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The Story So Far



Welcome back, dear readers, to the third installment of the Chosen for Greatness series. Here’s a quick recap for you, if you so desire. Otherwise, you can jump straight to the Prologue. Enjoy!

Ace Winter’s story started not too long ago. One night, while attending a frat party, he discovered that demons were real. Unfortunately, he learned this interesting fact while a very real, very angry demon was attempting to kill him. He survived because it turned out that Ace is the heir of the Chosen of Galliyae — the most recent of a near mythical demon hunter line. His grandfather was the most recent Chosen, but neglected to tell Ace any of that before his untimely death.

Ace learns about the secret world of demons with the help of a witch, a cheerleader, and a bookstore owner. They attempt to guide him, but before he can get his sea legs, Ace finds out that an unkillable demon is planning on attacking the school’s dance.

Not only that, the demon Pallatrox plans to kill Ace and unleash hell on earth. That’s not what you want when midterms are right around the corner.

So Ace tries to put a wrench in Pallatrox’s plan. It all goes sideways when the demon kidnaps Rory Silver, the cheerleader, and threatens to kill her if Ace runs instead of coming to the dance.

At the same time, Ace discovers he must face five Challenges for Galliyae to unlock his true potential as the Chosen. And the first Challenge is to kill the unkillable Pallatrox.

Over the objections of the wiser Beatrix and the snarky but good demon Wren Harmonious, Ace shows up to the dance. He rescues Rory but doesn’t stop the ritual, so he’s trapped with the immortal demon Pallatrox until one of them dies.

But the sword of the Chosen holds a secret — it absorbs and permanently destroys Pallatrox once Ace injures him enough. And so Ace completes the first challenge and takes his first steps down the road to his full potential as the Chosen. As a gift from the goddess, his magic powers are increased, using the essence of Pallatrox to charge him up.

During all this, Ace comes to terms with the fact that the Chosen of Galliyae has certain responsibilities. Galliyae is the Goddess of Fertility, and Ace is expected to have many wives and many heirs. Considering he was just getting used to dating one girl, this is a big shock. But Juniper, the sexy witch he started dating, is okay with him seeing her best friend Rory, and so Ace ends up with two girlfriends.

A short time later, Ace is still learning to use all of his abilities to their fullest potential. He practices magic with Juniper and Rory trains him to fight better. He might have the strength, but that only goes so far without the technique.

When a demon with powerful magic almost kills him, he discovers that someone is using a forbidden ritual to empower normal demons. The ritual uses the power of the Sleepers — ancient demons that vanished millennia ago, but are more powerful than any other. It touches into the Deep, the source of their exceptional power. They guarded their magic jealously, and using it threatens to bring them back from wherever they went.

Ace wants to take the fight to the demons, but both the school and the police crack down on him. They are being advised by a consulting group that identified Ace as a threat to the school’s reputation.

Meanwhile, Ace’s childhood best friend, Via Wilson, gets an internship at the consulting firm Culcate — the same one targeting Ace. She’s a nerdy costume maker and wannabe cosplay influencer, and she views the internship as a chance to learn about the industry while having a fallback career. She also needs the money because her supportive parents are splitting up.

The only catch is that Culcate is actually run by demons. Who would have expected the evil firm that loved laying people off was run by evil monsters?

They kidnap Via and steal Ace’s sword, cutting him off from some of his power. Ace, Rory, and the demon Wren Harmonious, go to rescue her. They arrive to see that Culcate hasn’t just been using a forbidden ritual, but they have summoned an actual Sleeper and are using the ritual to take its power for themselves. Galliyae tells him this is his second Challenge — he must stop Culcate.

Ace does everything he can to stop it, but to no avail. Now he’s stuck facing an army of empowered demons. The only stroke of luck he has is that the immense power they stole takes time to absorb, and he manages to kill most of the army before they can reach their full potential — with the help of the others.

Especially Juniper, who made a deal with a shady and ancient witch to gain the power to fight these monsters.

In the end, Ace wins, barely surviving. Galliyae gifts him with a new power — he can now sense demons when they are in disguise. (This is on top of gaining some of the strength of every demon he kills.) He’s slowly becoming a force that will strike fear into the hearts of demons — if he can survive that long.

A couple of weeks later, Ace is called into a meeting with the Director of Residence Life, who apologizes for cracking down on him. He’s introduced to Jenna Holmes, a new appointment to help make everyone’s life easier.

But when the two of them are alone, Jenna confesses she’s not just a worker at the university. She’s a princess from the Hidden Kingdom, and they need the Chosen’s help.

Whoa! I can’t wait to see what happens next!

The Cast of Characters

Ace Winters — The hero of the story. After his parents died (murdered by Pallatrox, it turns out) he was raised by his grandfather (also murdered by Pallatrox. That demon was a real jerk.) He’s adjusting to life with superpowers fairly well and enjoying knowing that Pallatrox won’t murder any more of his family members or loved ones. Although he knows that there is still a lot to learn.

He’s completed two of the five Challenges.

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

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

Via Wilson — The childhood best friend of Ace. She’s a nerdy gamer girl who loves cosplay. After getting mixed up in the demon attack at the Farmer’s ball, she learned about the secret world, but isn’t sure yet what to think. At first, she was unsure about the harem situation. But recently, she confessed her feelings and started dating Ace.

Beatrix Victoria — An English woman who owns a bookstore called the Veiled Volumes in town. While he’s not sure, Ace thinks she’s in her early forties. She’s an experienced witch and demon hunter, and trained Rory and Juniper. Ace finally saw her in action when Beatrix and Wren rescued him from powerful demons. She’s very powerful, but prepping all of the magic takes time and resources, so she cannot do it all the time.

Wren Harmonious — An ancient demon — one of the good ones. She was cast out of hell for unknown reasons, meaning she cannot die while on earth. (Normally, if a demon is killed on earth, they return to hell.) She helped Ace recover his grandfather’s sword. While she is good, she butts heads with Beatrix and has some rough edges when it comes to Ace. Fighting alongside Ace, she was injured pretty badly while facing off against Culcate, and takes longer to heal than Ace.

Galliyae — the Goddess of Life and Fertility. She has been missing for centuries, along with all of her sisters, leading most people to assume she was a myth. She was able to talk to Ace, briefly, when he completed each of the two Challenges. He learns that she’s trapped somewhere, and asks Ace to try to find her.

Saidra — An ancient and powerful witch. She offers to train Juniper to grow her magical strength. But Juniper makes a promise to help her with an unknown ritual down the line.

The Celestial Convocation — A mysterious organization that tries to stop demon attacks. Ace and the others are unsure if it is real, a myth, or something that once existed but faded with time.

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

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


Prologue



An Excerpt from Martin Winter’s Journal

Ace, my boy, I hope you’re starting to get the hang of this Chosen business.

It’s quite fun, when you finally reach your full potential. Since you should have received this well before your birthday, I expect that by now you’re eagerly anticipating gaining your powers. Heck, if you’re a slow reader or thought I was crazy, maybe you’ve already got them and are back to figure out what’s going on.

I hope that I could explain everything, but I have the sense that I won’t be around. In fact, I have to die for the powers to pass on.

Don’t grieve for me, kiddo. I’ve had a great life, and lived longer than I ever wanted. You’ll be wonderful, and I always knew I wouldn’t be around to see you become the man you will be — