way, if she doesn’t want me to, then I won’t.”

“Good answer,” Rory said, thrusting at me. I smacked the sword aside and shifted to the side.

“Am I sensing some jealousy there?” I asked. Sparks practically came out of the blonde’s eyes at that remark.

“Jealousy? From me?” she barked, and swung at me hard. “You sound just like Greg. And Greg is an idiot.” With that, she kept up her attack, increasing the pace even more.

I probably only blocked half of the ten swings, each one harder than she’d thrown before. Clearly my comments found a weak point. The beating continued for a minute more.

“Sure seems like it,” I muttered. She heard me and thrust straight at my face. I got out of the way by falling over, where I promptly had to roll out of the way of another painful looking cut.

“My bad,” I said.

“You are bad,” she said, panting from her own exertions. “Why would I ever be jealous?”

“Your cute but shy best friend found someone to date who understands this world, but you don’t get to.” I was treading on dangerous ground, but I wanted to see what Rory would do or say.

“You’re pretty infuriating, you know that,” she growled at me.

“One of my superpowers,” I joked back.

“I’m not jealous of Juniper. I want her to be safe and happy.”

“I want the same thing. I care about her a lot, and I know that’s just going to get stronger and stronger.”

“Good for you!” Rory shouted back. Then she swung at me, straight for the side of my head. I blocked it and spun out of the way of her next one.

“And did she tell you she was okay with us dating as well?”

“She what?”

At that, Rory tripped and fell. She turned it into a roll and popped back up to her feet, but we both knew that I saw her tumble.

I chuckled.

“Oh, shut up,” she said.

“She did.”

“I didn’t expect you to be over here hitting on me a few hours after you banged the living daylights out of her.”

I gave her a cheeky grin. “Is that how she described it?”

The blonde growled at me again, this time in wordless frustration. She swung at me multiple times. I blocked most, but she was swinging even harder than before. The ones I didn’t block definitely would be bruises soon, even with my healing powers if I was any judge.

I wasn’t sure exactly what I said that annoyed her, so I took a guess. “I’m. Not,” I said, getting a word in between each swing. “Hitting. On. You.”

Rory stopped short on her next swing, considering my words.

“Really? You aren’t?”

“I might be flirting a little, sure,” I acknowledged.

I checked out the cheerleader. Her tight workout pants showed off her impressive legs, and her tight top revealed enough of her bountiful breasts to really get my heart racing.

“But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to go on a date with you. My world turned upside down over the last week, and dating two women at once wasn’t even a pipe dream for me. Except, now my new witch girlfriend is telling me it's okay to date her best friend. Feels like I should probably listen to whatever the universe is saying and ask you out.”

“Not a chance,” she said. Although I noticed a glimmer of a smile before she lit into me once again.

This time she didn’t let up for almost twenty minutes.

“Okay,” she said, finally stepping back.

My arms ached, she’d hit almost every part of me multiple times, and I felt like I could sleep for a week. But I did feel like I’d improved during the session, and it seemed like Rory agreed. “You’re starting to get it. Nothing that will change the world, but at least you’ll probably hit the demons with the sharp end of the sword.”

“Aren’t I going to try attacking you?”

“Ace, if you think you can hit me, think again. I’m out of your league.”

“Oh, really?” I said.

“Yeah, I’ve been doing this for years. You might have superpowers, but I have skills.”

“Then you don’t think I’ll be able to hit you?”

She shook her head, her blonde ponytail bouncing along for emphasis. “Not a chance in hell.”

“Then let’s make a bet,” I said. “If you’re so confident.”

“What’s in it for me?”

I thought about it for a moment, then offered, “If I don’t hit you within five minutes, I’ll buy you a pizza.”

The blonde rolled her eyes. “I’ve been training you all day. You’re already buying me a pizza as thanks. Maybe two! But how about this: I win and you clean my room. Everything. Really scrub it.”

I shrugged.

“Fine, and if I win —“

Rory cut me off. “I’ll go on a date with you. That’s how easy you are to read. I already know what you’re going to ask.”

“Nope,” I said. I returned her confidence. “You’re already going to go on a date with me. It’s just a matter of time. But if I land a hit, then you owe me one kiss.”

She laughed. “You’re pretty cocky for someone who’s limping around after getting wailed on all day.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That might be true. But all I have to do is land one hit on you, right?”

“Fine. One hit, one kiss,” she chuckled. I heard her mutter to herself as she walked to the other side of the mat, “Easiest maid service I’ve ever gotten.”

But before she got there, I rushed forward and shouted, “Okay, go!”

She started to turn, but I bent down and got my arms around her. I stood quickly, hoisting the pint sized beauty up off the mat. She struggled, but my arms had her tight. She whacked at my back with the sword.

“You ass!” she growled.

“No, your ass.” I bobbled my sword until I had an angle, and then I spanked the cheerleader with the flat of the blade.

“Ow!” she whined.

I dropped her back to the ground, where she stared daggers at me. She started and stopped speaking a half dozen times as she tried to process her anger.

“Look at it this way — I took your lesson to heart. You said there wasn’t any such thing as playing fair,” I told her. “But I think you’re too mad for that kiss to be any good, so I’ll hold off on cashing it in.”

She sputtered out an angry response. “You spanked me!”

“It seemed the nicer option. For both of us.” I gave her a wink.

“You… You, you… You stupid head!” Rory shouted.

I laughed at that. She realized what she said and cracked a smile too. “Fine, you beat me,” she said. A grin spread across her face. “Now you need to put away all the mats and equipment. And you’ve got five minutes to do it before I lock the roof and you can spend the evening thinking about what you did.”

“I’ll probably be doing that anyway,” I teased.

She hurled her sword at me, and I only barely managed to duck it before it cracked into the shed behind me.

I heard her grumbling to herself as she stormed off.

That’ll keep her on her toes, I thought. I don’t know how this whole harem thing will work, but at least now she’s not thinking about that. She’s thinking about how now she has to kiss me.

Overall, it was one of my favorite grueling workouts.


Chapter Twenty



My days fell into a steady rhythm. I’d wake and do early morning fight training with Rory. At lunch I’d meet with Beatrix to study the history of demons and the world I’d stumbled into. In between I would try and make it to my classes, and the ones I couldn’t make I called out sick.

Afternoons were spent with my girlfriend. She worked hard to get me up to speed on magic — but I struggled more than I expected, especially after the first day’s successes.

We ended up using the roof of Rory’s building. We didn’t have a ton of options. The museum grounds we used the first time were getting a makeover, so workers swarmed the place. And neither of us wanted to risk getting jumped in the forest again. According to Rory’s sources, Lattie had been seen around town, often with other dangerous demons with him. So that meant sticking to safety.

The added benefit — or hindrance, depending on your point of view — was that on the roof we were further from the ground. That might be obvious, but I’d learned that a closer connection to the actual earth made magic slightly easier. Or, in my case, much easier.

It wasn’t all struggles. When I tried the light spell with my sword, it worked without a hitch. But without the weapon, relying on my own power that far from solid ground, I could only make it appear one out of five times, and it was weak.

“This isn’t working! What about when I’m fighting Pallatrox in the ballroom?” I asked after frustratingly failing another spell. “If I lose my sword, I need to be able to cast, right?”

“Sure,” Juniper said. “But that’s on the ground floor. You’re closer to the earth there. The distance is what matters, for the most part. You’ll be fine. And if there’s no basement it’s almost as good as standing barefoot on the dirt.”

I sighed and laid back. The sun was dipping lower. We’d been practicing for three hours, and I somehow felt worse at using magic than I had when I started. And it was Wednesday — the Farmer’s Ball was only three days away.

“Ace, the earth is a grounding force, and apparently your sword serves a similar function. But magic doesn’t require it. You saw me float in the air — magic made it happen. Right now, you’re stressing too much. Pallatrox might be a big threat, I’m not going to say he’s not. But I can say with certainty, that if you spent every hour of every day practicing magic between now and Saturday, you wouldn’t be talented enough to rely on it.”

I looked over at the witch sitting cross-legged on the roof near me. “Time for a hard truth moment, huh?”

She nodded and went on. “You need to hear it. Because what we’re all trying to do is give you a couple more tools for the fight. Remember, Pallatrox has faced witches and wizards before and magic didn’t kill him. What we want is something to help you in a tight spot, or handle any of his goons that might surprise you. And you’ve already done that before. The spark you shot off in the woods would stun or wound weaker demons.

“You and Beatrix will find a way to kill him, or you’ll find a way to stop the ritual. If you do, it’ll be something like a hundred years before the next time he can try. And you’ll be a hundred years stronger.”

Right, I thought. I’m going to live for centuries, or longer. This isn’t curing the disease, it’s first aid so I can fix the problem later.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I’m just thinking about how glad I am that my sexy witch girlfriend is so much smarter than I am.”

She blushed. “It’s not that complicated. I like studying. Magic is just another thing I can study.”

“I like that you’re a nerd,” I said. “School or magic — it’s cute how hard you try at all of this. And how good you actually are at it.”

“Okay, enough flirting, or I’ll jump you right here,” she said, giving me a wink.

“I wouldn’t hate that,” I said, a grin spreading across my face.

“I wouldn’t either,” she said.

We hadn’t had much time together since our only encounter. And I couldn’t get the sexy woman out of my mind — even with all the talk of harems and other women, Juniper had taken up residence in my fantasies.

“But nope!” she said, jumping to her feet. “No sexy times. We’ve got to keep people alive.”

“So sexy times after I save the school?”

“Of course,” she said. “But you need to get better at magic for that.”

I got to my feet, eager to try and impress her.

“Let’s try the spark spell again.”

That was the “Mul” spell. After my accidental casting of “Šed” we’d all refrained from saying the actual spells. Supposedly the sword only worked for me, but we were playing it safe.

I worked my hands into the appropriate gestures, feeling the muscles complain as they bent into unusual shapes. I reached into my core, finding the power source.

“Mul!” I shouted.

Nothing happened.

“Okay, your fingers were good, but keep the left hand moving in wider circles,” Juniper corrected.

I repeated the motions until she was happy with them. Then I attempted the spell again.

Once again, nothing. Nada. Zip.

“You’re getting frustrated,” Juniper accurately observed. “That’s only going to make it harder, Ace. Take a minute and close your eyes. Breathe and visit your power source.”

My eyes closed, I once again imagined myself in the warehouse. I walked down the aisle to where my power source was stored. The glow was just as bright as before.

That didn’t make sense. My spells had worked so well on the ground, and this removed from the earth I was more like a normal witch or wizard: struggling. Something here didn’t make sense.

I pulled the box off the shelf and looked inside. The orb hovered and spun slowly.

“Is there anything wrong with me touching the power source?” I asked, keeping my eyes closed.

“I don’t think so,” Juniper answered, her voice sounding distant even though I was still physically just as close to her on the rooftop. “But we’re in uncharted territory here, Ace.”

Nothing ventured, nothing gained, I thought.

I reached out and grasped the orb. I expected to feel heat, or a surge of power. But it felt like a baseball without the seams. Rough and solid. I examined it, turning it over, but nothing stuck out to me.

Moving it to the side, I looked into the box it normally stayed in. A tiny thread of energy snaked down from the orb. It continued down, disappearing out the back of the box.

I returned the orb to the box and followed the thread. It stretched back onto the shelf, barely visible. If I hadn’t seen it while holding the orb, I might have thought it was a spider web glistening in the light.

“What do you see?” Juniper asked. She sounded like I was in a deep pit, and her voice faintly reached me at the bottom.

“There’s a thread,” I said, and described what I had found. “I’m going to see where it goes.”

The shelf was sturdy, and I crawled onto it on my hands and knees. Barely fitting, I moved deeper. The thread disappeared between the end of this shelf and the start of the next one. I peered between the cracks, but couldn’t see where it went.

Returning to the aisle, I started unpacking the shelf. Then I thought better of it. I slid the orb’s box back into its home and circled around to the other side.

This shelf was full of dusty sports trophies, the kind you get from little league when everyone gets something to take home. None of them looked familiar, although I’d gotten plenty of the participation prizes in my day along with the occasional well-earned real deal.

“Is it going okay?” Juniper asked, her voice even fainter.

“Yeah, there’s something I want to try. Hold on.”

Moving quickly, I emptied the shelf. I cleared out every part of it, and then moved the whole steel frame out of the way, its legs scratching the floor with a loud screech.

Now the back of the box was visible, and I could follow the thread’s path.

White light traced its way down each shelf before finding a small hole in the floor. A metal grate covered a small drain pipe. The grate had caught hair and other bits of gross matter. I realized it wasn’t my hair, but black fur — possibly from the demon lions.

Grimacing, I scraped the gunk out. I dumped it into one of the half-full trophy boxes. Inside I found a cleaning rag, so I grabbed that and wiped the rest of the grate until it shone like new.

Now cleared, the thread started thickening. Instead of the gossamer thin string before, it had reached the level of a phone charger cord. Not terribly robust, but much better than before.

I left the shelf I’d moved where it was in case I needed to come back to it, then I walked out of the warehouse in my mind and returned to the roof.

Blinking my eyes, I had to adjust like I’d been in a dark room.

“You’re back,” Juniper said. She looked surprised, and was sitting further away.

“It was only a few minutes,” I said.

“No, Ace,” she said. “It’s been three hours.”

No wonder my eyes hurt. The sun had started setting and was blazing straight into them. I blinked and turned away.

“It really only felt like a few minutes,” I said, amazed. “Maybe fifteen.”

“You must have really locked in on your power. We should probably call it there,” she said. “It’s not good to push too hard.”

“Hold on,” I said. “Let me check.”

I wanted to try the spell after my work. My arms felt tight and sore, and my legs ached as I stood.

Geez, I thought. I really was sitting there for hours. Everything is stiff as hell.

I refrained from casting the spell right away. Instead, I stretched my arms, shaking them loose. Finally I felt fresh.

“Okay, here we go,” I said.

My fingers traced the patterns in the air. Something crackled inside of me, my power source feeling alive.

“Mul!” I shouted as I completed the spell.

I flung my hand out, and a spark sailed off into the night, vanishing in the distance before I could see it fade away.

“You did it!” Juniper said.

She jumped up and threw her arms around me. Before I knew it, her lips were pressed against mine, a hungry kiss.

Basking in the witch’s affection, I leaned into the kiss. My tongue slipped into her mouth, teasing hers. We made out for a minute more before Juniper finally pulled back.

“That’s a teaser for after you win,” she said.

“I think you’re teasing both of us,” I pointed out.

The redhead’s face was flushed with lust.

“Regardless, that’s all for now,” she said.

I kissed her again, quickly, and then took her hand.

“Can we go on a date?”

“Tonight?”

“Yeah,” I said. “A proper one. Let’s get dinner. I’m famished, and then I can drop you off at home. Unless that’s against your rules about saving the world?”

“No, I think that can be allowed,” the witch agreed.

I hadn’t stayed over with Juniper since the first night. While Rory had taken me for training, she’d gone with Beatrix to my dorm and added a few wards. They’d need to be refreshed eventually, and if we wanted them to be permanent it would be a much bigger process. But for now, I was safe there.

Which was just too bad, because I’d really enjoyed the night spent with Juniper. But she wanted us to move slightly slower, which meant I was sleeping in my own bed for now.

Most likely because we’d be unable to keep our hands off each other if we were alone for too long, and end up not getting any sleep at all.

But I wanted to move at her pace. As excruciating as it clearly felt to both of us.

So we walked hand in hand across campus. I knew a diner that made great food, and it turned out Juniper hadn’t ever been there.

Halfway to the restaurant, I spotted the multicolored dome of my friend Via. The brunette with candy apple red tipped hair noticed me at the same time.

She started to wave, and then froze when she realized I was holding hands with Juniper. But it was too late, and she knew it, so Via gave in and waved me over.

“Wanna say hi?” I asked Juniper.

“I’d love to meet your friend,” she said.

Juniper and I crossed the quad to where Via was camped out. She’d posted up under a tree with a blanket spread out. She was playing some game on a handheld console.

“Hey, Ace,” she said.

She dropped her game and popped to her feet to wrap me in a big hug. I couldn’t remember the last time she did that, but we hadn’t hung out much since this all started. Apparently, she missed me. She pressed in close, until I pulled away.

“Via, this is Juniper. My girlfriend.”

Via gave Juniper the once over that took so long it would be better to call it a twice over.

“Hi,” Juniper said, holding out her hand. “I’ve heard so much about you. It’s wonderful to meet you.”

“I haven’t heard anything about you,” Via said. “I thought you were blonde.”

“That’s Juniper’s best friend,” I said. “Which I thought I already told you.”

“It’s okay,” Juniper said, doing her best to soothe the upset woman. “I think I’ve been monopolizing a lot of Ace’s time. We’re going to get dinner. Would you like to join us?”

“Where are you going?”

“Ace told me about a diner he wanted me to try.”

“Burger Palace!?” Via practically shouted. She spun, glaring at me. “I thought that was our place, Ace.”

“Do we even have a place?” I asked. “It’s the only place open twenty-four hours a day.”

“Ace and I always go there when we need a late night study break,” Via tossed in Juniper’s direction.

“Then I feel honored to be invited,” Juniper said.

“Fine, I’ll come,” Via said. She started gathering her things, stuffing them into her backpack.

“Are you sure?” I whispered to Juniper.

“I want to get to know your friends,” she said, then lowered her voice even more. “Is she always so… prickly?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t know what got into her. She’s a lot more fun, normally.”

“Alright, let’s go!” Via said, slinging her backpack on and heading off.

We followed after the gamer girl. She moved fast enough we didn’t really get a chance to talk. Juniper kept giving me concerned looks, but I didn’t know what to tell her.

When we arrived at the Burger Palace, we were able to get a table quickly. The diner had an old 1950s aesthetic. Lots of chrome and vinyl, with a jukebox in the corner. The waitresses all wore poodle skirts.

“It’s cute,” Juniper said when we sat down. The waitress handed us some menus and gave us some time to order.

“The food is great,” I explained. “Out of this world.”

“Ace and I discovered it during our freshman year,” Via said. “We’d gotten sick of the cafeteria food, so we just went for a walk to find anything close by. We had a lot of fun exploring the town, didn’t we?”

“We did,” I agreed. “Although I’m learning there’s a lot about the town I didn’t know about.”

“Really?” Via asked petulantly. “Like what?”

“Yeah, Juniper’s shown me a couple neat places,” I said.

“That’s great,” Via said.

The waitress returned and took our orders. Once they were in, Via excused herself in a huff to go to the bathroom.

Once she was safely out of earshot, I apologized to Juniper. “This wasn’t exactly the date I had in mind.”

She just looked at the departing woman. “Did you know she was in love with you?”

Both Juniper and Rory thought Via had feelings for me immediately upon meeting her. Either they were a little jealous, or maybe there was something to it.

“I didn’t know anything of the sort,” I said.

“Rory said she thought Via was into you, but this is, like, next level,” Juniper said. “Am I safe here?” I could tell she was joking — mostly.

“Is she really that bad?” I asked.

“Yeah. Claws so far out I thought she was a demon.”

“Wow. Now you know why I was single,” I joked. I took Juniper's hand, giving her a comforting squeeze. “Not that I’m complaining. It led me to you.”

“That was very sweet,” Juniper said. “If a little weird. Are you sure it’s one-sided?”

I took a deep breath. Juniper deserved to know the truth, especially since I wanted her in my life. “Kind of. I had a crush on her when we were younger, but she never even acknowledged me like that. I even asked Via out the summer before we came here,” I said. “But she turned me down. Said she only saw me as a friend. So when she said that, I decided I didn’t want to pine after someone who didn’t like me like that.”

“Maybe that opened her eyes, but she doesn’t know how to bring it back up,” Juniper said. “Sometimes a shock to the system can do that.”

“Maybe…” I didn’t know what to think. It all felt like too much drama for me. Personally, I just wanted to hang out with my hot witch girlfriend and debate adding a blonde to the mix. I spotted Via coming back, and warned Juniper.

Before she got back, Juniper whispered to me, “Since she doesn’t know about all the demon stuff, it does look like I really have been taking up a lot of your time. Why don’t we cut this short so you can hang out with her a bit? It might ease her mind.”

“How did I get so lucky?” I asked her.

“Right? You really hit the jackpot.”

By then, Via reached the table. “So,” Via started before she even sat down, “Juniper, why are you dating a junior? No senior guys interested?”

“Via,” I growled, but she ignored me.

Juniper’s eyes flashed in anger. But then she took a breath and answered politely. “I didn’t find anyone I liked until Ace. He’s quite the catch.”

“There’s no gross past there?” Via leaned in.

“No past at all, gross or otherwise,” Juniper said. I was impressed how well she was handling Via’s needling. I realized I’d been gripping my fork so hard I’d bent it. I dropped it under the table so Via wouldn’t notice.

“Whoops,” I said. “My bad. Oh, Juniper, you’ll like this. Via makes her own dresses and cosplay.” I tried to steer the topic towards something Via might be nice about.

“You do?” Juniper asked. “That is so cool. I’ve never been crafty, and I really admire people who can. Do you have any pictures? I’d love to see some of your designs, if you don’t mind sharing.”

That surprised my friend, who fumbled out her phone and started sharing some pictures. Juniper cooed over them, throwing lots of compliments Via’s way. Before long, the food arrived and we all dug in.

The rest of dinner was uneventful. Juniper had successfully thawed Via’s aggression. I paid for all of us, not wanting to give Via any more reasons to be grumpy.

Outside the diner, I told Via I’d see her later for some games. “But I need to walk this one home,” I said. “She lives off campus.”

“Okay, well, I’m totally going to kick your ass,” Via said. “You’re getting rusty.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Via,” Juniper said.

“Thanks,” Via said. “You’re not so bad yourself. I can see why this idiot likes you.”

She walked off towards campus, and Juniper gave me a grin.

“Not so bad, eh?” she said.

“High praise,” I agreed.

I grabbed her hand and pulled her close. “Thanks for putting up with her,” I said. I kissed her quickly. “She’s a lot, and — I’m realizing a couple years too late — a bit of a jerk to girls I like, but she is my oldest friend. Via means a lot to me.”

We walked off through town. The streetlamps started turning on. Other couples and groups of friends were heading out to bars and late dinners. I wanted to get her home before it got too late and the demons really were out and about.

“Of course,” Juniper said. “I totally understand important friends. And you’ve met Rory. She can be prickly in her own way. It stems from a different place, but she’s definitely protective of me.”

“And I poked that bear,” I said.

“Oh, she told me,” Juniper said, laughing. “You really got under her skin. Did you really spank her?”

“I did,” I said. “With the flat of my sword.”

“She’s either going to kill you or screw you. Maybe both.”

“And you’re okay with that?” I asked. “The screwing. Not the killing. I just want to double-check before anything happens. It was some relatively harmless flirting. But if it becomes anything else…”

“Thank you, Ace,” Juniper said. “It’ll be weird whenever it happens — and, yes, I think it's a when, not if — but I do want you two to date. She’s such a big part of my life, it almost feels weird not having her here as well. Don’t get me wrong, I will still want plenty of alone time with you, but I think it would be nice to spend time together. You don’t need to keep asking.”

“I’ll stop, then,” I said. “But if anything ever changes, don’t hesitate to tell me.”

She nodded and wrapped her arm through mine.

King Baby barked at me through the window as we walked up to her apartment. I gave the dog a wave and Juniper a quick goodnight kiss, and wished I could follow her up. But she was right, I needed to spend some time with Via, even though I wanted to get some sleep.

My week of training was halfway done, and I knew a break to have some fun would do me a world of good.


Chapter Twenty-One



Friday rolled around, and I felt more confident about how I’d fare against Pallatrox. Sure, I didn’t know how to kill him. All signs pointed to him being unkillable.

That afternoon, I made my way to the Veiled Volumes. Beatrix wanted one last chance to cram some knowledge into my brain.

Our sessions were a mix of lecture and assigned reading. At this stage, I knew there was zero chance to pick up an ancient language well enough to read these old texts in, so I was limited to English translations. Most likely that would always be the case, as the closest I’d come to a foreign language was two years of high school Spanish, and that went poorly.

My reading involved histories of demon wars, fought both in secret and in public. Apparently the Second Punic war came about because Hannibal found out one of the Roman generals was a demon in disguise. He waged a seventeen-year war in part to kill the demon before he could gain enough control. And Hannibal knew this because his closest advisor was a good demon, although Hannibal wasn’t privy to that secret.

I didn’t know how this was supposed to help me fight Pallatrox, but Beatrix assured me knowledge could provide answers. And some of this was for when I survived the fight. At least, that’s what she said.

The positive news was that Beatrix found an obscure book about the Shoudougar. Apparently the Celestial Convocation acquired all of the copies a thousand years before. They destroyed all of them, or hid them. All except for one.

“This one sat in a convent for the last millennia,” Beatrix explained. “Until they auctioned off all of their old books to pay for upkeep. The book ended up in the collection of one of my old friends from uni. Luckily, he owed me a favor after I cleared out the demons from his estate in Aberdeenshire.”

“That’s a hell of a favor,” I said. “The only copy of a rare book in existence…”

“Oh, he won’t even miss it. He’s a wizard, but mostly for the glamour of it. He wasn’t ever a serious student. I think he just did it to impress some hedge witches. Our Juniper will be more powerful than him in a year or two, I’d wager.”

The book arrived Friday as I was blowing dust off another obscure history of the mid-Ottoman empire. Happy for any reprieve, I rushed over to get a look at the book a secret magical organization tried to destroy.

“Careful,” Beatrix chided me. I watched as the experienced bookseller went to work.

She pulled on white gloves. As carefully as possible, she lifted the leather-bound book out of the box it came in, setting it gently down on the counter where she’d already placed a clean towel. The wizard sent the book wrapped in a thin cloth, which Beatrix pulled off slowly. The outside was nondescript, nothing at all to identify it.

The British woman opened the cover, revealing the cover page.

“The Shoudougar and Other Demonic Rituals,” Beatrix read.

A chill swept across the room. We’d found the instruction manual for whatever dark deed Pallatrox intended to perform the next night.

She stopped, staring at the page. “As much as I hate the idea of destroying a book, the Conclave might have the right idea with this one.”

“We just need anything that can delay the ritual,” I reminded Beatrix.

“Of course,” she mumbled. Quick as that, she was already in the zone, flipping through the pages. She’d pause and make small ‘hmms’ and ‘hahs’ as she read.

Beatrix’s pen scratched furiously on the pad next to her, taking notes. Her handwriting was almost as hard to read as the Latin the book was written in.

I tried to focus on my reading as she made progress, but I was dying to know what the book said. The second hand on the clock moved slower than the hour hand — at least that’s how it felt while I waited.

“Oh…” Beatrix stopped short. “Oh, no.”

“What?” I asked, suddenly worried. “Can we not stop it?”

“No, we can,” Beatrix said. “There’s a reason the Shoudougar has never been attempted before. It requires an ingredient that is almost impossible to find.” The serious woman pulled her reading glasses off and set them on the counter.

“Well? Don’t leave me hanging, Bea,” I said.

“The ritual requires the death of the Chosen, before their first challenge. It ends the line of Galliyae, regardless of any other heirs. The power of Galliyae leaves this plane, ripping a hole through reality. The ritual guides where it goes.”

“Wren was right,” I said. “She told me to leave. She said the ritual needed me.”

“Apparently, yes,” Beatrix agreed.

“Is there any other way to stop it?”

“I’ll look, but I doubt anything would be as useful as you leaving town. There is a very limited window for the ritual to work. If he can’t get you, then he can’t use your blood.”

“Is there anything in there about what the challenge might be?” If I could complete the first challenge, then that would prevent whatever Pallatrox was trying to do.

“No,” Beatrix said sadly. “I fear that knowledge may have died with your grandfather.”

“Shit,” I said.

I closed the history I’d been reading. No need for it now.

“Then why did he kill all those people in my dream?” I asked. “If he only needed me.”

“Maybe to draw you out? Or just to let his minions let loose as a reward for backing him. It could even have been his plan for if he didn’t know who you were, just that you were at the school.”

“Kill everyone until hell opens up,” I said.

She nodded.

“I can’t let it happen,” I said.

“Ace, if you go there, you risk the entire world being plunged into chaos as powerful demons roam the earth for the first time in millions of years. Millions, maybe even billions would die in days. And Pallatrox must know who you are now. Lattie saw you wield the sword.

“Plus, there’s nothing to gain by killing indiscriminately. He might not be killable, but he’s not omnipotent. That kind of act would draw a lot of attention. Magic users and other good demons would rally to find a way to punish him for such a brazen act.

“We don’t know how to stop him, but someone can find time with a hundred more years to study. He could end up imprisoned for eternity in a gemstone on a witch’s ring. Wren’s warning, this book, they all say leave town. Get out of here, find the first challenge, and then you’ll be ready for the next demon. And hell will stay where it belongs.”

“For a shopkeeper, you’re pretty smart,” I said.

She frowned at me, the kind of disapproving look only a proper British woman can pull off. “I studied at Oxford, before completing a magic course that would rival any university. Of course I’m smart.”

“Okay, brag much?” I grinned at her.

“You are quite the bother, Mr. Winters,” she said. But she couldn’t hide the faint smile as she turned away.

“Alright, Bea, you convinced me. Do you mind if I call you Bea?”

“Please don’t,” she said. “I don’t particularly like Rory and Juniper using it.”

“Noted. Time to make a plan. We need to pack up and get out of here. The sooner, the better, I think,” I said. I checked my phone. No messages, but my training session with Juniper would be starting soon.

I decided to save her the trip to Rory’s apartment and called her.

The phone rang, and at the same time the front door’s bell jingled. Beatrix and I turned in unison to find Juniper standing there, tears streaming down her face.

“Juniper, what happened?” I asked.

She tried to talk, but a sob cut her off. She shook her head, stepped forward, and tossed an envelope on the counter.

I opened it quickly.

Inside was a set of printed photos. My blood boiled at the sight of them.

The first picture was of Rory, wearing a gray and sparkly dress, with small straps and a slit up the leg. The dress from my prophetic dream. I hadn’t been inside her apartment, but the photo looked like it had been taken from outside her bedroom while she tried on the dress. Taken by something able to get eight stories into the air — a drone or demon.

The next photo was of Rory again. This time she was tied to a chair, hands bound behind her back. She looked pissed, not scared at all. But the room she was in wasn’t the room from my dream.

The final picture had the same set-up, but a familiar long knife was held across her throat. Even with that threat, I could only see defiance in Rory’s eyes.

“Shit,” I whispered. “They took her.”

I flipped the photo over. On the back — scribbled in what, I hoped, was red ink — someone left a message for me.

Chosen of Galliyae,

My minions have taken the girl. You have delicious taste, I must say. You might be thinking about running away, but if you do then know that this girl’s life is forfeit. As is every single soul in this pathetic town. I’ll have her with me to make sure. Come to your silly Farmer’s Ball and I will release her. Then she’ll have the same chance to survive the Shoudougar as everyone else.

Cordially, Pallatrox.

“Shit,” I repeated.

This is bad. Really bad, I thought.

“They’re going to kill her,” Juniper sobbed.

“I’m not going to let that happen,” I said. I pulled my girlfriend close, wrapping my arms around her. She cried into my chest.

“That might not be the wisest option,” Beatrix said. “We cannot risk the whole world for one woman.”

Anger flared in my chest, but Juniper beat me to the punch. She shouted at Beatrix, “How can you say that? She’s my best friend! We can’t just let that monster kill her.”

“I love her, too, Junebug,” Beatrix started.

“Don’t call me that. Not if you’re talking about sacrificing her.”

“And if Mr. Winters rides into her rescue, and then the whole world is brought down around us? What then? What good would that do anyone?”

They continued yelling at each other, neither budging from their argument. But within me I felt a pulse of energy, hot like the anger I felt when I found out Pallatrox had taken Rory. But there was something else there.

If righteousness could be an emotion, that’s what I felt.

Purpose. Confidence. I knew there was only one option. Rory might not be dating me — but there were bonds already forming between us. And this feeling had to come from Galliyae.

“I’m going to save her,” I said. The other two stopped mid-sentence. For the first time since she arrived at the store, I saw hope in Juniper’s eyes.

“You cannot be serious, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix sighed.

“I wasn’t chosen to run away, Beatrix,” I shot back. “I can sense… something. All I know is that if I run now, I’ll never stop running. And then whatever awful thing happens after Pallatrox will be my fault. But right now, I can stop him.”

“No, you can’t,” Beatrix argued. “He’s unkillable. He’s cursed by hell to be literally unstoppable.”

“But the ritual isn’t unstoppable. That’s the weakness. So I show up, get Rory free, and then I just have to survive until the spell won’t work. You need to read this book and figure out how I do it. Maybe there’s another way to scuttle the whole thing.” I glared at the woman. She removed her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose.

“I didn’t use to get headaches this often,” she complained.

“Do you mean it, Ace?” Juniper whispered.

“Of course,” I said. “Even if I didn’t feel whatever this is, I couldn’t let anything happen to her. She means too much to you.”

“Thank you,” she said, barely audible. The witch’s arms wrapped around me and she squeezed me tight.

And that was that. Now we had to figure out how to stop the unstoppable.

No big deal or anything.


Chapter Twenty-Two



Juniper was in no state to research, so I walked her home. Magic lessons were obviously off. The redhead was a ball of stress, and even King Baby realized it. He immediately curled up on her lap the moment she sat down on the couch — well, as much as the eighty-pound dog could fit in her lap.

“Stay here,” I told the witch. “You’re safe in the wards.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“I’m going to hit the books with Beatrix, try and scope everything out, and then tomorrow night I’ll rescue Rory. Hopefully I can find something that will help.”

I got up and poured the redhead a glass of water. Once I was sure she was settled in and at least a little calmer, I started getting ready to leave.

“Wait,” Juniper said.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Take me with you tomorrow.”

“Absolutely not, Juniper.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “I can help! I’m a great witch. My spells could make the difference.”

“And what if you cast a big one and pass out? I’ll be splitting my attention between you and fighting Pallatrox.”

I sighed. Juniper’s heart was in the right place, and she just wanted to help save her best friend. But I couldn’t bring her, even if she might help a little. I don’t have nearly enough experience with fighting demons, and that meant I needed to not have any distractions. Rory was enough of one already.

“You understand, right?” I went on. “Let me save Rory.”

I could see the worry in her eyes, but she agreed. “Fine. But come see me before you go tomorrow,” she said.

“Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “Nothing is going to happen to me tomorrow, I know I’ll stop him.”

“It’s not just that,” she said, “Although I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to see you before it all goes down. But I might be able to make you something that can help.”

“As long as you don’t push yourself too hard,” I said.

I didn’t want the witch burning herself out trying to magic up a solution.

“I won’t,” she promised.

“If you need anything, text me or call,” I said. “And if you see anything creeping around, let me know immediately. I’ll be here right away.”

“I’ll be fine,” Juniper said. “My wards are strong. I promise I won’t leave. They grabbed Rory during the day while she was picking up her dress after cheer practice. Shit. She’s got the game tomorrow. They don’t know about all this, and they’ll be pissed if she doesn’t show.”

“Do you know anyone on the team?” I asked. Just one more headache. “I don’t want her getting in trouble because of this. I know how much she likes being a cheerleader. Better tell them she has food poisoning or something.”

“Absolutely not,” Juniper laughed. “Rory would rather be dead than have anyone think about her barfing. But I’ll come up with something. Good thinking.”

“Thanks.”

I looked over the witch one more time. She’d been devastated when she came into the store, but now I could see a glimmer of hope, poking its head out from under all the despair.

I can’t let her down, I thought. I have to protect her, and I have to save Rory. What’s the point of saving the world if I have to sacrifice them? I don’t know why Galliyae chose me, but I have to believe that this is the right thing to do. Otherwise — why pick me?

My girlfriend gave me a weak smile. I leaned over, gave her a quick kiss on the top of her head, and left her there to be comforted by the goofy golden cuddled up with her.

Walking back, I decided to try and keep the other important person in my life safe. I sent a quick text to Via.

Ace: Via?

Ace: You around?

Ace: I need to tell you something.

Via: Sounds serious.

Via: Oooooo.

Via: Did the redhead get you pregnant already?

Ace: It is serious. Can you talk?

Via: I’m in class all afternoon, then I have to do a practical.

Via: Yuck, right?

Via: How about tonight?

Ace: Sure. I’ll swing by after dinner.

I didn’t want to tell her anything over the phone. I wasn’t sure how much she’d even believe, but I knew it had to be in person. That done, I hurried back to the Veiled Volumes.

The front of the store was empty when I returned.

“Beatrix?”

“Hmm?” The British woman leaned out of her office door, her nose in a book. “Mr. Winters. Is Juniper alright?”

“She’s been better,” I said. “But she’s safe.”

“Good. I still don’t like this plan, but I think with some steady work we can find a solution. There hasn’t been a problem I’ve faced yet that couldn’t be solved with a little thought and a good book.”

She disappeared back into her office. I followed.

Beatrix’s office was more of a library than anything else. Floor to ceiling shelves lined every wall. The space was almost bigger than the front room, with two more aisles of bookshelves in the back half. A cramped desk was tucked into the corner near the door. Two stacks of old grimoires and tomes crowded out one side, and the rest was taken up by pads of legal paper she’d been scribbling notes on.

“Start there,” she said, pointing at one of the stacks. “It’s mostly in English. Use a translator app for anything else you see. It should only be French or Middle English.”

The top book had a black fabric covering. “Myths of the Demonic Underworlde” was stitched on top. There wasn’t a table of contents, so I just dove in. According to the author’s note near the front, the book had been assembled from interviews with various demons and demonic experts, with the intent of studying the false beliefs. Not heretical, just things the author believed were fantasy.

Angels took up the first half. There was a brief chapter after that on Galliyae, with only a passing paragraph about the Chosen. Based on what I knew, almost everything was wrong. In the end, the author decided that the Chosen was a moniker various demon hunters took on to add to their mystique.

I kept reading, and found the only mention of the Shoudougar in an appendix. One sentence. “The Shoudougar is a fanciful tale, one that no serious scholar should explore.”

“Great,” I muttered to myself. “Three hours of reading and that’s all I get.”

“Keep at it,” Beatrix said, moving past me in a flurry. She’d already worked through four books.

She’d pulled a lecturer’s podium out from somewhere, and the book she’d gotten from her friend was open on it. The Brit was constantly cross-checking whatever she’d found in there. If she’d found anything of value, she hadn’t shared it with me yet.

Another book waited, and I dove back in.

Halfway through my third book of the day, my stomach rumbled. In the windowless office, I’d lost track of time.

“I’m going to get some food,” I said. “Need anything?”

“No,” Beatrix said. “I have my kitchen upstairs.”

“Right, you live here,” I remembered.

“You can eat here, you know,” she said. “It would be better to stay here for the night. The wards are stronger here than in your dorm room.”

“I will, but I want to try and convince my friend to skip the dance,” I said.

“Be careful, Mr. Winters,” was all she said in response.

Wind cut across my face as I stepped out of the shop. The sword sat in the scabbard at my hip. Probably I’d end up with a reputation as a sword guy at this rate. But I couldn’t risk getting into a fight without enough protection. The last thing I wanted was getting captured before saving Rory.

Something was in the air. Even though the night was mostly clear, fewer people were out and about than I would have expected. Especially for a Friday night. The campus would normally be a flood of activity as people kicked back after a week of classes. But the nervous looks, the purses clutched tight, the angry mutterings all pointed to a general sense of unease. Whatever Pallatrox had planned was seeping its way into the very fabric of the town.

Via’s dorm kept with the pattern. I got dirty looks as I slid through the door behind someone, although no one cared enough to actually stop me. Even that was weird. Normally the front door was propped open all night so partiers and guests could come and go without worrying about keeping track of keys while inebriated.

I made my way up to her floor, and knocked on the gamer girl’s door.

She opened it, just a crack so she could see who was there.

“Hey, Via,” I said.

“Ace, great,” she said.

Via let the door swing open. She hopped back onto her bed as I shut the door behind me.

“Weird night,” she said. “Right?”

“Yeah, very weird,” I said. “How’d your classes go?”

We shot the shit for a few minutes. There was still some awkward tension between us, although I didn’t know if that was because of the other night, or whatever was happening.

“So, what do you want?” she asked when we’d hit another conversational roadblock.

Now or never, I thought.

“You can’t go to the dance tomorrow night,” I said.

That made the gamer girl take notice. She looked back and forth between me and the hook on the wall where her dress hung.

“Afraid I’m going to show up your date?” Bitterness caked every word.

“No,” I said. “I’m not going either.”

How do you explain a danger that the other person doesn’t even believe is real? A week before, I’d have joined Via in laughing someone out of the room if they said demons were real. But that didn’t stop them from being real, and potentially killing Via if she showed up to the dance the next night.

My only option, unfortunately, was to lie my ass off.

“There’s a gang that’s going to make trouble,” I said. “I overheard it while I was out in the park the other day. They said something about making a move on someone else’s turf.”

“Really?” she said. Skepticism sounded like too soft a description for how she felt.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s what they said.”

“And what did the cops say when you told them?”

“The cops, well, they didn’t think I had enough verifiable information. They wouldn’t shut down a dance just for some kid’s claims.”

“Maybe it’s not that bad, then?” Via looked like she’d won the debate.

“Sure, it might be,” I said. “But… What if it wasn’t just someone boasting in the woods? Via, what if they do show up? Even if they don’t plan on doing anything stupid, one wrong move and someone with a gun could hurt people. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“And what about my dress?”

“There will be other dances! Fuck, I’ll take you out somewhere you can show it off, if that’s what it takes,” I said.

“Fine,” Via said.

“You won’t go?”

“I won’t. But you owe me.”

“Big time,” I agreed.

“And I’ll collect!”

I laughed. “I know you will, Via.”

She sighed. The gamer girl got up and grabbed her dress. She pulled a black garment bag out of a drawer and carefully slid the dress into it. Then she opened her closet and slid it next to another fifteen garment bags. Most of her tiny closet was taken up with costumes or dresses she’d made for herself.

“Is this why you’ve been wearing a sword? Or that crazy knife I saw?”

“Yeah.” In for a penny, right? I continued, “They saw me leave, and a couple of them jumped me in the parking lot a week ago. Just to threaten me. I know it won’t do much, but it makes me feel safer. They don’t have to know it’s not sharp.”

“God, you’re such a nerd,” she grumbled. “Who walks around with a sword for self-defense?”

“King Arthur?”

“Okay,” she said, a slight smile at my joke, “Get out of here before I get mad at you for ruining my Friday and Saturday night.”

I walked to the door. Before I left, I gave Via one more look. She’d perched herself back on her bed, and once again was watching out the window.

Now I just had to keep myself alive, stop the world from ending, and save the damsel in distress. Although if I called Rory a damsel in distress to her face, I might not be alive for much longer.

Beatrix was waiting for me back at the store. I gave her a thumbs up when she asked how my excursion went.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “I forgot to eat.”

“Of course you did,” she sighed. “Go upstairs and help yourself to my fridge.”

“Thanks, Bea,” I said.

At the back of her office was a small door, practically hidden by the towering shelves. Through it and up a narrow flight of stairs led to Beatrix’s apartment.

I expected even more books, and I wasn’t wrong, but I was a little disappointed. She only had one waist-high shelf. Looking through it, I saw it was crammed with cheap romance paperbacks, each with lusty, shirtless men on the cover.

“I guess Beatrix struggles to date as much as Juniper and Rory do,” I said to myself.

Her small kitchen sat right off the landing of the stairs. Scrounging around for a plate, I made myself a sandwich on some crusty bread with the turkey and cheese I found in the fridge. The endless piles of books downstairs didn’t seem terribly appetizing to me, so I sat and ate at her tiny table.

A breather was exactly what I needed.

I’d been moving non-stop almost since the moment I turned twenty-one. And that pace accelerated as I got ready to fight Pallatrox.

Not once had I really questioned what happened to me. There was a calming presence whenever I thought about my powers.

No one knew — outside of my dearly departed grandfather — whether or not Galliyae would ever talk to me. But the cool, calm feeling struck me as a sign from her that I was headed in the right direction.

If Galliyae was worried about me dying, she could find other ways to warn me.

Hopefully.

My sandwich done, and my stomach slightly less angry, I rejoined Beatrix downstairs.

The long night felt like it would never end. My head was spinning from the useless facts I kept finding. Clearly nothing of value had been written in English. The Celestial Conclave, if they still existed, had done an impressive job getting rid of any information about the Shoudougar.

Eventually I fell asleep hunched over another book.

Beatrix woke me and guided me back upstairs. I collapsed onto her couch with a mumbled “Thanks,” and slept fitfully through the night.

Luckily there weren’t any more terrible nightmares.

The scream of a tea kettle shocked me out of my sleep. Beatrix, still wearing her clothes from the day before, quickly pulled the offending kettle off of the burner.

“Sorry,” she apologized. “But I need a pick me up. Would you like some?”

I nodded groggily. Apparently I’d slept until the early afternoon.

“It’s late,” I said.

“I figured you needed as much sleep as possible, but I had to interrupt,” she said. She set a plate of toast on the table.

“‘S’all good,” I mumbled. I stood and stretched out my back, feeling a dozen knots letting me know the couch wasn’t as comfortable as I would have liked.

“I may have found something,” she said.

“I like the sound of that.”

The shopkeeper poured a mug of water for both of us, and dropped a tea bag into each one. I took a big bite of the bread. Beatrix went over her findings while gently dunking her bag.

“This is what I found out. The ritual has three stages. The first stage doesn’t have any weak points. Pallatrox will have to chant a long, complicated spell five times. Unfortunately, he doesn’t have to be in his demon form to do it, so if he can hide in a disguise, I’m sure he will. He just has to be in the space, which in this case is the ballroom, and at the right time.”

“What time is that? Can I try spotting him as he starts? Or can I interrupt him?”

“That’s definitely possible, and worth a try,” Beatrix conceded. “The conditions for the ritual last for one hour, and it’s safe to assume Pallatrox will start as close to the beginning as possible, to give him the largest window for success. My calculations are rough, but the alignment starts at 11:13. Unless he’s delayed, expect him to be starting as close to the mark as possible.”

“Damn. That's right when the dance will be at its fullest,” I said.

“Indeed,” she agreed.

“Should I pull the fire alarm? Try to clear everyone out?”

“And if the police show up? What then, Mr. Winters? Will you battle cops and demons at the same time? Because they would have a lot of questions about someone running around with a sword.”

I nodded. “Got it. No cops.”

“May I continue?” she asked. I nodded and sipped my scalding hot tea. At least the warmth and caffeine were starting to help me wake up.

“The third stage,” she continued, “Only ends with the death of the sacrifice — you, in this circumstance — or the death of Pallatrox. The book is unclear if this stage goes long enough that the ritual will fail. But the ritual itself might kill you if it goes long enough.”

“They can do that?” I asked.

“Very possibly,” she said. “Some rituals consume the sacrifice alive or dead. This one has never been performed before. But the stars will move out of the required pattern thirteen minutes after midnight. If it somehow makes it that long, you’ll find out.”

“And if the spell continues at that point? But neither of us die?”

Beatrix looked out her small kitchen window. For a moment, I thought she hadn’t heard me. But then she spoke, quietly.

“If it comes to that, Mr. Winters,” she said, “You will either need to kill Pallatrox or be killed yourself. A spell that lasts longer than the times required won’t ever end until the conditions are met.”

“Got it, don’t let the spell get to the third stage.”

“That is, in my humble estimation, the only viable solution,” Beatrix agreed.

“And you think I can stop it during the second stage?”

“Yes. If he recites the chant five times, then he must trace a symbol on the floor in one unbroken motion. Any interruption would require him to start over. If you can keep him from completing the symbol, then the spell will fail.”

“And what’s he using? Blood?” I grimaced at the thought.

“Chalk, I believe,” she said.

“At least that will be less gross. What happens if I scuff the mark, break the line?”

“He would have to start over again.”

She pulled her book out and slid it over to me. It was opened to a page with a diagram of the symbol. The main focus was a large circle, with a wave pattern crisscrossing the exterior. The interior had six triangles touching at their points, and reaching various parts of the outer wave.

“How do you do this without breaking the line?” I wondered out loud.

“Pallatrox has had centuries to practice,” Beatrix pointed out. “He’s fast, agile, and strong. He probably only needs four or five minutes to do this. Maybe less.”

Somehow I have to stop him for an hour, or interrupt him twenty times. I’ve got my work cut out for me.

“If he completes the line, it will be unbreakable, so don’t bother trying at that point. He’ll need to arrange thirteen candles and light them all within ten seconds.”

“He can’t possibly do that, can he?”

“Assistants, Ace.”

Beatrix sounded frustrated explaining the basics of magic to me. Of course, I was the newbie demon hunter risking the whole world for a cheerleader, so she had some reasons to be frustrated. “Other demons will help light the candles. If you can kill them, then that might be enough to stop this madness. Demons are fast, but not that fast.”

“Great,” I said. “Make with the choppy-choppy on some demons.”

“With the candles lit, then Pallatrox will have one last step. He’ll need to add your blood and his blood to the center of the symbol. That will begin the third stage. And the two of you will be locked in, like I said before.”

“Right, fight to the death, and only one of us can actually die.”

“You are being rather glib, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said. “I trust you are taking this seriously. Pallatrox is not like any of the other demons you have faced. He is powerful and ancient, canny in ways you cannot expect.”

“I know that, Bea,” I said. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good.”

“I promised Juniper I’d check on her before I head out, so I’m going to go there. Any last words of wisdom?”

“Don’t go,” Beatrix pleaded. “You can run. Let me go and try to save Rory.”

I shook my head.

“That’s not in the cards, Bea. I wish it was. But Galliyae needs me there.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve never been more sure.”

She took a long sip of her tea, staring out the window.

I waited for a moment, wondering if she would say anything else. As I left, I thought I heard her whisper “Good luck.” But I couldn’t be sure.


Chapter Twenty-Three



Happy barks greeted me when I knocked on Juniper’s door.

“Come in,” she called out.

King Baby immediately tried to tackle me for hugs and pets. I kept my feet and slipped inside.

“Who’s a good boy?” I asked, scratching his head. Satisfied I’d paid him the attention the golden retriever thought he was due, he returned to his dog bed in the corner. I’m pretty sure he was asleep before I made it to the kitchen.

A musty, earthy fragrance wafted out of the room.

Standing over the stove, my redheaded girlfriend stirred a boiling pot. She kept up a steady, consistent pace. Every third stir she’d drop something in.

“Just a sec,” she said. “I need to get this exactly right.”

Three more cycles of stirring and adding ingredients, and then she stopped. I enjoyed watching Juniper work. The confident side of the witch came out, as she moved quickly and efficiently, with well-practiced motions. After the final stir, she watched the boiling water for a few more seconds. She must have liked what she saw, because she grinned and turned around.

“Hi,” she said, suddenly shy again.

“Hi,” I repeated. I picked the woman up and spun her around, and then gave her a big kiss.

“You came,” she said.

“I said I would. I’ve got a couple hours until I need to head over to the Green Building. And Beatrix found a bit of good news.” I filled her in on everything Beatrix said.

“You’re so brave,” Juniper said. She leaned into my chest. “Rushing off to save my friend, and save the world.”

“I’d like to think she’s my friend, too,” I pointed out.

The pot on the oven’s scent grew stronger, with a puff of green smoke coming out of it.

“What is that?” I asked, holding my nose. She perked up, pulling away from me.

“It’s done! Awesome sauce,” she said.

She skipped over to the stove, giving it one long sniff. Then, the witch turned off the burner and carefully ladled a scoop out into a mug. She shoved it into my hands.

“Drink it while it’s hot,” she said.

“What is it?”

“Just drink, Ace.” Her tone didn’t allow for any arguments. “It stops working in just a few minutes if you let it cool.”

The blueish green liquid wasn’t particularly attractive. It smelled like mushrooms and dirt. I took a deep breath and then swallowed it all quickly.

It tasted better than it smelled, mostly by lacking a distinctive taste outside of a mild unpleasantness.

As soon as the warm liquid hit my stomach, a surge of power rushed through me. I felt great, refreshed — like I could run a dozen miles.

She’d given me a magic energy drink. More and more surprises were in store for me in this new world.

“Whoa,” I shouted. I covered my mouth, surprised at how loud I was.

“It works,” she said, unsure of herself.

“If it’s supposed to feel like I ate a battery, yeah, it works.” I got my voice under control — the liquid didn’t make me louder, just invigorated me.

“Good. It should give you as much energy as you need over the next day or so. I didn’t want you getting tired.”

I pulled the witch close to me. She sagged into my arms, clearly tired. I kissed the top of her head and held her close.

“Did you sleep?” I asked.

“A little,” she admitted.

“Well, this is incredible, Juniper. Thank you.”

“Actually, I have one more gift.”

She broke away from the hug and went into her room. She came back with a small bracelet in her hand, the kind girls might make for each other at sleepaway camp. Pink and green threads wove together, making a simple pattern.

“Hold out your hand,” she ordered.

I offered her my left hand, not wanting it to get caught up in my sword or hilt. It’d be just my luck to lose a gift during the fight.

“What is it?” I asked. “Or is it just a bracelet?”

“Just a bracelet?” She tugged the knot tight onto my wrist and shot a dirty look my way.

“Sorry! With everything going on, I thought that maybe it’s magic? That’s not too crazy, right? You did just make me drink a potion.”

She giggled. “I’m teasing you, Ace. It is magic,” she said. “I spent the night binding it with protective spells. It should help keep you safe. And it will definitely stop one death blow.”

“A death blow? As in something that would kill me?”

“Yeah, see this bead here,” she said. She pointed at a small white bead I’d missed that was right in the center. “I enchanted it. It requires some rare ingredients. Otherwise we’d all be wearing one. When you get hit hard enough that you would die, it will break off instead. One use only, though. I figured if Pallatrox is unkillable, you should be as well, at least a little bit.

“Outside of that, there are some other protections. It should dull some impacts or cuts. Think of it more like magic armor than anything else.”

“Awesome,” I said. “You’re just incredible, Juniper. I’m so happy I met you.”

“Really?” The witch looked shocked at that statement. She took a step back, leaning against the fridge on the far side of the room. “Since meeting me you’ve had to fight for your life against demons, and now you’re fighting an unkillable one to save my friend.”

“Nobody’s perfect,” I joked. She smiled at that.

When she looked at me, I had a sudden realization. Her green eyes, sparkling in the evening light, spoke to me in a way I realized no woman ever had before. I felt like I’d lived a full life in the time that I’d known her. This witch, this woman, had stolen my heart. And while I felt confident Galliyae was sending me to the Farmer’s Ball, I knew that wasn’t a guarantee I’d walk back out.

I couldn’t let this feeling go unsaid, regardless of how fast it may have sprung up.

“Juniper,” I began, “I love you.”

She froze. I couldn’t have cast a spell any stronger than what I’d just said. She looked down at her feet.

“You don’t have to say it back,” I said. “You are magical, and I don’t mean just because you can cast spells. I just needed to tell you.”

“I love you, too,” she whispered.

A smile crept across my face.

In a moment, I crossed the kitchen to the witch and lifted her in my arms. Our lips met, lust and love shared across them.

We had an hour or two to kill, and I planned on making them count. But fate, it seemed, had other ideas.

“Wait, wait,” she said as my hands started to pull her sweater off. “The potion I made, it wears off if you orgasm. It didn’t feel important to tell you, but the way things are going… It’s a virility potion. Not that you need it for that, but the side effects are what makes it useful.”

“You’re kidding,” I said.

When the witch shook her head, I just shrugged. “Guess you’ll have to make another one.”

I kissed her again, until her hand pressed on my chest to move me away.

“It took eight hours to brew,” she explained. “I was watching it and keeping it active for two hours before you got here. You just got to see the finishing touches.”

My pulse pounded in my ears. I definitely felt more aroused than I would have expected — even after a week spent with Juniper without another release.

“Okay,” I sighed. “I’ll just have something to look forward to.”

“That’s the spirit,” she said. “Now, what are you wearing?”

“Uh, this?”

I glanced down at my clothes: jeans and a t-shirt.

She rolled her eyes. “Ace, they won’t let you into the Farmer’s Ball like that. You need a coat and tie.”

“I’m going to fight a demon, I didn’t think there was a dress code.”

“Boys…” she sighed. “Go change. You have something, right?”

“I do.”

“Good. Now, hurry. Rory needs you.”

She gave me a quick kiss on my cheek and ushered me out of her apartment.

I ran back to my dorm, and found the only suit I owned — black and a little worn. I pulled it on, grabbed a matching black tie, and checked myself out in the mirror. I looked like a federal agent, except for the expensive sword belted on my waist.

The brutal knife I’d taken earlier in the week sat on my desk. I slid it through my belt against my back. The coat covered it well, and I doubted anyone would be able to see it.

“Not bad,” I said. “Next time I need to figure out armor.”

Out in the hallway I heard laughter. A joke shared between my neighbors as they started heading towards the dance. It shocked me for a moment, until I remembered that while my world changed, everyone else kept living like normal. At least, they would if I succeeded tonight.

With one last thought, I set my phone alarm for 12:13. When it went off, I knew that either I’d saved the day, or the spell was locked in, and it could only end one way.

I’d trained all week. I had spells, a magic sword, and gifts from my witch girlfriend. There was nothing else for me to do.

It was time.


Chapter Twenty-Four



The Green Building looked completely different that night. Decorative lights swirled around on the front of the building. A large banner announced that the football team won their game earlier that day. A surge of college students in formal wear headed towards the front door, streaming across the sidewalks and grass in groups and alone.

I almost fell over because the sense of déjà vu was so strong.

In my dream, I’d been standing right here, in this very spot. I even recognized a few of the students — not from my life, but from the prophecy.

And if it was all true, then that nerdy guy is about to trip.

Right on cue, the man tripped over a loose cobblestone. He fell to his knees. And then a polite woman stepped over and helped him up.

I watched as they laughed about it, and together they walked in. It all happened exactly like I saw.

Good for you, buddy, I thought. Bad for me.

But it wasn’t exactly the same. I didn’t have the sword in my dream. Via had stayed home. So I could change things.

Maybe.

Only a couple guests spared a second glance at my sword as I crossed to the main doors. Considering even just the people I could see going in, I didn’t stick out too much. I saw two kilts, one Star Trek uniform, and a group of girls in matching men’s prom suits. They were straight out of the seventies, all blue frills and awkward cuts, worn by a group of girls I recognized from one of my classes.

The clock was ticking, and I needed to get a move on. Making it through the door, I scanned for Via.

I breathed a sigh of relief when I didn’t see her.

The main dance hall had been cordoned off the same way I’d foreseen it, with a long folding table blocking the only open doors. A couple members of the student council sat there checking people in.

A tingle crept up my ear as I noticed the security guards on either side of the door. That was new. I didn’t remember them from my dreams, and if we ever had security, it was the portly campus cop, not tough-looking men in suits.

“Ace?”

I spun and found Via standing right behind me, wearing her dress. My heart dropped through the floor.

“You said you weren’t coming,” she said, a look of equal parts guilt and annoyance on her face.

“I told you not to come,” I hissed at her. I dragged her off to the side. “Why are you here?”

“Because I wasn’t going to miss a chance to show off this dress. Duh.” She spun.

She did look good. For a moment I didn’t see my friend of years, but instead the gorgeous woman she’d grown into: shapely curves and long legs.

But both versions of Via were in danger.

“I wasn’t joking, Via,” I said. “It’s really dangerous tonight.”

“And you’re fine here with your sword? Plus, the college hired security, so nothing is going to happen. Anyway, where’s your little girlfriend?”

“She’s not an idiot, and is at home, safe.” I kept my hand on her arm and pulled her into the side hallway, out of sight of the other students.

Thankfully, it was currently free of both bodies and dance goers. We could hear the thump of bass from the speaker. There was a single security guard halfway down the hall, but he ignored us.

“Come on, Ace, this isn’t funny,” Via said. “I’m not sure if you’re actually scared, or this is a prank or something, but I’m over it.”

I glared at my friend. “It’s not a joke, Via. How many times do I need to say it?”

“You’re not kidding, are you? You’re going to try and stop a gang with a fake sword.”

“Something like that,” I said.

She laughed, before covering her mouth.

The laugh caught the security guard’s attention, though. He stared at me, before dropping his eyes to my sword. I saw him grin, his mouth full of sharp teeth.

“I’m going to need you two to wait there,” the guard shouted. He walked towards us.

“Get behind me, Via,” I whispered. “This might get bad.”

She giggled again. “Oh, so the campus security is the gang now? You’ve gone off the deep end, Ace.”

“Campus security is four fat old cops who got transferred here to wait out their retirement. Does that guy look like a cop?” I needed her to realize I wasn’t pulling her leg.

The gamer girl rolled her eyes. Then she looked at the guard again.

He was jacked, almost breaking out of his too small sport coat. He had big aviator sunglasses on, even though it was night. His hands ended in claws.

“Are those gloves?” she asked.

“No. Now get behind me.”

This time she listened, backing up until she bumped the wall a few yards behind me.

“No one has to get hurt,” the guard growled.

“Except me and everyone else?”

“Yeah, but not right now,” he said, a sickening grin on his face as he approached. “But I don’t mind starting early.”

My sword came out of the scabbard with a faint rustle.

“Ace, what’s happening?” Via asked, but I ignored her. I needed to focus on the threat in front of me.

“Not going to be that easy, buddy,” I said.

“Don’t say I didn’t offer, champ. Now I’m going to break your legs and drag you to Pallatrox. Then I’ll kill her.”

I lunged forward, thrusting the sword at his chest. I wanted to end this quickly and get Via to safety.

The guard moved fast, spinning out of the way. His claws swung around, angled to cut my hamstring.

But he wasn’t the only one who could move fast.

I lacked Rory’s grace, but I made up for it with god-given powers. I dodged the cut and brought my sword back around.

“Fuck,” he grunted. He wasn’t fast enough this time, and I clipped his arm. Not enough to do more than draw blood, but it was a start.

I kept up the pressure, swinging at any opening he gave me. He didn’t get a chance to attack as he barely stayed out of the way.

But I got cocky, and suddenly he kicked out, catching me in the stomach. I flew across the hallway and crunched into a trash can.

“Shit,” I muttered. I hopped to my feet, trying to get my guard up before he attacked again. But the demon didn’t come for me.

He had his arm around Via’s neck, claws tight but thankfully not cutting into her.

“Surrender, Chosen,” he growled. “Sword on the ground.”

I’d never seen Via afraid before, but now she looked panicked. She mouthed my name at me, unable to speak.

“Fine,” I said. I tossed the sword to the ground. It clattered on the ground, the sound rising above the dull thump of the music through the wall. “Let her go.”

“No,” he growled. “You’re too strong. We’re heading back to Lattie. Then, maybe I'll let her go.”

Not a chance in hell of that happening, I thought.

“Which way is Lattie?” I asked.

He nodded towards the back, down the long hallway away from the entrance. The demon pushed Via ahead of him. My friend stumbled, falling to her knees and out of his clutches as the demon cursed.

I reached behind me and gripped the knife. The second Via was clear of his claws, I threw it.

It spun through the air, but I had to rush, and this time my throw was off. The handle slammed into his nose with a crunch before the knife dropped to the floor.

“My fucking nose,” the demon complained as blood flowed freely. Via scrambled away, crawling to put distance between them.

He wasted time complaining, and I used that to grab up my sword.

“Aw, fuck,” he whined as my sword cut through his neck. His head dropped off with a surprised expression as his body collapsed to the ground.

“You… you killed him,” Via whispered.

“Yeah, he was a demon. I kill demons.” I dragged the body and slid it behind the trash can.

“A demon?”

“Uh huh,” I said. I didn’t pay attention to my friend as I tried to arrange the demon’s body out of sight. It wasn’t the best hiding spot. The demon's legs stuck out, but anyone looking from a distance wouldn’t be able to see him. Hopefully they wouldn’t spot the blood either.

“A demon!?”

My foot bumped against something, and I glanced down. Right, I decapitated him, I remembered. I grabbed the guy's head. His eyes no longer hid behind his glasses. At least it would be a useful teaching tool for Via. I showed her the solid red eyes, and then held his mouth open to show the shark teeth lining his gums.

“This is why I said not to come tonight.”

She gagged.

“That’s… not human.” She curled her legs into her chest, wrapping her arms around them.

“Okay, Via, I think you’re in shock. So I need you to listen to me. It’s about to get pretty terrible here if I don’t stop it. So I want you to take my knife and go hide in your dorm. Don’t let anyone in unless you hear from me. Can you do that?”

She didn’t respond.

This is exactly what I didn’t need, I thought. I checked my phone — I still had thirty minutes until the ritual started. But I needed to find Rory first, if I could.

Gently helping her, Via got to her feet, unsteady. I guided her to the side door. But before I could open it, I saw a half dozen demons walk by, patrolling.

“Just what I needed,” I whispered.

Near the exit was a small supply closet. It was locked, but I gave it a solid shove with my shoulder and the door broke free.

I flicked the light on. A dim orange light lit up the cramped room, with a rusty shelf on one side and a mop bucket in the corner, next to a folding chair that had seen better days.

Via practically collapsed into the chair when I got her near it.

“Listen, Via,” I said. Her eyes focused on me, barely. “You need to stay here, okay?”

She nodded.

“Keep the knife. Once I go, block up the door. I’ll come back when it’s safe, but it might be a couple hours.”

“I don’t like this,” she said. All the fight had gone out of her — and I didn’t blame her. I only handled it better because I had powers.

“I know, but trust me, you’ll be safe here. They’re after me, not you. Can you stay here?”

“Okay.”

She looked tiny and frightened, sitting in the chair under the solitary bulb. But I had to keep moving, and she’d be out of the way here.

In a way, I knew how she felt. It had been a massive shock to my system when I discovered demons did exist. But if I didn’t stop Pallatrox, it wouldn’t matter much.

“You’ll be fine, Via,” I reassured her again. “Just please stay here. I’ll come get you when it’s safe. And your dress is really nice. You did a fantastic job.”

She smiled at that, briefly. That, at least, got through the shock.

I shut the door, stepping back in the hallway. The frame and door looked fine, and as long as someone wasn’t examining it with a fine tooth comb they wouldn’t notice the damage from the break in.

The dead demon was right where I left him, unfortunately. Apparently not every demon melted away when I killed them.

With twenty minutes left until Pallatrox could start the ritual, the clock was ticking for me to find Rory. If I could trust the dream — and after Via’s arrival, I felt like I could — I knew she was somewhere here. And maybe the demon would be with her. If I could stop him from even starting this whole process, potentially a lot of my problems would be avoided.

My feet slapped down loudly on the tile floor as I headed towards the back hallway, my shiny black dress shoes lacking in the subtlety that I wished they had.

Definitely need an upgrade if I do this again, I thought. Wait, I really hope I don’t have to fight off a demon at a school dance again. That would suck.

The back section of the building was a maze of hallways and conference rooms. They were used for school clubs, big study groups, or if there was a big conference in the ballroom they might be used as breakout rooms. I’d rarely needed to come back here, outside of freshman orientation, so I didn’t know where anyone might be. The first hallway I passed was clear.

Then the next two were as well.

And the back hallway. Which meant Lattie was hiding off the obvious hallways, assuming they had a guard stationed outside. Otherwise I’d never find them in time.

Zigzagging through them, I rushed around the back areas, desperate to find any demon activity. Outside of the main areas, the whole place was a labyrinth.

Adding insult to injury, I found a set of stairs up to the second floor. I’d never been up there, but I had to assume it was as bad as down here.

I slid to a stop at the bottom of the steps and tried to listen for any signs. The dance’s bass thrummed, drowning out any small noises I might have been able to hear. But when I glanced up the stairs, my ears tingled slightly. The tingles followed a pattern, and so far they hadn’t led me wrong, so I hustled up the stairs.

Smaller hallways and rooms stretched around me, white walls and dusty bulletin boards with last year’s club announcements. Nothing indicating people had been here today. But down certain turns I’d feel the tingle again, so I kept following it.

Around one corner I spotted two demons. These were the slick security guards, wearing suits and glasses. But the disguises ended there. They had scales, and one even had small horns I could see from twenty yards away.

This had to be it.

I knew how important the element of surprise was, so I kept low, stepping carefully and quietly.

Of course, two steps in my shoe squeaked loudly on the tile floor. Just my luck.

Both demons whipped around towards me.

“Is this the men’s room?” I asked.

The closer demon, a yellowy-green fellow with clawed hands, glanced from my face to the sword in my hand.

“It’s the Chosen,” he hissed. “Get him.”

He rushed forward, bounding like a gorilla, hands and feet moving in concert. The other, a mostly human looking dude with horns, shrugged off his jacket, revealing an extra set of arms already holding knives.

“So it’s not the bathroom?” I asked.

I only got a growl in response.

The charging demon lunged at me. I slid to the side and struck with my sword, chopping one of his arms clean off in a single, smooth motion. He collapsed in a heap, sliding into the wall behind me with a moan.

Four Arms walked forward slowly. He tossed a knife at me, but I managed to block it with the sword. He quickly drew another knife to replace the thrown one.

That felt cool, I thought. But I was lucky to do it. I need to close the gap.

I thrust forward. Four Arms deflected it with one of his knives, and slashed at me with another. I got out of the way as it sliced through the air inches from my arm.

This guy had skill, two extra arms, and experience. I had superpowers and a week of training with a sword that occasionally guided me.

The betting markets would give it to the other guy, I think.

He kept up a pace of attacks that didn’t give me any chance to strike back. He’d kept pulling more knives from somewhere, and now could attack me with any of his four arms. The attacks came from every angle, often at the same time.

It sucked.

He managed to draw blood with a couple slashes, both shallow scratches. But they wouldn’t stay shallow for long if I let him keep it up.

Four Arms growled and smiled. He lunged closer, and a flurry of blows hit me, sending my sword spinning out of my grip. It clattered onto the floor a few feet from me.

Another swipe from Four Arms, and I only dodged by falling backwards. I scrambled back, and managed an awkward crab walk, putting distance between me and the demon.

“Pallatrox will make me a Prince of Hell for capturing you,” he said. “Now, do I need to keep cutting you, or will you come peacefully?”

“He’s mine,” another voice growled.

The gorilla demon rose to his feet. He clutched his bleeding shoulder.

“I want his arm,” he said. “Payment for what he did to me.”

“Fuck that, you’ll kill him,” Four Arm shot back.

“Try and stop me,” the disarmed demon said, the threat clear.

THWACK

THWACK

Two knives grew out of the gorilla demon’s chest. He grunted and toppled to the ground. Or, I realized a moment too late, Four Arms had just killed him.

I lunged for my sword, but the demon kicked it further away.

“Ah, ah, ah,” he said. “None of that. I won’t kill you, but I am very skilled at hurting humans.”

Four Arms had me at a disadvantage. I only had one move, and I just had to hope it would work this far off the ground.

“Mul!” I shouted, tossing my hand out at him.

A spark flew out and caught him in the eye.

“Arrrgh!” he roared, stumbling back. Sizzling sounds filled the hallway.

Before he had time to recover, I grabbed my sword. One quick swing separated the demon’s head from his neck and put him out of his misery.

“The spell worked!” I said. “Nice.”

The door they’d been guarding was unlocked. I couldn’t hear anyone inside, but there was still a faint tingle. I didn’t know if that was good or bad, so I tried to be as sneaky as possible.

I quietly opened the door, and slid inside.

The room was one of the larger ones, maybe sixty feet across, with doors on the far side as well. Tables were shoved up against the wall, leaving the middle open.

Rory sat in the middle of the room, tied to a chair. The cheerleader still had her fancy dress on, although it had seen better days. Somehow, though, Rory still looked great, and I was happy to see the demons hadn’t physically harmed her.

Around her were six demons. Four were more of the red-eyed ones who’d tried to jump me in the parking lot. One was Lattie, smugly sitting on the edge of a table.

The final demon looked entirely human, from what I could see. He could have passed for any college kid at the dance, wearing a nice, if a little dated, suit. His black hair was cut short, evenly around. But his eyes looked ancient, a deepness in the brown eyes that was clear from across the room.

Rory snarled at him, “When I get out of here I am so totally going to kick your ass.”

The man laughed, a deep and confident laugh, incongruous with his youthful appearance. “So confident,” he said. “You have a lot of fight in you. If you survive the Shoudougar, I would be happy to find a place for you in my court.”

“Fat chance,” she said. “But if you surrender now, maybe I won’t make fun of you as much. Especially with that stupid haircut. What are you trying to cosplay as Julius Caesar?”

That’s who he looks like, I realized. His hair looks like a Roman statue. I guess that’s Pallatrox. Time to get this started.

“Yeah, generally you want to change your hairstyle every hundred years or so,” I chimed in.

They all spun around, surprised.

Rory grinned.

“Sorry, honey, I got all tied up with work. You want to kill these guys for me?” She blew me a kiss.

“Happy to,” I said.

“The Chosen,” Pallatrox said. “Capture him. I must prepare the spell.”

He rushed out the far door before I could get closer. He was fast.

“You bogans heard the man,” Lattie said, bored. “Get him.”

The four demon guards all grinned, sharp teeth on full display. It reminded me of a dominance display in great apes. I flashed a smile back at them.

“Just four of you?” I asked.

The demon in front growled, and then surged in size, ripping out of his jacket. The others pulled their tops off, tossing them to the side as they grew bigger.

“Four is plenty,” the demon growled.

“Ace! They get stronger when they get bigger,” Rory added helpfully.

“Thanks,” I deadpanned.

The big guy charged at me. I blocked a slash of his claws and cut back, scoring a small slice on his chest. He pressed forward, and I worked to keep him at bay. He was already a lot stronger than the ones I’d faced in the parking lot. But this time I had a sword, and I kind of knew how to use it.

And even better, my sword knew how to use me.

I let him get a few more swipes at me before getting the sense of how to counter the demon. As he struck at me, I twisted my sword and cut his hand off at the wrist.

“Now what?” I taunted.

The asshole just snarled and tried to hit me with his bloody stump! He missed, but the swing sent his foul blood spraying across the room in a wide arc.

“You’re kidding me right now, aren’t you?” I asked. “You’re ruining my suit.”

He just growled.

“Fine, if that’s how you want to be.”

This time, I took the initiative and rushed the monster. Three more cuts and the demon was dead on the ground.

The remaining demons didn’t want to solo me, so they rushed as a group. My sword spoke to me, guiding my movements so that I would block incoming slashes. I spun, working hard to keep all of them off me. Even with the help from the sword, I doubted that I could have kept them off without Rory’s ruthless training.

As I kept them back, I saw an opening, and thrust through the gut of one. As he slid off my blade, I followed up, going on the offensive again.

The three of us flowed across the room, a flurry of claws and shining weapons.

I feel alive.

My sword made short work of one of the demons. Fear and hatred flowed out of the final demon as he lunged at me.

Pain lanced up my arm as one of his claws slashed me. I stepped inside his reach and elbowed him in the nose, hearing it crack.

“Rargh!” I yelled.

One quick slice, and the demon joined his friends in death.

“Good on you, mate,” Lattie said.

While the guards fought me, he pulled his knife out. And he had a small pistol pressed against Rory’s forehead.

“But you and your little hussy harem are getting on my last nerve.”

“Guns, really?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Choose the tool that works, right?”

“What do you want, Lattie?”

“Pallatrox will be the most powerful demon awake in hell when he enters. He’ll rule hell, and I will be at his right hand.”

“Awake?” I asked, but he ignored me.

“You couldn’t even beat me in a fight,” Rory said. “How are you going to do anything there?”

“Pallatrox will grant his faithful power,” Lattie explained. “And who is more faithful than ole Lattie-boy. Now, enough chattin’. Drop the sword, Chosen. And if either of you try and get cute with a spell… boom.”

Not seeing another way out, I did. The sword rang with a sad sound as it hit the hard floor.

Lattie backed up, gun pointed at Rory.

“I wasn’t there when Pallatrox did for your old man, so I don’t know if a bullet will kill you, Chosen, but it will kill her. You get down there and untie her. Then the three of us will march down to the dance. Pallatrox must be almost ready for you by now.”

The demon had the drop on me, so I followed his instructions. I knelt next to the cheerleader. Her feet were bound with rope, and with some struggles, I was able to get it untied. She stood up, her hands still cuffed behind her back.

A half idea formed in my head.

Lattie didn’t have a good view of my hands, so I quickly put my half plan into motion. Two quick moves, and then I was ready.

“Do you trust me?” I whispered to Rory.

She nodded, small and fast.

“What are you flapping about?” Lattie asked. “No talking. Leave her hands bound.”

I backed up, my own hands in the air.

“Now, you two start for the door. Remember, Chosen, you try anything and I shoot her.”

Smiling, I said, “Something like this?”

I kicked forward, aiming straight for the gun.

But I wasn’t fast enough. He pulled the trigger, once, and a loud shout rang out. Rory gasped and crashed back as the bullet hit her in the chest.

“No!” I shouted. My foot managed to hit his gun a split second later, knocking it out of his hands, and I heard the bones crunch from the impact.

“Shit,” he groaned.

I hoped that was enough, but even injured, the demon was fast. He slammed the other fist into my gut. I was already off balance, and I toppled to the ground. The punch was a firm blow and I had trouble catching my breath. I rolled out of the way as he tried to stomp my head into the ground.

SHING

He pulled one of his brutal machetes out of its holster on his back.

“You won’t die before I get you down there if I cut off a foot,” he said. “Probably.”

I scooted backwards, trying to stay out of his range. He grinned, a manic, angry smile spread across his face.

The demon stepped towards me, patiently backing me up to the wall, where I couldn’t crawl any further. He taunted me, “And was it worth it? Seeing your girl die before the world ends?”

“Who said she died?” I asked. He craned an eyebrow up.

“Yeah, ya dingus. I look too good to die right now,” Rory added.

“Huh?”

Lattie turned around. Behind him, Rory held his gun and had it aimed at his face.

The demon muttered in surprise, “The fuck?”

BAM

The demon’s head exploded in a mess of brains and blood. His vacant body dropped to the ground as smoke drifted from the end of the gun.

“Nice shot,” I said.

I grabbed my sword and gave Lattie a quick poke to make sure he was dead. He was very dead.

Looking up at Rory, I gave her a grin. She slapped my arm.

“You let him shoot me!” Rory shouted. “With a gun!”

“And you’re fine.” I smiled.

“Why am I fine? And why did you let him shoot me!”

“Yeah, I let him shoot you. After I put on that bracelet,” I said, pointing at her wrist. While untying her, I slipped Juniper’s bracelet on her wrist. “Juniper said it would protect from one death blow.”

Looking at where she’d been, I saw a small white bead on the ground. It was cracked and smoking slightly, a pink wisp of smoke.

“What if he shot twice?” Rory asked, crossing her arms.

“I figured I was fast enough for that,” I said. She glared at me.

“Listen, Rory, Pallatrox is about to start the ritual. We found out how to stop his plans, but I need to delay him for an hour.”

“I’ll help,” she said.

“You’re tired, Rory, I can see it from here.” Adrenaline was keeping her on her feet for now, but she’d been kidnapped for a day and wouldn’t be in top form. “I need you to help get people out. I can’t risk you getting taken again. I need to stop Pallatrox.”

“But…” she started. I cut her off.

“No, go get people to safety. I didn’t do all of this just to have Pallatrox kill a bunch of my classmates. I’ll keep Pallatrox distracted until 12:13, and then we’ll both run for it. You know, since he’s unkillable and will be pretty mad.”

“You could have left me,” she said. “Why didn’t you?”

“Because, Rory, you still owe me a kiss.”

The cheerleader glowered at me.

“And I’ll get it later,” I said.

Rory wouldn’t let that one go, if I let her, so I didn’t. We left her makeshift prison, and I led the way back downstairs. Before we left, she kicked her heels off and grabbed Lattie’s machete. With her smaller size, it looked like a sword in her hands. At least she’d be armed.

We cut through the labyrinthine halls. Near the front, I found a door. Judging by the shaking from the bass, it led to the dance hall. I turned back to the cheerleader.

“I’ve got this,” I said.

I wasn’t sure if I was convincing Rory or myself, but I knew we both needed to hear it. The cheerleader nodded at me.

“12:13?” she asked.

“Yeah. I just have to delay the ritual until then. As long as he doesn’t make it to the third stage, we’ll be fine.”

“You got this,” she said with a grin.

Then all that was left was the faint sound of her bare feet slapping on the tile as she ran to help whoever she could.

I was left alone with the shaking door. And on the other side of that door was Pallatrox.

Time to stop hell.


Chapter Twenty-Five



The door led me to a backstage area. One demon stood guard, but he was facing the dance hall, trying to get a peak at whatever was happening out there. He didn’t even have a disguise, and I could see his green skin and horns under the flashing lights from the dance floor. I cut him down, letting the deafening music drown out the noise.

Black wires crisscrossed the area, which was jammed with all the tables and chairs that weren’t being used at the moment. A half dozen extension cords and plugs stretched towards the front. Not the best safety choice, but with a demon about to open a portal to hell a hundred yards away, I’d pick my battles.

From the dead guard’s vantage point I could see the dance floor.

A mass of writhing bodies greeted me. Sweaty students in formal wear all danced to the hypnotic music. There was a frantic energy to the whole mess, as if all the college kids knew it was possibly their last night on earth. The booming bass vibrated my chest, a sound wave shaking me to my core. The lights had been turned down low, with bright spotlights of reds and blues and pinks swirling around the dance floor.

Even with a dumb haircut, Pallatrox had the perfect disguise: a normal man.

“Where are you?” I whispered to myself, inaudible even to me. If he was going to do the ritual, he needed to start soon.

I clocked a couple demon guards near the doorways. The sunglasses and bland suits were dead giveaways. But they didn’t help me locate Pallatrox, as their attention was focused on the entrances.

If only I knew a locator spell, I thought. Need to add that to Juniper’s training list.

But as I scanned the crowd, my ears tingled again, like the tips had fallen asleep. Maybe I have a built-in demon locator? Too bad Grandpa didn’t leave me a manual. That would have been really handy.

The vibrations from the bass made the tingle hard to feel, but I felt it strongest in the center of the dance floor. Of course.

I checked the back one more time, making sure no other demons might pop up to surprise me, and then I found my way down to the main floor. Near the edge of the area, a small set of stairs led to a door at the far corner.

Cracking it open, I stepped out next to the drinks table. Administration approved punch and sodas sat mostly unopened on the table alongside emptied bags of chips.

My sword reflected the colored lights, earning me a few looks as people noticed it, so I slid it back into its scabbard. Considering all of the people around, I’d be more likely to hurt someone besides Pallatrox if I started swinging.

The tingle led me into the crowd. I pushed my way through the sweaty bodies grinding on each other. No one paid me a bit of attention.

As I reached the middle of the room, the tingle shifted. I tried to spot Pallatrox, and caught a flash of dark hair moving around me in the crowd.

Got you.

Following him was harder than I expected. The song shifted into an upbeat electronic song, and the dancers around me kept blocking my line of sight.

I got one look at Pallatrox, and saw his mouth moving. Even the people next to him couldn’t have heard him if he was shouting. But he’d begun the spell. If I could interrupt him, I’d buy some more time.

Angry looks and shoves came my way as I pushed through the crowd towards him. Finally I got close, only a couple feet from the demon in disguise. I couldn’t do much, but I managed to toss a jab into his chin.

He stumbled back, more shocked than hurt.

A tension I hadn’t even noticed ended suddenly, like gravity suddenly lessened, just a little.

The spell, I realized. I can feel it when he starts.

Pallatrox took a dive that would make a soccer star proud. He landed on his back, flipped over and crawled away between shuffling legs.

“Not cool!” A dude screamed in my face, shoving me back. I didn’t want to injure a student, so I tried to disengage safely. The man kept screaming at me until I slipped through a group of ladies dancing and lost him.

Frantic, I tried to find Pallatrox. With the distraction, he’d disappeared back into the crowd.

Suddenly my stomach sank, like a heavy weight had gripped it. It felt like I was in a pool, and something was dragging me deeper and deeper. My body was actually unaffected, and I moved fine. But I knew Pallatrox had started his chant again.

I checked my phone: 11:37. I’d delayed him some, and he hadn’t started right on time. Now I just needed to keep it up for another half hour and change.

The crawling demon appeared on the far side of the room. I moved through again, trying to find a way to interrupt him.

Suddenly Taylor appeared in front of me. She draped her arms around me, her heels held in one of her hands. She smelled like booze and sweat.

“Ace!” she shouted. “I was hoping we’d get to dance together.”

“Sorry, I can’t,” I shouted back, trying to free myself.

“That’s okay, I’ll do all the work.” She turned and pressed her ass against my crotch, grinding and dancing.

I pulled the woman away from me. “I have a girlfriend,” I said. “Sorry, Taylor.”

She pouted. “Wait, hold on,” I shouted. Taylor grinned at me, excited. I grabbed her heels out of her hands.

I hurled one through the air, and watched as it caught Pallatrox in the side of the head. He stumbled and the spell cut out again, the pressure dropping away.

Taylor shouted something, angry, but I ignored her and kept after Pallatrox. As soon as the spell started again, I winged the other shoe at him. He ducked, but the spell stopped again.

He bared his teeth at me, and then ran around the crowd towards the doors. I was still stuck in the morass of dancers, and could only watch as he talked to two of his guards. One headed straight for me, and the other went another direction.

Guard Number One shoved people out of the way as he rushed towards me. My sword would be useless in the crowd, but his claws would be just as deadly as normal. And I had a feeling he didn’t care about hurting civilians.

When he reached me, I cut to the chase and threw a punch straight into his stomach before he could swing.

The spell started up again, right in time to throw me off. I pulled my next punch, surprised. He slashed at me, ripping my coat. More cuts followed, and I was barely able to keep him off.

He swung a brutal uppercut at me. I saw my chance. I grabbed his arm and used his momentum against him, shoving his claws into his own throat. He gurgled and dropped to the ground. The crowd around me swirled back, his body already stepped on by dancers.

The song changed again, and the crowd cheered. This song had the bass cranked all the way up, to the point I thought seismographs probably registered it in the next state. And it drowned out the tingle. How could I feel a small tingle in my ears when my whole body was tingling?

Frantically I circled the room, but if Pallatrox was in there, I couldn’t find him. No one chanting — nothing out of the ordinary.

Of course, I barely knew what he looked like. If he ditched his coat and danced with someone, I’d probably never find him.

The longer the music continued, the more likely that seemed. So I went for the Hail Mary play.

The DJ had set up his booth on the edge of the stage. He was sitting in a chair, leaning back as the missing demon guard glared at him. The stage itself was about eight feet above the main floor.

I ran over, twisting between groups of dancers as they kept shifting around. I jumped up and grabbed all the wires I could reach.

The booth lurched and tipped as I fell back down to the ground. Some wires came free, and then the whole table tipped over onto the ground.

It shattered into a dozen plastic pieces as it landed, and the music cut off. Quiet filled the room, as shoes squeaked as people stopped dancing in confusion.

A deep voice chanted, carrying across the space before the angry shouts drowned it out.

But no one had a chance to get mad at me, because I was too late. Pallatrox completed the first stage of the ritual.

And with that done, he no longer needed to hide.

“Ahahahaha!”

Screams came from the drink table I’d passed earlier.

Pallatrox stood next to it, and ripped off his jacket and shirt. He grew, growing in size until he was almost twelve feet tall. Horns sprouted from his head, black as night and massive. His skin turned red and scaly, and an eye the size of my head blinked open in the middle of his chest.

“Yo, is this a prank, bro?” the DJ said, looking down at me from the stage. He looked behind him, surprised to see another demon appearing behind him. “Whoa. Like one of those videos?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Now, get out of here or it’ll be very embarrassing.”

“Good looking out, dude. I’ll send a bill for my equipment.”

“Let’s go, out here,” I heard a high-pitched voice yell.

Rory surprised one of the guards and cut him down, and was gesturing for everyone to run out the door. I nodded at her when she saw me. She winked back.

“Run, you filthy humans,” Pallatrox shouted. “The further you run, the longer you’ll live.”

A few people thought it was a prank, like the DJ, and had their phones out filming. But most of the students were fleeing for the exits — sensing something was wrong. The floor cleared quickly, and Pallatrox strode forward, a piece of chalk the size of a baseball bat clutched in his clawed hands.

“Not so fast,” I said. “I can’t let you do that.”

My sword slid out of the scabbard. I pointed it at him, hoping to threaten him.

He snorted.

“You’ll be the third Chosen I’ve killed, boy,” Pallatrox said. “And the others had centuries of preparation. You’re nothing. Weak.” He nodded to the other demons. “Hold him while I finish this.”

The demon from the DJ booth jumped down at me. I swung my sword, severing his arms as he fell. Another slice dropped the rest of him in pieces.

Pallatrox sighed. “It’s always hard to find good help.”

“By the way, Lattie’s dead,” I said, hoping to shock him.

“Who cares? His job is done now,” Pallatrox said. “Now, in the place of good, I’ll take quantity. Soldiers of hell, to me!” He shouted the last words, his deep voice almost as loud as the music earlier.

Two more sets of side doors were tossed open. A dozen demons came in from both sides, a mix of the suited guards and others not in disguise.

“Get the rest,” Pallatrox told one of them. “I need him alive, but out of the way.”

“Nope,” I said.

I ran forward, swinging the sword at Pallatrox’s leg. He couldn’t die, but let’s see him finish the symbol down a foot.

Right as I reached him, he spun in place. A thick tail swung out from behind him and slapped me across the chest before I could get my sword up to block.

It felt like I’d been hit by a truck.

I soared through the air and crashed into, and then through, the wall. Coughing up plaster and dust, I rolled to a stop in the front hallway.

“This is the Chosen?” Pallatrox taunted.

The tattered banner saying “Welcome to the Farmer’s Ball” gave up the ghost and fell down in front of me.

“Pathetic,” Pallatrox called out.

It hurt, but the biggest injury was to my pride. I pushed myself to my feet, dust falling to the floor below me. A few stragglers were still in the hallway.

“Get out of here,” I said.

“Let’s go!” Rory added, running down the hall. “You okay?”

“Yeah, mostly,” I answered. I’d held on to my sword until I landed in the hallway. I quickly found where it slid after I dropped it and picked it back up.

“It’s 11:53, Ace. Twenty minutes. Good luck,” she said. She sprinted for the last few students, ushering them outside.

Ticking clock updated, I ran back into the dance hall.

In the center of the room, Pallatrox stepped in careful circles, the chalk tracing a line on the floor. The music ended with my destruction of the DJ booth, but the lights still swirled around the dance floors, changing colors and illuminating the monster.

The massive demon moved like a cat burglar in a movie, dodging lasers, surprisingly graceful for his massive bulk. He’d knocked me a couple hundred feet, so I knew he was strong too.

“You didn’t even wait for me?” I asked. The demon ignored me.

But his goons didn’t. There had to be almost fifty in the room now, and all the humans were long gone.

One suited demon and a blue demon with knives for fingers ran at me.

“Shit,” I muttered.

The suited demon tried to tackle me. I dove out of the way, my increased agility helping me out. I caught one of the Knife Fingers strikes on my sword.

A quick kick sent that demon sailing across the room. I finished off the other guard with a roar of my own. His bloody head dropped to the ground.

I snatched it up and rolled it like a bowling ball at Pallatrox. He didn’t notice, and I watched as the demon’s head collided with the chalk, knocking it off kilter.

Once again the pressure of the spell faltered.

“Fuck!” Pallatrox screamed.

The demon kicked the head away and scuffed the chalk lines. A deep growl rumbled out of him. He pointed at another group of demons.

“Hold him down, cut off all his fingers. He won’t bleed out that quickly.”

This group of demons was a hodgepodge of colors, horns, and claws. All of them looked mean and dangerous.

Pallatrox returned to his work while they ran at me.

“Scared?” I taunted. But the demon knew what I was doing and continued his ritual.

The first of his minions to reach me was old Knife Fingers, and he was out for blood. I blocked a couple slashes and backed up.

This one was fast, but not particularly strong. He kept up the pressure, and I could tell he was trying to steer me towards another demon waiting to pounce on me.

I needed something to distract him. I spun the sword and pointed at Knife Fingers, and shouted “Zalag!”

Instead of the blinding flash when Juniper cast the spell, a beam of light shone out from the sword. Exactly like a flashlight.

Luckily, Knife Fingers flinched and covered his face.

I jumped and kicked at his head. With a sickening squelch, the demon’s own deadly fingers shoved into his brain. He flopped over to the ground, twitching.

“Gross,” I complained.

I looked down at my sword. It still glowed, the beam of light shining brightly. Juniper had warned me magic could drain me, but I didn’t even feel the slightest tug on my power source. I had no idea how to turn this spell off, as it always went out when I thought about it. Hopefully it wouldn’t be a distraction for me. For the demons, I would take any distraction I could.

But I didn’t have long to worry about it. Another demon joined me, and the fight continued. My world shrank to a flurry of swords, claws, kicks, and punches.

It felt like for every demon I killed, two more would take its place.

My glowing sword would separate one demon from his head, and then immediately have to block a swipe from his friend. And every second Pallatrox got closer to completing his goal.

They don’t care about dying, I thought. Normally it just sends them back to hell. But if Pallatrox succeeds, they’ll be able to come right back out. Or maybe help him take over hell. But one wrong hit and I lose everything.

In the hundreds of years Pallatrox was trapped on earth, he’d clearly used the time to assemble a demonic army. And now they were standing between me and the demon of the hour. After two minutes, I’d killed or wounded almost a dozen, but more poured in.

Pallatrox had made more progress on his pattern. I needed to stop him somehow.

A three-armed demon came at me. I jumped up, managing to just clear him.

Now there was no one between me and Pallatrox. Yippee.

I hurried forward, wary of his strong tail. Judging by the pattern on the floor, he needed maybe thirty seconds more.

“Fuck it,” I muttered.

“No!” Pallatrox roared, but he realized what I was doing a moment too late.

I hit the floor with my sword, splintering tile. The line broke, and with that, the spell weakened once again.

“Let’s see you draw a circle now,” I said with a laugh.

“Arrrgh,” he roared. “Idiots!”

He stomped over to another group of demons, and before any could react, his long claws took the head off of one of the leaders.

“Now, the rest of you dumb fucks get over there. Mob him, tackle him. Just do something to stop him.”

“Something like this?”

I turned, and saw that a guard demon stood by the door. His glasses had been knocked off, revealing his bright red eyes.

But the worst part was he had Rory in his arms.

“Let her go,” I growled.

“Stand down,” he said.

A demon tried to grab me while I was distracted, but I spun and cut him in half. His surprised face smacked into the ground before I turned back.

Rory tried to mumble something, but her mouth was covered. The demon dragged her back into the hallway. I looked back at Pallatrox, already starting the circle again in a new spot of unbroken floor. I needed to stop him — but I couldn’t let anything happen to Rory.

I sprinted after her, cursing the dress shoes slowing me down. Two more demons fell to my sword before I made it into the hallway.

“Freeze, Chosen,” the demon said.

He dragged Rory across the hallway, and stood near the front door. She struggled in his arms, but the demon towered over her.

“Drop the sword,” he ordered.

“Let her go first,” I countered.

“Drop it, or I kill her,” he said. “Right —”

But Rory wasn’t one to take that lying down. She cracked her head back, her height meaning she hit his chin, and his sharp teeth bit down on his tongue.

He screamed and flailed backwards.

The cheerleader pulled a knife she had hidden somewhere in her dress and stabbed the demon a half dozen times.

“Piece of shit,” she panted.

“You okay?”

She nodded. “He just surprised me.”

“I need to get back in there. Go hide somewhere. He’s got guards all over.”

“On it,” she said. “Stupid idiot got blood on my dress. Do you know how hard that is to get out?” She stabbed the dying demon one more time before jogging back down the hall.

Three demons stood in the doorway.

“Want to just give up?” I asked.

The center one, a brown and yellow beast that reminded me of an angry bumblebee, growled out of his two mouths.

“Guess not,” I said.

Back in the fray, my sword felt even more alive in my hands. It guided me to block each attack, to thrust into the vulnerable demons, slice their defenses, and generally just lay waste to the whole group. It felt like it got more eager with every demon I killed. The group in the doorway fell back as I cut them apart. My sword felt hungry for more demon blood. And I planned on feeding it.

But inside, twenty demons waited for me. And judging by Pallatrox’s speed, he was making sure I didn’t interrupt him again.

“Charge!” The command came from one of the demons, although I couldn’t pinpoint who. It didn’t matter, really. I needed to cut my way through and stop Pallatrox.

Delay, delay, delay. I didn’t have time to check my phone, but we had to be nearing the end of the ritual hour.

The demons made a half circle facing me, blocking Pallatrox. I doubted my jump would work again. So I decided to go around. I sprinted to the side, heading for the stage.

Two demons were waiting there — looking more like they were avoiding joining in than guarding anything. I cut one and thrust through the second, my sword feeling faster with every demon it killed.

Maybe I’m just getting better at this, I thought. Can’t imagine how else I’d get this much practice. Thank god for Juniper’s potion. I’d probably fall over from exhaustion if it wasn’t for that.

I hooked to the left, cutting back across the floor towards Pallatrox. His demon guards tried to block me in time, but I beat them to the punch.

My shoes slid as I came to a stop in the center of the circle. “Ha!” I shouted as my shoes wiped across the lines. The spell didn’t end. I still felt the tug. Looking down, I saw that none of the marks were scuffed.

I was too late. He finished the circle.

There was still time to stop the demon. The next part of this was the candle lighting — Pallatrox and his demons had to light the candles within ten seconds, or start over. Not nearly enough of a window, but hopefully I could stop them.

Pallatrox barked out orders. “Now, you idiots. This is what you trained for.”

A group of thirteen demons that were hiding in the corner ran forward. They had hooves for feet, and clacked loudly with every step like a herd of horses. Each had a candle in one hand, and a lighter clutched in the other.

Time to do some cutting, I thought.

And then the world shifted.

I flew up into the air, as the room spun around me. Sharp pain came from my ankle, and I managed to see that Pallatrox had grabbed me with his tail.

“No more distractions,” he growled. “We have only a couple minutes to get this right.”

My sword couldn’t reach his tail, and even when it got close, he moved it out of the way. He had complete control over it. Come on, I thought. Reach. But the tail stayed stubbornly out of my reach.

Below me, the demons had assembled, each at one point on the figure Pallatrox had drawn. Each took up their position, before settling the candles on the ground.

Pallatrox chanted. “Cestrala Thzula ra fho Shoudougar, calz Zzaroango lreo ra Rflagoz.”

When he finished, another wave of energy went through the room.

Engaging every muscle in my body, I managed to lift up at my waist and cut. My sword sliced through the tip of Pallatrox’s tail, and he dropped me with a roar.

With a bounce, I landed hard on the tile, my nose cracking against it. Everything hurt, but I didn’t have time to worry about it.

I scrambled up, lunging towards the nearest demon. Meeting almost no resistance, my sword sliced through his gut. He gasped and fell over, wrenching me forward with him.

Whether intentional or accidental, he flailed around, tossing me further from the ring. He was heavy, much heavier than I would have expected. I shoved him off me and struggled to my feet.

The demon next to him shifted over, and I watched helplessly as he lit the last candle.

A wave of pressure washed out from the center of the sigil on the floor. I felt it crash over me, rushing by like a hard wind. But for all of the demons in the room they flew away like a tidal wave washed through. Their bodies ragdolled as they rolled until they crashed into the walls or through the doors.

At a guess, they were all dead. Hopefully the energy stopped at the walls, because otherwise the students on campus would be decimated.

The one exception to the destruction was Pallatrox.

He stood firmly, unmoved, all three of his eyes shining with glee.

“It worked,” he said. “Finally.”

“Now you need my blood, right?” I said, backing up.

He shook his head.

“No, you fool of a Chosen. You already gave me that.”

He laughed and looked down at the pattern on the floor. A small pool of blood sat in the circle, right where I landed. I wiped my sore nose, and saw a bit more of my blood.

Shit, I thought.

As I watched, a small drop of blood fell from his tail, mixing with mine. He smiled. “Now, Chosen, neither of us will leave this room until one of us dies. Are you unkillable? Because I —”

A beeping filled the room.

“What’s that?” Pallatrox asked, surprised for the first time all night.

I pulled out my phone. The alarm was going off.

I’d just missed it. A minute more and I could have stopped him.

“Well, the spell didn’t kill me,” I said. “I guess there’s that.”

“Then I’ll just have to do it myself,” Pallatrox said. A malicious grin spread across his face. “One last treat before I return to hell.”


Chapter Twenty-Six



Pallatrox stretched out his wings. They were massive, batlike and hairy. He gave them a small flap. Even a dozen yards away I could feel the wind.

“So you’re going to kill me now?” I asked. I wanted to buy some time, figure out if there was anything I could do to escape.

“There’s no hurry,” Pallatrox said. “Neither of us can leave this room until the spell is done. Truth be told, I could just wait until you starve. It would be fun to watch you try and eat the flesh of demons to survive.” He paced around, a nervous excitement in his movements.

He glanced over his shoulder at me as he surveyed the dead demons, his one large eye in his chest sweeping over the bodies. It could pass for a human eye — white, if bloodshot, with a dark black iris flecked with red — if it wasn’t the size of my head. Plus, it never blinked.

Without a time limit, Pallatrox seemed happy to gloat for a while. “Did you know I killed your father?”

“My grandfather, you mean?”

“Yes, I killed him. I assumed you knew that because you stole the sword. That was surprising, by the way. Well done. I probably should have thrown it into the ocean, but I wanted it nearby as a trophy for my castle in hell. At least you were kind enough to return it tonight.

“But I mean your actual father. I killed him, oh, fifteen years ago. He put up a good fight, as far as humans go. And then I spent the last hundred years tracking down every possible member of your family. You’re the last of the line.”

“And what about my children?”

“Boy, you are a poor liar,” Pallatrox said. “Even if I wasn’t schooled in hell itself, I could have seen through that. Besides, the Chosen cannot have children until the First Challenge is completed. Did you think I didn’t know that?”

My face must have been readable, because Pallatrox chuckled. “Wait… You didn’t know that. Ha! Your grandfather didn’t tell you that? Did he tell you anything at all?”

I shook my head.

He laughed again. It was starting to get on my nerves. “I’ll be honest, Chosen, you are more impressive than I thought. You came very close to stopping me, without any real training, and embarrassingly almost no knowledge of the real stakes here. I spent centuries planning this, and a child almost stopped me. As you die, take solace in that.

“If I could do this without killing you, I would bring you along. Either as a champion in my army, or maybe just a pet in my dungeons. Both would provide a lot of entertainment in my court. But, sadly, it was not meant to be. You’ll have to die.”

“And how about I kill you, instead?” I didn’t see anything that might help me. The only thing in the room was dead demons, broken electronics, and the two of us.

“I’m unkillable. I’ve been banished from hell, and a demon cannot die. For all intents and purposes, we are immortal.”

He didn’t just say he was immortal. That means something can kill demons, I reasoned. Will he be dumb enough to tell me, though?

“What can kill a demon? In hell, I mean?”

“Good try, Chosen,” he snorted. “But not a chance. I would just be wasting my breath. Ah, here it is.”

He kicked a couple bodies out of the way and lifted a larger demon out of the pile. Strapped to its back was a vicious sword, made of black metal and almost twice as long as mine. Pallatrox ripped it off and tossed the dead demon away like a piece of trash.

The sword sucked in light. It did the opposite of glisten. I didn’t like the look of it. And in Pallatrox’s hand, it looked more like a large knife.

“I forged this blade when I came to earth. I killed your grandfather with it, as well as another Chosen back in the seventh century. It wouldn’t feel the same killing you with something else.”

“I’m honored,” I deadpanned.

“You should be,” Pallatrox growled. “Your death will change the world. Very few can say that.”

“I’ll pass, this time,” I said.

“You joke, Chosen. But the importance of this event deserves respect. Your death will rend a portal into hell. And with no descendants, after your power opens the doorway, it will pass to me. Even if your grandfather didn’t warn you, Galliyae should have.”

Yeah, she should have, I thought. But everything I felt said I should come here. Why send me the dream if I wasn’t supposed to be here? Send me a dream of hiding in the mountains.

“Enough talk. There may not be a rush on your death, but I am prepared to conquer hell. Will you face your death with honor, and kneel in front of me?” He glared at me.

I blew a raspberry at him. If I died, he’d always remember a fart noise at his biggest moment.

Small victories.

His eyes narrowed in anger.

“So be it!”

The demon shouted as he raised his sword. He stomped forward, his long legs covering the distance quickly.

The black blade cut through the air, heading for my neck and my swift death.

CLANG

My sword met his blow. I slid back, my tractionless shoes not helping anything.

But I did stop his swing. And if I could do it once, I could do it again.

“Why do you fight? You know nothing of your history, nothing of your god” the demon taunted as he swung again.

I blocked that cut. Vibrations ran up my arms from the impact.

“The Chosen was a mistake. Galliyae’s power should have belonged to demons. We are the higher race.”

He cut again. This time I ducked under it and backed up. I circled the symbol in the middle of the room. Thirteen candles flickered around it, while the pattern itself glowed.

Maybe I should have listened to Beatrix.

“Any more stories you want to tell?” I said.

“The games are over, Chosen. You have done better than anyone should have. But no human is a match for me. After this, even the gods will tremble before my might.” Pallatrox walked towards me, his steps solid and inevitable.

His dark blade sliced the air between us. I kept my distance, wanting to avoid as many of those slashes as possible. Occasionally, I would be forced to block. Pallatrox was faster and stronger than anyone I had faced, and he was toying with me.

I was getting desperate.

All signs pointed to the demon being right. That I would die and doom humanity.

It was a real downer.

Juniper, Rory, Via, Beatrix, even Taylor, all doomed because of my own confidence.

Then a flash of golden hair caught my eye. Rory stood in the doorway, her dress still looking absolutely amazing on her, hugging her curves. She smiled when she saw me.

“Ah, your paramour,” Pallatrox said, easing off.

“We’re just friends,” I said. “For now.”

“No one has ever killed him, Ace,” she shouted.

“Yeah, I know,” I shouted back.

“But, like, he’s never faced you. You can kill him. I know it.”

Pallatrox shouted “Enough!” and flapped into the air. The ceiling towered above us, almost sixty feet in the air.

His wings took him to the rafters, and then he plunged at me. This time he was trying to spear me, and I knew I couldn’t block it.

I dove out of the way.

He roared in anger as the blade sunk into the floor, up to the hilt.

My dive took me over the symbol on the ground. I could feel its dark energies plucking at my power source. I kept moving, clearing the area, and the grasping magic let go.

Pallatrox grunted as he tried to pull his sword out. He’d stabbed the ground only a few feet from the edge of the circle. And that meant his sword had gotten stuck. Apparently ripping it out would injure the circle, and the magic wouldn’t let that happen.

The demon figured it out at the same time as me, and worked the blade at a different angle. This time it came free.

There goes the plan of burning down the building to fix this, I thought.

He stalked forward, chopping towards me. He’d lost the grace he’d exhibited before. The demon was angry, and he wanted me to suffer.

Each swing missed me by a hair, or shook my arms from the fury of the blow when I blocked it. Even with Juniper’s potion, I could feel myself getting tired.

A knife flew through the air and sliced part of Pallatrox’s wing. He roared in pain. Another sliced through his leg. Neither did enough damage to hobble him, but he was pissed.

Rory waved, another knife ready.

Where does she keep those things? I thought.

“Another human wants to die, eh?” Pallatrox flapped into the air, ready to strike.

“No!” I shouted. “This is between you and me, demon.”

“You already traded this world for her,” Pallatrox said. He looked over towards Rory. “Would you make the same trade again? You die, and I will keep her safe. She’ll live the rest of her days in a cell in my castle.”

“She’s not the only one I’m protecting,” I said. “And I could never trust you.”

“I’ve got no reason to lie, Chosen,” Pallatrox barked. “But I can kill her just as easily as save her. And then you’ll die knowing that this has all been in vain. In fact, I like that very much. You’ve been quite the annoyance.”

His bat wings flapped again, their thin, hairy skin catching the air and lifting him out of my reach. He grinned a toothy smile towards me, before gliding towards Rory.

She tossed another knife, but he batted it out of the way.

Rory turned and ran, her short legs carrying her away. But not fast enough.

“Not happening,” I growled.

I pointed the sword at him and shouted “Mul!”

My power source flared, but instead of feeling drained, I felt invigorated. Somehow I was even stronger than the last time.

And the spell did not disappoint. Normally a small spark would fly out, burning the target.

This time a crescent of flame appeared at the hilt of my sword, maybe three inches across. It shot forward, running up the sword. When it left the point, it started expanding, growing longer and taller.

The flame sizzled and crackled towards Pallatrox’s back. The demon sensed or heard something, because at the last second he veered out of the way.

Except he was too late.

The flame sheared his wing and his sword arm off.

He screamed in pain, and crashed thirty feet back to the ground. He crashed into the floor, wood and tile flying in every direction. His sword bounced to a stop in front of Rory.

“Keep running!” I shouted.

“Oh, right,” she said. She sprinted away.

Massive claws dug furrows in the floor as Pallatrox dragged himself out of the crater. Thick, black ooze dripped out of his arm. All that was left was a stump just above the elbow.

“You continue pissing me off, Chosen,” he hissed. “Now I will make you truly suffer.”

“Pallatrox, you talk a big game, but man, you really suck,” I taunted.

“Try your little spell again,” Pallatrox said. “See if you can hit me this time.”

Before my sword could point at him, he shifted quickly. He moved incredibly fast, side to side, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to hit him. The crescent version of the spell moved slower than a baseball. It would never land now.

But he can be hurt, I thought. And he doesn’t look so sure of himself.

“Pathetic Chosen,” Pallatrox muttered. “Galliyae must have been drunk. Or maybe the rumors are true. Maybe she is captured and beyond reach. After I consolidate my rule in hell as the first waking Archdemon in millennia, I’ll have to investigate that. Imagine the power if I took her for my own.”

His claws slashed out at me. My sword whispered to me, and I met them with the flat of the blade, before cutting back at him.

The demon hissed and stepped back.

“You made me an offer,” I said. “Kneel and die quickly.”

“You’re ready to accept?” Pallatrox said.

“No, I’ll make you the same offer. Kneel. We’ll find out what happens when I kill the unkillable.”

“You insect! I’m going to rip you apart, piece by piece, and then I’ll find everyone you’ve ever cared about and do the same to them. Hell can wait. Vengeance will be delicious.” Spittle shot out as he roared in rage.

“That’s where you’re wrong, asshole,” I said. “You’re fighting for yourself. I’m fighting for the people I love.”

“And where has love gotten you?”

“Everywhere,” I said.

Now.

A voice pressed into my brain, comforting and commanding.

I knew what it meant. I lunged forward, really attacking Pallatrox for the first time since the spell activated.

The demon didn’t expect it, and he flailed, his claws tearing deep gashes in my arm.

But my sword thrust true.

The tip pierced the eye, before sliding in without an ounce of resistance.

Heat radiated from the sword as Pallatrox screamed and thrashed around. I held on firm, gripping the pommel as it grew hotter and hotter. The heat reached me, but it didn’t burn. It infused me.

Pallatrox’s scream continued, growing higher pitched and pained.

His body collapsed in on itself. His arm and wing bent backwards with sickening cracks, followed by his legs. The demon stayed in the air, supported only by my sword. Wind rushed around us, a tornado of noise and motion. His tail shrank, like a balloon without air in it. The severed wing and arm flew through the air, colliding with the screaming demon. Light poured out of his two other eyes.

The heat grew so intense, it felt like I’d stepped inside an oven set to broil. And it continued to increase without hurting me.

Then, with a sound like a kid finishing the dregs of a milkshake, Pallatrox sucked into my sword and vanished.

Pressure that pulled at my stomach since the ritual started ended suddenly. Chalk and candles rose into the air before disappearing with a pop.

Silence.

I won.

Holy shit, I won!

“You did it!”

Rory ran towards me, her bare feet the only sound in the room.

The cheerleader jumped up into my arms. I caught her around the waist with my free hand and pulled her close.

We kissed with the passion of two people who’d just escaped death.

Her tongue was as pushy as she was, shoving into my mouth. I spun her around, reveling in the feeling of this wonderful woman who I’d saved.

After a minute, I set her down and broke apart.

“Hey, I wasn’t done kissing,” she pouted.

I sheathed my sword. “We’re in the middle of a half destroyed building and a hundred dead demons,” I explained. “Maybe we can save it until we get out of here.”

“Maybe, but one more,” she said. I obliged the gorgeous blonde and kissed her again.

“What the fuck?”

We both turned, and saw Via standing in the doorway.

“You dirty cheater,” she said. Then she whispered, barely audible. “And you couldn’t even pick me…” Before I could say anything, my friend sprinted back through the door.

“Oooo, someone’s in trouble,” Rory teased.

“Well, fuck,” I said.

“You’ll be able to explain everything, I’m sure. Like, at least she didn’t notice all the dead demons,” Rory said.

I sighed. “I think I would have preferred explaining how I killed a roomful of demons to telling her I’ve got a harem.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven



Iwas on the cold floor of the Veiled Volumes. This low to the ground, I could see that Beatrix didn’t dust under her cabinets often enough. Or at all. The hardwood floors felt cool and calming against my back.

Juniper’s potion wore off a few minutes before I made it back. I’d almost fallen over, and Rory helped me make it this far. At some point I’d have to get back up, but maybe I’d just sleep here for a few days and figure it out later.

“You killed Pallatrox?” Beatrix repeated the question for maybe the fifteenth time in the ten minutes we’d been back.

“It was real badass, Bea,” Rory said.

“My sword ate him,” I explained again. “Nom nom nom.”

The bell jingled and Juniper rushed in, a flurry of skirts and sweaters.

“Ace!”

“I’m fine,” I reassured her.

The witch knelt down next to me.

I smiled up at her cute face, and I felt a hundred times better when she returned the smile.

“I came as soon as Rory texted me,” she said.

She kissed me. I groaned.

“What’s wrong?”

“Everything aches,” I explained. “But the kiss was nice.” The redhead smiled and kissed me again.

Rory and I went back through the night's events with Juniper. Beatrix added questions of her own, trying to clarify what had happened.

“I knew you could do it,” Juniper said when I finished.

“It was very risky,” Beatrix said. “But I am glad you decided to go. Pallatrox was a danger to the whole world, and he would have tried again had he failed. Now we can rest easy knowing Shoudougar won’t happen. And hundreds of dead demons, ones who were willing to kill humans so readily, is an added bonus.

“If we could only figure out more about you and your powers. I’d love to know how your sword works. If it can kill other dangerous demons the same way, you really could bring safety to humans all over the world.”

“It’s not talking to me,” I said. “But I’ll keep practicing with it. I think it gets stronger the more demons it kills. At least that’s what it felt like during the fight.”

“Maybe we can have a night off before we deal with another demon battle?” Juniper asked.

“Yeah,” Rory agreed. “I got all dressed up and didn’t get to enjoy it.”

The cheerleader was still wearing her formal dress. The fight had done a number on it, ripping tears all over. She still looked good, maybe better than ever, and she caught me checking her out and flashed me a cheeky smile.

“Once I can move again, you can get all dressed up and I’ll take you out somewhere fun.”

The blonde grinned. “Perf! It’s a date.”

Now it was my turn to smile. “I told you so.”

“What now?” Rory asked, her eyes narrowing.

“I told you it was inevitable you’d go out with me.” She rolled her eyes, but I could see she was happy about the turn of events.

Juniper gave me a mock pout. “What about me?”

“I’ll take you out, too,” I said. “A lot.” I held her hand, and leaned back.

“Great,” Juniper said, blushing. “I’m looking forward to it.”

I need to keep training, I thought. My sword helped me a lot during the fight, but I knew the better I was with it, the more I’d be able to do. And who knew if it would always be such a help. Plus my magic needs a lot of work — I only know three spells. If they are all that powerful with the sword, then I’m going to be very dangerous to demons that cross me.

And I need to figure out what the voice was. I don’t think I should share that just yet with the others. It felt… personal.

But for now, I can take a break. Enjoy some time with my girlfriend and Rory. Whatever we are.

With a polite cough, Beatrix interrupted my thoughts. “Well, if you are all done planning your dates, maybe we can turn in for the night.” Beatrix had a judgy tone, but I saw the twinkle in her eye. The Brit could be pretty dry when she teased us.

“I’m not sure I can stand up,” I said. “Leave me here.”

“Come on, Chosen,” Rory said. She grabbed my hand and helped me to my feet.

Everything ached, but I did manage to stand up. Between fighting all the demons and Pallatrox tossing me around, I’d earned a collection of bumps and bruises. Hopefully my improved healing would handle all of this while I slept. My chest was a swirl of purple from the tail whack Pallatrox had given me, and I had a feeling that was just the start.

“Let’s get you home,” Juniper said.

“There’s something I need to do first,” I said.

“What?” she asked, worried.

“I’ll explain,” Rory said. “Come on, Junebug.”

She grabbed Juniper’s hand and led her out of the store.

“You got very lucky, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said as I started to follow them.

I stopped in the door. “I know, Beatrix. Although I think that it wasn’t all luck. Galliyae chose me, and I think guided me there.”

“Care to elaborate?” Beatrix’s eyebrow quirked up, questioning.

“Not right now.” The night was turning into the morning, and I didn’t know where to begin. “I have some questions too, and hopefully we can answer them for each other.”

Beatrix gave me a once over, her eyes pausing on my visible wounds. “Go get some rest, Mr. Winters. Thanks to your bravery, we’ll have a long time to learn just what exactly you are.”

I nodded and waved at the shopkeeper. The bell jangled as I stepped out into the street. Rory and Juniper were huddled together, chatting as they walked towards Juniper’s apartment. I wished I could follow them, but I had more pressing concerns.

Limping, I made my way across campus.

Even from a distance I could see police lights outside the Green building. If any of the demon bodies remained, there would be a lot of questions. Plus the building would need weeks of repairs after all the damage the fight caused. On top of the stains, the floor was wrecked, as were multiple walls.

Better than plunging into hell, though. Hopefully the college’s insurance would cover it.

I avoided the cops, and made my way to Via’s dorm.

This time of night no one was coming or going. I didn’t have a key card, so I was stumped. Hoping she hadn’t blocked me, I fired off some texts.

Ace: Hey Via.

Ace: Can we talk?

Ace: I’m outside.

Three bubbles appeared and disappeared a few times. At least I knew she was awake. After a few minutes, I was ready to give up and head back to my dorm to crash.

And then Via opened the door to the stairs and walked out.

She looked sad, with a red nose and rings around her eyes. She’d changed out of her dress into pajamas covered in superheroes.

When Via got to the door, she stopped.

“Why should I listen to anything you say?” she called through the door.

“Because we’ve been friends forever, and I deserve a chance to explain myself.”

Via rolled her eyes, and for a moment I thought she was about to leave. Then she pushed the door open and let me in.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Get talking,” she cut to the chase.

“Not here, please.”

“My roommate is home,” Via said. “No one is going to come down here, anyway.”

“Fine,” I agreed. “Can I sit down, though? I’m unbelievably tired.”

She nodded, and I walked over to the lobby and flicked the lights on. A few worn couches and chairs dotted the space around an old TV. I sat down on one of the cleanest looking chairs. Via sat across from me, crossing her arms in front of her.

“So how do you explain being a cheat?”

“We’re diving right in, huh?” I tried to joke. Via wasn’t having any of it.

How much do I tell her? I wondered. She saw a demon, and saw me kill it. And if I can trust anyone, it’s her. Even if she’s mad at me, she’d never betray me.

“My grandfather was apparently a big time demon hunter with special powers granted by a god,” I explained. She didn’t look too skeptical, which made sense after what she saw. I went into more of the details with her, filling her in on what I’d learned over the last couple weeks.

She just listened.

“And, apparently, the goddess is one of love and fertility. That means I am supposed to have multiple partners. A harem.”

“You’re kidding,” she said, the first thing she’d said since I started.

“No,” I assured her. “I’m not. I don’t know a lot, but apparently my powers are tied to that. On top of that, I need a lot of descendants so that someone else can become the Chosen when I eventually die. Which apparently could be a few hundred years. My grandpa had a large harem before hiding with me. But the demon from tonight killed them all.”

“And do the girls know?”

“They do. Juniper gave me the okay to date Rory. Apparently there aren’t a lot of eligible bachelors in the demon hunting business. And who would believe it outside of that?”

Via sat back in her chair. I could see the wheels turning behind her blue eyes. I gave her time to think about everything. I’d dropped a lot in her lap.

“If I hadn’t seen you chop the head off of a demon today, I’d think you were either the worst liar in the world or trying to trick me. This is totally crazy,” she said.

“Oh, I know, trust me.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you would have thought I was the worst liar in the world or trying to trick you.” She grinned at that. “I’ve barely had time to figure out what was happening. My grandpa was the only person who knew what all this was, and Pallatrox killed him before he could teach me. If he ever planned on teaching me. Plus you’ve been kind of a jerk since I started dating Juniper.”

“I have not!” she protested.

“You’ve been pretty bitchy to her. And Rory. And me, really.”

“Come on.”

“Yep,” I said. “You have. They think it’s ‘cause you’re jealous.”

Via blushed at that and glanced away.

“Are you?”

“No…” she whispered.

“Okay, now you are the worst liar in the world. Via, I asked you out before we came here, and you said we were just friends and that was all you would ever see me as. Was I supposed to not believe you?”

“I meant it,” Via said. “At the time…”

“You could have said something,” I said. “Instead of constantly cock-blocking me.”

“You noticed?”

“Apparently every girl on campus noticed,” I said. “I just thought it was because you were a terrible wingwoman.”

“Things changed when we got here. I think I always had a crush on you, but then you asked me out and I didn’t want to ruin our friendship. And here at college I saw how all the girls kept making eyes at you. I saw you in a new light. But I promise I wasn’t trying to cock-block you.”

“You’re just a terrible wingwoman,” I finished.

“I guess,” she said, grinning.

“Now what?” I said. “I’m with Juniper, and have a feeling Rory and I will be dating soon, too.”

“I don’t want to be part of a harem,” she said, almost too fast. She glanced at me, then away.

“That’s fine,” I said, not wanting to push the issue. “I don’t blame you. It’s pretty weird. But… I like the two of them, and that’s where I am.”

“Then I guess I have to become friends with them,” Via said. “If they’re my best friend’s girlfriends, I need to give them all the embarrassing dirt.”

After that, we chatted for a while. I knew Via would need some time to get used to the whole set up. All I cared about was that my best friend wasn’t mad at me. She asked me about the girls, briefly, and then got really excited about magic. I warned her that not everyone could cast spells. She didn’t care, and I knew Juniper would have another student pretty soon.

A yawn cut me off mid-sentence.

“You’re tired,” Via said.

“I just won a fight to the death against an unkillable demon. Yeah, I could use a nap,” I said.

“Go, go,” she said. “We’ll play some games later. Plus you need to reintroduce me to Rory and Juniper again so I can make a better impression. Hey! You’ve got a pretty good team. Juniper’s the magic, Rory’s the muscle, and I’m the brains.”

“I think Beatrix is the brains,” I said. “You can be the team manager.”

She tossed a pillow at me. It bounced off my face.

“Okay, I’m going,” I said.

Via walked me out.

“Ace,” she said quietly. “Thanks for trusting me. And sorry about… everything.”

“Water under the bridge, Via,” I said. “I can’t stay mad at my bestie, can I?”

She gave me a hug, clutching me tightly. Then, right before she scurried away, she gave me a peck on the cheek.

“Bye!” she called over her shoulder, moving faster than I’d ever seen her.

That went pretty well, I thought as I walked back to my dorm under the moonlight. And maybe she’s a little more open to it than she lets on. Now, time to get some sleep.

My bed is calling my name.


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Ace Winters.

It felt like I’d only been asleep for a second, but suddenly I was on a hill in the middle of nowhere. The sun shined brightly, the skies bluer than blue, with a few perfect clouds making their way slowly across. Fields surrounded me, with an orchard in the distance. It felt like I somehow ended up in the middle of pastoral England.

Ace Winters.

The voice.

That’s what woke me up. Although, now that I thought about it, I was probably still sleeping. Everything felt almost too real, like an especially vivid dream, or the prophetic vision.

“Yes?” I asked.

Good, you can hear me.

I recognized the voice as the one that had spoken to me during the fight with Pallatrox. It didn’t make any noise I could hear, but instead the words formed in my head, the echo of sound I didn’t hear.

“I can,” I answered. “Where am I?”

My holy place.

“You’re Galliyae?”

The fertile fields around me made more sense. There also was a small wooden altar I had missed, at the crown of the hill.

It grew out of the ground, a living tree shaped into a flat surface at waist height.

I am. You are my Chosen. And you have completed the First Challenge. I am impressed.

“The First Challenge? I don’t know what I did. No one told me anything.”

A light breeze blew over the hill. I could hear the grass rustle in the wind.

Stopping Pallatrox was the First Challenge. You were right to face him, for running would mean forsaking your duty as Chosen. It is different for all of my Chosen. But you have done well.

“And there are more Challenges, right?”

Yes. Five, in total.

“Any hint on what they might be? Hopefully it’s not next weekend. I wanted to take Rory on a date.”

One of your loves. That is good. Continue building your bonds. Your bonds will help prepare you for the Second Challenge.

“Guess that’s a no on the hint.”

The Challenges will find you in due time, Ace Winters. Do not rush for them.

Not what I wanted to hear.

“Can you tell me anything about my powers? I’m operating in the dark here.”

No, Ace Winters. I am limited.

“Limited? Was Pallatrox right? You’re trapped or captured somewhere.”

No answer came.

“You can’t talk about it?”

Ace Winters, you are a smart man. Right now, let’s discuss your successful Challenge. Pallatrox’s power has been absorbed into your sword. This is your reward. Each Challenge provides a different reward to the Chosen. In this case, his demonic energy will fuel your power source. Have you visited your power source since the Challenge?

“I’ve barely done anything but sleep since then.”

Gaze inside yourself, Ace Winters.

No time like the present, I thought.

My eyes closed. Centering myself, I visualized the warehouse I’d visited before. The process went quickly, and soon I made my way through the familiar shelves.

I didn’t need to open the box to see the change.

A hundred yards away and I could see the glow of my power source. A deep white light shined out of the shelf I’d stored the box on.

Every single other banker’s box on the shelf glowed as well.

Pulling one off at random, I opened it and found another orb inside it. Instead of the smaller version I’d seen before, this one was as big as a basketball.

The other boxes all held the same.

Before I left, I checked one last thing. I walked to the neighboring aisle. My displaced shelf was still blocking the aisle, and I easily could view the grate from before.

It had doubled in size, maybe more. And instead of a thread coming out, the band of energy looked like a fire hose.

I like the looks of that.

I made my way back out of the warehouse and opened my eyes. I was still alone on the hilltop, although I had hoped maybe Galliyae would appear.

“Very impressive,” I said. “Thank you.”

You are welcome. Now that I consider it, no other Chosen has faced as serious a challenge as you. You were the only descendant available. In normal trials, your death would have sent the power back into the void to find a distant relative that was worthy. But without those connections, Pallatrox could use his unholy ritual to steal my power for himself.

Stopping this, I believe, deserves an additional reward.

Now that sounded pretty good to me. Pallatrox was a pain in the ass.

“Thank you, Galliyae,” I said. I realized a bit late that I should probably try to be respectful to the god who granted me powers.

For another minute, I stood in silence. I expected her to tell me more.

“Uh,” I said when I realized she wasn’t going to say more, “What is it?”

You shall see.

“That’s not super intimidating,” I said.

Ace Winters, I will communicate with you again once you have completed your Second Challenge.

“How do I know when the Second Challenge is? Or even what it is? I almost ran away from this Challenge.”

You felt me, did you not?

I nodded. I didn’t know what else to describe it, but at the time I knew that I needed to stay and fight. And not just because they took Rory.

Then you will feel it again. You cannot run from a Challenge, Ace Winters. They find you.

Be strong. You were Chosen because I knew you could handle all of these challenges.

But I was the only option, I thought. Is it really a choice at that point?

I didn’t share what I was thinking with the goddess.

The sun warmed me. The whole area was gorgeous — the platonic ideal of peaceful nature. For the first time since I saw the Iskalik attack Juniper, I relaxed.

I sat down on the hill and stretched my legs out.

“This is nice,” I said.

The goddess didn’t answer. Apparently she could only speak about the Challenges. Whatever had her trapped or controlled had a tight leash.

“Would it be a Challenge if I found and freed you?”

The Challenges are not planned in advance. They are the great fights that find my Chosen as they strive to protect humanity. I stood on the side of humanity, against those that might harm them, and placed a fragment of my power in a human as my first Chosen.

Your adversaries will seek you out. Do not fall under their spell, and be prepared to take any opportunity.

Suddenly the sky darkened. In the distance, massive storm clouds gathered. They streamed across the vast openness towards the hill. Rain crashed down, a torrential downpour I could see even though they were still miles off. Lightning flashed, and distant rolls of thunder reached me seconds later.

Our time is over.

Find the Second Challenge, Ace.

The storm grew stronger, and I could see funnel clouds descending towards the land. Whatever was coming meant business.

In every direction I saw flat fields, no cover at all. I didn’t know where I could run to. But I tried. I ran down the hill away from the oncoming maelstrom.

The moment my foot hit the ground below the hill, everything vanished.

I floated in an inky blackness. A faint whisper reached my soul.

My Chosen.

Find me.

Free me.

A painful scream shattered the silence of the dark. Then, nothing.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



The dream lingered after I woke up. When I was awake, I wrestled with what to do for days. I’d need to tell the others at some point, but for now, I kept hoping Galliyae might send me another sign.

And, in all honesty, we were all worn down to the bone.

I slept most of three days, only occasionally checking in with everyone to let them know I was still alive.

My witch girlfriend checked on me occasionally. I enjoyed the cuddles when she arrived, but neither of us had the energy to do more than that while we recovered. Between brewing the potion and enchanting the bracelet, she was just as exhausted as me.

Beatrix closed the Veiled Volumes for a week and took a vacation. She needed to return home to England for family reasons. I had my own suspicions that she was tracking down any information she could find on the Chosen.

Rory returned to cheer practice. The craziness of the dance meant everyone had already forgotten that she’d missed the game.

The story everyone told about the dance was that the DJ was trying to make a viral video and everything went out of control. I heard all sorts of explanations of what the demon was: a hologram, a puppet, an animatronic monster from an abandoned fair, and, my personal favorite, three guys stacked on top of each other wearing a costume.

In a stroke of luck, whatever odd magic that had been going on that night had destroyed any video evidence of my involvement. The college was eager to sweep everything under a rug, and didn’t look any harder than that.

The fourth morning after the attack, I woke up to a blue-haired demon sitting on my desk.

“About time,” she said.

“Wren,” I replied. I yawned and stretched. “Did I give you a key? You know we can meet outside my bedroom, right?”

“You didn’t run,” she said, steel in her voice.

“I didn’t.”

“Somehow you’re alive, and Pallatrox isn’t.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Actually, how did you get in here with the wards Juniper placed?”

The demoness shrugged. “All but one are meant to keep out threats. The other keeps all demons out, but I picked it apart easily.”

Made sense. But I’d need to increase those protections going forward. “Fair enough. So, while I normally do enjoy attractive women waking me up first thing in the morning, I have a feeling you’re here for another reason.”

“Already starting your harem?” she asked.

“I am. Are you applying for membership?”

She laughed. “I doubt Galliyae wants demons in her Chosen’s harem.”

“Who knows?” I said. “But I’m willing to give it a try.”

My flirting had disarmed her. For once, I was glad to get under her skin. She blushed and looked out the window, ignoring my comments.

“You’re a very stubborn man, aren’t you?”

“I think the word is determined,” I said.

She groaned.

“Hey, I didn’t break into your room and stare at you longingly until you woke up,” I said.

“I didn’t stare at you longingly.”

“I was asleep. I assume what I want.”

“This was a bad idea,” she said.

“What was the idea in the first place?”

“I…” she sighed. “I just came to offer my help. I should have trusted you before. If you need it in the future, just ask. Clearly you can do a lot of good. If I can be useful, I will.”

She slid a small white card onto my desk.

“For the future.”

The demon stood up and walked to the door. She gave me one more look, and then vanished out of it.

Sitting up, I grabbed the card and read it. Her number was typed in a gothic font, with a small “W.H.” underneath it.

I looked out the window, and saw Wren exit the building. I quickly texted her.

Ace: Now you have my number.

Ace: Just in case.

Ace: For the future.

I watched the demon pull out her phone. She rubbed her horn, and then put it away without responding.

“Rude,” I said.

Now that I was up, I felt like I’d finally recovered. Everything had stopped hurting, and my energy was cranking. And that meant time to keep some of my promises.

I shot off another text, this time to Rory.

Ace: Tonight!

Rory: What?

Ace: I’m taking you out. Get dressed up!

Rory: Oooo.

Rory: OMG

Rory: That’s not enough notice.

Rory: Fine! I’m excited.

Rory: Don’t bother Juniper today. I need her to help me pick out new clothes at the mall!

Ace: You’ll look great in whatever you wear.

Rory: As if!

Rory: I’ll never miss a chance for a new sexy outfit.

Rory: See you tonight!

Now I needed somewhere fancy to take her.

I searched on my phone, and found the perfect spot. I called and they said they’d reserve a table for me.

“Thanks,” I said, hanging up.

That done, and apparently being banned from talking to my other girlfriend, I decided to turn my attention back to school work.

Two weeks of demons, training, and recovery meant I was dangerously far behind on my studies. Most of my professors understood, if they cared at all, that I had been sick. According to Juniper, Beatrix had called all of the professors on our behalf, pretending to be a doctor. But I still needed to do the work.

So I spent the afternoon reading and writing papers. Knowing what was out there, it all felt a bit empty. But I still needed to graduate if I wanted a good job, and demon hunting didn’t pay.

Wait… does it pay? I should find that out. Right after writing six more pages for Professor Talks-too-much.

Seven rolled around, and I showered and changed into my best clothes. Unlike me, my suit didn’t survive its encounter with Pallatrox. So I went with slacks and a nice button down. I ended up adding a tie to the mix. I thought it looked pretty classy.

I made my way over to Rory’s apartment. The campus had bloomed back into its normal self since the night of the dance. People were laughing and talking all over. The quad was jammed with people catching the last of the day’s light. Friends chatted and joked, not knowing they’d almost lost everything.

That’s why I’m here, I thought. To keep these people safe.

To keep everyone safe.

Rory’s apartment glowed in the evening light, the sunset making everything look magical. Inside, I took the elevator, so I didn’t sweat before I even picked her up.

Well, sweat more. Standing in front of her door, I was nervous.

I don’t know why. I knew she liked me. Even if she hadn’t been so excited in her texts, I would have known that from our kiss. You can’t have a kiss like that without real feelings.

Steadying my nerves, I took a deep breath. I let it out, and then knocked on the door.

A few seconds later it opened, and I remembered why I was nervous.

Rory was drop-dead gorgeous.

The blonde woman wore a tight red dress. It hugged every curve on her body. She’d curled her hair, so the golden locks bounced on her shoulder. She looked so good I even thought she looked taller — and then I realized she had on very tall heels.

“Well?” she asked. Rory spun around, letting me get a good look at all of her. All the effort she spent on staying in shape as a cheerleader and a demon hunter was on display.

The short dress showed off her toned legs. And her ass was out of this world.

“I guess stunned into silence is about the best response I could have hoped for,” she said with a giggle.

“You look incredible,” I managed to get out.

“Thank you.”

Rory grabbed a clutch and pulled her door shut.

“Now, where are we going?”

“Oh, you’ll like it,” I said.

I called a ride while we waited for the elevator, and the car was waiting by the time we stepped outside.

We hopped in, and drove off to our date. I couldn’t keep my eyes off the blonde bombshell riding with me. Everything from her laugh to the curve of her face, down to her magnificent body was perfect.

For some reason, this woman, who hunted demons and turned every head when she walked in a room, had agreed to date me. Along with her best friend.

“What?” she asked when she noticed my attention. “What are you thinking?”

“Oh, just realizing how lucky I am,” I said.

“For real, dude” the driver chimed in. Then he realized what he said and locked his eyes to the road.

Rory giggled. “I guess you are,” she said.

We reached our destination, and I gave the poor driver five stars. Rory was a knockout, and I couldn’t blame him for acting dumb. I probably would be acting dumb sooner or later on the date.

In front of us was Sterling. A glittery neon light blinked as we walked up, declaring the name every time a saxophone player blew his animatronic horn. The place was set back from the road, somehow both loud and quiet at the same time.

We walked in and were greeted by an exuberant hostess. She stood at the stand, the rest of the room stretching out behind her.

“Hey, welcome to Sterling,” she said.

“Hi, we have a reservation,” I replied. She checked for my name, and then led us to our table. Sterling was a classy jazz club and restaurant, with intimate tables along the walls and sides, and a large dance floor near the front.

A four-piece band played on the stage. A pianist, a drummer, a singer, and a saxophone.

Everyone in the room watched us walk across the room. I say us, but really they watched Rory, and shot me jealous looks.

I couldn’t blame them.

The hostess gave us a private booth in the corner, and I slid in next to Rory so we could both see the stage. My body felt electric this close to the gorgeous woman.

“This is amazeballs, Ace,” she said.

“That’s what I was going for,” I joked back. “Amazeballs.”

She bumped me with her shoulder, a soft smile on her face.

Our waiter brought us a bottle of wine, and we ordered some food. The band played fun tunes I didn’t know, but kept a nice romantic atmosphere throughout the evening.

And I got to know Rory better.

“No, for real, I almost got expelled freshman year because a Grogoloz demon attacked me on the way to my final exam for one of the science prereqs. I killed it with the mechanical pencil I had, but the dang thing got lodged in the monster’s skull, and it broke when I pulled it out. So I showed up to the exam, covered in purple blood and the professor freaked out. If he hadn’t overreacted in front of everyone, I probably would have been in trouble. But little ole me cried in the Dean’s office, and somehow he ended up apologizing to me. Can you believe it?”

“I can’t believe you cried,” I said. “You’re so tough.”

“Oh, I can cry on command. It’s a handy skill to have. If a demon thinks you’re weak and scared, and then you pop them in the face with a knife. Actually, that Grogoloz demon is why I always have at least one knife on me.”

My eyes roved the skintight dress on the cheerleader. “Where are you keeping the knife now?”

“You’ll just have to find out later,” she said with a wink.

“I’ll have to do a very thorough search,” I agreed. Her eyes opened wide, but she didn’t argue it.

After that, I told her about my grandpa. That he cared for me after my parents died, and raised me like his own son. How he had a good sense of humor and constantly joked around.

“That’s where you get it from, huh?”

“I guess so,” I agreed.

Our waiter brought our food out and then lit the candles on the table. A few minutes later the lights dimmed in the rest of the restaurant.

I’d ordered a steak with veggies and potatoes. Rory got a baked fish, although she looked pretty jealous when she saw my steak come out.

“Want to try a bite?” I offered.

“Yes, please,” Rory said.

I cut a slice for the blonde, and then held it out for her on my fork. She took it gently off the end like it was a prize delicacy. Her eyes closed in rapturous delight.

“Mmmm, so good,” she moaned.

“We can share,” I offered.

“Oh, good.”

She scooted closer to me. The heat from her body radiated through her thin dress. Every time our elbows touched, my whole body tensed in excitement.

We shared our food — her fish ended up being excellent as well. After that, I treated her to a molten lava cake for dessert. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone as excited for chocolate as Rory was. She practically bounced in her seat when they brought it out.

I was more worried about losing a finger around her than I was when I fought that demon with knives on his hands.

When we finished, the waiter cleared our plates away. I stood up and offered my hand to Rory.

“Care to dance?”

For the first time all night, the confident woman looked timid. “Sure.”

She gripped my hand, her strength evident, but her hands soft and silky. I led her out to the dance floor where a few other couples were swaying to the slow song the band had started playing.

I pulled Rory close to me, and we moved with the music.

Even in her heels, I towered over her. She smiled up at me, and then leaned in close.

I’m not sure if you can call what we did dancing as much as it was cuddling standing up, but neither of us minded. We just enjoyed a moment of serenity together as the band played a few more slow songs.

Lights sparkled above us as we danced, my hands on her hips and her head against my chest. The saxophone player wailed, a smooth and sexy jam.

Rory looked up at me, and I didn’t need to think about it.

I leaned down and kissed the beautiful blonde.

Her soft tongue darted into my mouth, aggressive and playful just like she was. Time seemed to stand still as we enjoyed each other.

When the kiss finally ended, Rory looked up at me with her bedroom eyes and whispered, “Take me home, Ace.”

We practically ran out of Sterling after paying the check.

While we waited for our car to arrive, we made out furiously by the front door. The blinking neon sign lit us as we got more worked up. My hands roamed her body, gripping her tight ass. The blonde moaned in pleasure at that.

Our ride-share got there and we piled in the back of the black sedan.

“Good night?” the driver asked.

“The best,” Rory said.

Her hand rubbed my thigh, coming dangerously close to my hardening cock. The minx knew what she was doing, teasing me constantly the entire drive back to her apartment. Her hand would very gently touch the tip through my pants, before moving back down when it twitched in excitement.

“So is Sterling cool? Never been. Maybe I should take the wife.” The driver was doing his best to make conversation, not realizing we didn’t have any interest.

“Very cool,” I managed to gasp out.

“Nice,” the driver responded.

As we got closer to her apartment, Rory increased her teasing. She leaned in and whispered in my ear, her breath sending shivers down my back, “I’m going to rock your world, Ace.”

With that, she gave my shaft a solid squeeze, a rush of pleasure and anticipation coursing through me.

Then the driver pulled over and put the car in park.

“Here you are,” he said.

“Thanks,” Rory said, hopping out.

I followed her, hoping my erection wasn’t noticeable.

When the door shut behind me, I grabbed her hand. “That wasn’t very nice,” I said.

“Seemed like you liked it,” she teased back. “Now you have to catch me.”

The devious demon slayer turned and darted into her building. I followed after her, and caught her at the elevator. The door dinged as I got there, and we both stepped on. I pushed her back against the wall, kissing her neck.

She slapped out at the wall, trying to hit the button for her floor. Apparently she wasn’t quite successful.

As we kissed and groped each other, the elevator stopped at every other floor on the way up.

“Oh my,” an older lady with gray hair said when we stopped on the floor below Rory’s. At that point, Rory’s legs were wrapped around my waist as I pushed her into the wall, kissing her fiercely.

“Good for you, Rory,” the lady said as the door shut.

When the door finally opened on her floor, I carried the blonde out of the elevator. Our lips didn’t part until we got to the door.

I set her down so she could unlock it. As she turned, she shoved her tight ass against my crotch, rubbing back and forth.

“Where’d I put my keys?” she asked.

The woman knew how to drive me wild. Her clutch was barely bigger than my wallet, and I could see her keys over her shoulder.

“They’re right here,” I said, running my hands across her waist and up to her chest. I rubbed her breast through her dress as she leaned back into me.

“Those aren’t my keys,” she whispered.

“My mistake,” I said. I squeezed them again and she rubbed against me.

Finally she got her keys out and opened the door. We crashed through it as I lifted her back up. I kicked the door shut behind me, not remembering my strength. I heard a crack as it closed, but decided to ignore it for now.

Rory’s back hit the wall as I kissed her again. I made my way to her neck as she writhed in my arms.

“My bedroom,” she moaned, pointing towards a door I hadn’t been in before.

I carried her there, opening the door.

Her room had white walls and big windows with gauzy curtains. She had a big bed against the far wall, and a corkboard filled with pictures of her and Juniper above a makeup table by the door.

Rory slipped out of my grasp and pushed me onto the bed. I sat down, facing the blonde as I started taking my shoes and socks off.

Slowly, teasing, Rory slipped one strap over her shoulder. Then the other.

I was ready to see what was under the dress, but instead she turned and lowered the dress.

It dropped to the floor in a heap. But my eyes were on her impressive backside. She hadn’t worn a bra. She had a lacy black thong which amplified just how amazing her ass was.

Below that she had a belt around one thigh. Five knives were visible, all in their own holders and strapped to the belt.

“You really do like knives,” I said.

“They’re great for stabbing,” she said.

The short blonde turned around, and whatever response I had planned got obliterated by the view in front of me.

Her breasts were perfect, handfuls that defied gravity, standing pert and ready. Her nipples were hard, poking up in excitement.

“Wow,” I said.

“That’s what I like to hear,” Rory said.

She stepped forward, her hips swaying suggestively.

The gorgeous woman stopped just in front of me, and then knelt. She locked eyes with me as she unhooked my belt.

A few quick motions, and my zipper was down as well. Then she tugged my pants and underwear off in one clean motion. I helped her out, tossing my shirt and tie to the side.

My hard cock stood up, and Rory couldn’t take her eyes off of it. She licked her lips slightly.

“Juniper did not do you justice,” she said.

“I don’t want to talk about Juniper,” I said. “I’m here with you right now.”

She smiled up at me.

“I won’t let you forget it,” she said. “Don’t worry.”

Then, in one smooth motion, she took all of me into her mouth. My cock pushed into her throat as she deepthroated me before I could even react.

“Oh, god,” I moaned.

The cheerleader bobbed her head up and down. Her warm tongue swirled around my cock while the walls of her throat squeezed down.

Like a woman possessed, she sucked my cock aggressively. I’d never felt anything like it.

Up and down, quicker and quicker, she kept me aching for her mouth.

One of her hands reached up and gently stroked my balls as she worked, adding even more delightful sensations.

“If you keep it up,” I managed to stutter out, “I’m going to cum.”

That only encouraged her. “Mmmmm,” she mumbled as she worked faster.

“Oh, god, Rory,” I moaned, “I’m cumming.”

She just buried my cock all the way in her throat as my orgasm hit. Waves of pleasure rushed over me.

I twitched and convulsed as rope after rope shot down her throat. She swallowed, the contraction squeezing me even more and milking me for everything I had.

When I finally finished the longest orgasm of my life, she sat back with a satisfied grin. Her smooth fingers softly stroked my cock.

“Your turn,” I said.

“Ooo, goodie,” the cheerleader grinned.

She quickly dropped her panties and pushed me back onto the bed.

I guided her up until she was right above me, her vagina wet with excitement.

My tongue darted out, tasting her for the first time. She was sweet and savory all in one, just perfect.

Rory grinded her face into my mouth almost immediately as she sat on my face. Judging by her loud moans, we both were in heaven.

One of my hands reached up and grabbed a breast, rubbing a nipple in my fingers. The other gripped her ass. Her hips rocked back and forth as my tongue worked into her pussy, and then back out so I could suck on her clit.

“Fuck, Ace,” Rory moaned. “That’s it. Ohhhh!”

I took the advice and focused on her clit, licking at it. She groaned and twitched.

“Yes,” she moaned again.

Then she started twitching and screaming “Yes, yes, yes!”

Her whole body shook as I kept my tongue working on her clit. She got even wetter as she orgasmed, her pussy convulsing above me.

With a final sigh, she flopped onto the bed next to me.

“You’re good at that,” she said.

“So are you,” I replied. “But we’re not done yet.”

Rory glanced down and saw my dick was getting hard again. I’d never had an issue before, and Galliyae’s powers seemed like they helped even more.

“Good to hear,” she purred.

I climbed on top of her, my mouth drawn back to her neck like a magnet. She just moaned and wiggled so delightfully every time I bit or kissed it.

The tip of my cock found her hot entrance, and I teased it around the lips. She writhed and bucked, but I didn’t give her what she wanted.

“Please,” she begged.

“Not so fun now, huh?” I joked back, reminding her of the car ride here.

“Oh, it was worth it,” she said.

With that, I slipped inside her in a smooth thrust.

“Oh, fuck, Ace! Oh, yes!” she screamed. She was ready and willing, groaning in pleasure as I bottomed out inside of her.

She fit me like a glove, her velvety smooth walls clenching down on me.

“Rory, you are amazing,” I told her.

“So are you,” she moaned.

I started thrusting in and out, my hips moving slowly as I worked her up. Every time I pushed back in she gasped.

“Yes…” she whispered.

Our bodies moved together, trying to get deeper and closer. Our lips met, her tongue sliding back into my mouth. I sucked on it, and she teased me back.

Then the dynamite cheerleader shoved me onto my back and got on top of me in one smooth motion, without ever letting me out of her warm embrace.

Rory showed off the benefit of a good exercise regiment. She worked her hips and thrust down on top of me, spearing herself.

Her body rocked and slammed down on me, deeper than I could have expected.

My hands ran up her sides until I could grab her perfect breasts. She closed her eyes and humped me harder.

I felt another orgasm approaching, and so I slipped a finger down and found her clit, stroking it as best I could while she rode my cock.

“Yes, Ace, yes,” she screamed. “Ohhhhh! Oh!”

Her whole body clenched again.

This time I felt her muscles squeeze my cock, and it shoved me over the edge. As she shook in pleasure, I unloaded inside her.

“Oh, god,” I moaned.

Her walls drained me, squeezing me with each convulsion.

When the blonde stopped moaning, she sighed and dropped down on top of me. We both were panting and sweaty.

But it felt just right. We laid like that, my cock softening still inside her.

I don’t know when it happened, but we both fell asleep.

She must have really done a number on me, because I didn’t wake up until the sun cracked through her open windows the next morning.

Rory was already up and about. I stretched and found my boxers. It took me a minute, since the night before, she’d tossed them away and they’d landed on top of her dresser.

The living room looked different in the morning light, and then I heard voices from the kitchen.

“Is it always like that?” One asked. I recognized Juniper immediately.

Apparently they hadn’t waited to debrief after our date.

“Junebug, as far as I know, it’s never like that. You caught us a good one,” Rory said. “I’m not going to walk straight for a week, and I already want to hop back on.”

“Now I want a turn,” Juniper said, a joking pout to her voice.

I knocked on the door and walked in.

Juniper and Rory sat at the small breakfast table in Rory’s kitchen. Juniper was fully dressed, but Rory just wore my shirt from the night before, draped around her like a dress. And it’s true what they say — there’s not much sexier than a hot woman wearing your shirt the morning after.

They both were sipping from mugs of coffee, and giggled when they saw me.

“Hey, Ace,” Juniper said.

I don’t want this to get awkward, I thought. So we need to get used to this soon.

“Morning, Juniper,” I said. I leaned over and kissed her.

Her eyes opened in surprise, but then she closed them and leaned in.

When we stopped, I stepped over to Rory.

“And good morning to you,” I said, and kissed her as well.

“Host should get the first kiss,” she said when we finished. “Pretty sure it’s in the Constitution.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

I poured myself some coffee and sat between them.

“Want something to eat?” Rory asked.

“Can we have pancakes?” Juniper said, perking up.

“I was asking Ace, but pancakes sound great.”

I smiled, “Sounds good to me.”

She got up and started bustling around the kitchen, grabbing pans and bowls and a box of mix from the cupboard.

My life had taken some wild twists and turns, but I couldn’t believe how lucky I ended up. I was about to eat breakfast with both of my girlfriends. I had basically superpowers, and a mission from a goddess to kill demons.

Everything was perfect.

“So, what’s next,” Juniper asked.

“I don’t know,” I told her, grabbing her hand. “But whatever it is, I’m looking forward to it.”

The End


Epilogue



Two weeks later I walked back to my dorm after a vigorous training session with Rory. Because the world wasn’t ending, we all had to attend class, and I couldn’t practice every day. So we’d settled into a pattern, and I worked out with her every other day, and practiced with Juniper on the days between.

Without fail, the workouts would devolve into a series of bets and competitions until one of us was naked, and then we wouldn’t need to worry about training anymore.

Juniper was just as bad, always wanting to practice in her bedroom. When I asked why, she said “That’s where the magic happens,” before falling into a fit of giggles.

Not that I really minded.

But after sweating on the roof and then sweating in Rory’s bed, I desperately needed a shower.

I jogged up the stairs, nodding at a couple of my neighbors. When I got to my floor, I stopped short.

A man in his late fifties stood in front of my door. He wore a suit, gray with a blue tie. It looked expensive, and yet somehow frumpy on him. He had salt and pepper hair. I didn’t recognize him, and regretted leaving my sword in my dorm room. Demon activity had been so quiet I only took it when I went out on patrols.

Hopefully I didn’t need it.

He spotted me, and smiled.

“Ace Winters?”

I didn’t get the tingle I often got around demons, so I figured he was safe enough.

“Yeah,” I cautiously answered.

“Thank god,” he said. “I’ve been trying to reach you for weeks. Is there somewhere we can talk? It’s all good news, I promise.”

We were attracting stares from other students in the hallway.

“Sure, let’s go in here,” I said.

We stepped into my room, which was mostly just a staging ground for my clothes and homework, since I spent most nights with one or both of my girlfriends.

“Sorry about the mess,” I said.

“Oh, I remember what college was like,” he said. “This isn’t half as bad as the house I shared with four other guys my junior year. I think the landlord wanted to kill us when we moved out.” He chuckled, clearly remembering the good times.

“What is this about?” I asked. He needed a little push to get back on track.

“Right, right,” he said. “I’m Douglass Greenwalt, and I was your grandfather’s attorney. I was torn up to hear about his death. I know this comes much too late, but I am sorry for your loss.”

“I think I remember your name from the papers that came,” I said.

When my grandpa passed, I’d gotten the house we’d lived in, and a small amount of cash. I’d ended up selling the house to help pay for college. Otherwise, I hadn’t heard anything from him since.

“Yes, that was part of your grandfather’s unusual request. You got that original disbursement from the trust, the house, and some money, but I was not to have any contact at all with you until six weeks before your twenty-first birthday.”

Douglass paused and pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket. He dabbed sweat from his forehead, before folding it back up and returning it.

“Six weeks before your birthday,” he continued, “I was supposed to deliver you the rest of your inheritance. I apologize for not finding you sooner, but your grandfather was adamant you’d attend Harvard. And since you sold the house, we didn’t have any other way to find you. I’d hired a couple private investigators, but they didn’t turn up anything.”

“I don’t really use social media,” I explained. “And why would he think I went to Harvard? I did not have the grades to get in there, and I definitely couldn’t have afforded it.”

The lawyer blinked at me, surprised.

“Your family built something like three buildings there, Mr. Winters,” he said. “You could have gone there.”

“Seriously?” I asked, dumbfounded. We’d lived in a three-bedroom house with one bathroom, barely twelve hundred square feet. Somehow my family had enough money to build multiple buildings at a college.

“Yes. There’s also a small library at Stanford, and maybe a dorm at Penn or Yale. I don’t remember which. But you weren’t at any of them.”

“Add that to the list of things my grandpa never told me,” I sighed.

“Well, you chose a great school. Two of the partners at my firm are alums. One of them is even good at his job, which isn’t a given for partners.”

“How did you find me, anyway?”

He shook his head, more in disbelief than negativity. “It was the darnedest thing. One morning a couple weeks ago, I turned on my computer, and the webpage was already open to a story about the incident at your dance.”

“I was in it?”

“Oh, no, of course not,” he said. “I’m sure you had nothing to do with that. But there was a photo of the campus, and there you were, right in the corner, sitting on the quad with a girl with multicolor hair.”

Via, I realized. When had that picture been taken?

“I recognized you, although you have matured quite a bit since your grandpa showed me your pictures. None of my staff knew who opened the page. It’s a mystery. Like a sign sent from above.” He grinned at his joke.

Or a sign sent from Galliyae. This must be the other reward she mentioned.

“I had our investigator come to confirm it was you, and then I hopped on the first plane over once we knew that you were here.”

He pulled out his handkerchief and dabbed his forehead again. The man was sweatier than me, and I’d just worked out for two hours before an energetic session of hot sex.

“Have you been well?” he asked.

“Pretty great, honestly. I definitely chose the right school,” I said, thinking about Rory and Juniper.

“Great, great,” he said.

“Now,” he continued, “We get to the reason for my visit. Your grandfather left you a few more things that were kept in a trust until now. Unfortunately, one of them was supposed to be a sword that we couldn’t find. It was some sort of family heirloom. Not much value, but sentimental and he was adamant that you receive it. I think he intended to send it to us, but it must have been lost in his untimely death.”

I glanced at the sword leaning against the wall in its scabbard. He noticed and smiled happily.

“Looks like it turned up after all,” he said.

“I found it in the attic and decided to hang onto it,” I lied.

“That is just delightful, Mr. Winters. Do you mind if I call you Ace?”

I shrugged.

“Great. I hate being so formal. The next few items are outlined here.” He handed me a letter while he continued explaining what was in it.

“Your grandfather made a lot of excellent investments over the years, and I believe inherited some small fortune himself. Most of it was parked in an index fund for the last few decades, although he made a few purchases here and there that were nothing short of prophetic. If he’d run a mutual fund, I don’t doubt that he would have been one of the most successful ever.”

I scanned across the letter, and noticed a large number in the middle. I glanced up at the lawyer, dumbfounded.

“Is this a typo?”

“No, Ace, it’s not. You have just become one of the richest people in the country. Although only a small portion is available to you now. A small portion of that, of course, is more than I’ll make this decade, so you’ll be well taken care of.

“The rest comes in installments when you complete some Challenges that your grandfather said he prepared, with close to ninety percent finally arriving after the Fifth Challenge. He seemed to think you wouldn’t lie about completing them, but he did send this tester.”

Douglass opened his briefcase and pulled a small blue orb out. It was glass, and a little smaller than a baseball. He handed it to me.

“According to your grandfather, if you lie about the conditions, it will turn red. And if you tell the truth, it will turn green.”

“I have completed the Fifth Challenge,” I said immediately. The orb turned red.

“See,” Douglass said. “Apparently it works.”

“I have completed the First Challenge,” I said.

The orb turned green.

“You already know about the Challenges?” Douglass asked, surprised. “And managed to complete one. Just for fun?”

“He did mention those,” I lied again. The orb turned red, and I covered it before Douglass noticed. “I finished the First Challenge around the time of the dance.”

The orb turned green. I put it back in Douglass’s briefcase before it got me in more trouble.

“Excellent,” Douglass said. “I will make the arrangements, and we can figure out an account that you have access to. The rest of the money will stay where it is now, and continue to grow.”

Apparently I was a billionaire now, I realized.

Even if I only have a few million dollars right now, I thought. That’s more money than I ever expected to have in my life. And now that I might eventually have a very large family, I probably need it.

“This must all be overwhelming,” Douglass said. “I’m sure you never expected anything this life changing to happen to you.”

Thinking about the last few weeks, all I could do was agree. “You’ve got that right.”

“There’s only one more thing, and then I will get out of your hair and let you process everything.”

The lawyer clicked open his briefcase one more time, and pulled out a small leather journal. I recognized it immediately. My grandpa had spent the last few months of his life scribbling in it whenever he had a spare moment.

“This is what your grandfather was in New York for when he was mugged. He had just delivered this to my office that day, in fact. You were supposed to get it before you turned twenty-one, but now is just as good, I assume.”

Douglass handed me the book.

I couldn’t believe I had it in my hands. I didn’t know what was in it, but having a connection back to the man who raised me felt good.

“Alright, I will take my leave,” Douglass said. “It was a pleasure to see you, Ace. I’ll be in town for a couple more days. My number is in the letter. Whenever you finish the next Challenge, just let me know and we’ll release more of the trust into your control.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I was too stunned to say anything else as I let him out. He gave me a small wave, and then headed out of the dorm.

The door shut behind him. I sat down on my bed and flipped open the book.

“Ace, you’ve got a big surprise ahead of you,” the first lines read.

I took a deep breath. This was an explanation, a message from my grandfather, written into a book. He hadn’t left me to fend for myself. My grandpa had known something would happen to him, and he tried to make sure I’d be prepared. It might have gone a bit better if he’d told me to find the book, but beggars can’t be choosers.

Leaning back on my bed, I continued reading.

Ace, you’ve got a big surprise ahead of you.

The world isn’t what you think. There are things that actually do go bump in the night. Demons and monsters that threaten the lives of humans everywhere.

The good news is that there’s someone who fights them. Who stands against the darkness as a beacon of light.

That someone is you.

You might think I’m crazy, and that’s okay. On your twenty-first birthday you’ll know the truth. You will inherit my powers as the Chosen of Galliyae.

This will be scary, but I know you can handle it. And, bonus, you are going to get to bang so many chicks.

That’s how your power grows. You form a harem, and each member feeds back into you. I’m weaker now because my loves have all passed with time, and I know that I am destined to leave this world soon. But that’s okay. I’ve had a good life, and I got to know you.

You’ll live for hundreds of years, maybe even longer. You’ll have strength, energy, and endurance like no man ever has.

Of course, there will be challenges. Five of them, all together. You’ll know when the Challenge arrives because Galliyae will show you.

I’m sorry I won’t be there for you, Ace. I know you’ll do incredible things.

And remember, you need to get out there and build a big harem. The power is nice, but the love and sex is even better.

Go get ‘em, Ace.

I flipped through the rest of the book. There was a lot more to read.

A smile spread across my face. I couldn’t wait. I wanted to enjoy this connection I had to my grandpa for a while longer.


Afterword



Thank you for reading Chosen For Greatness. The story of Ace, Rory, Junebug and the rest is just getting started! Book 2 comes out in a month!

Please leave me a review on Amazon, it helps other people find and enjoy my work, and that means I can keep writing.

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 

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 

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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If you are looking for more fun men's romance or harem adventures, here are a couple places to check out that have helped me and others find a lot of great books to read:

A great subreddit for harem books:

https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/

A great Facebook group for the same:

www.facebook.com/groups/HaremLitBooks

Lots of great romance for men options:

https://linktr.ee/romanceformen

And a discord to chat with others:

https://discord.gg/6DgPaerTDU
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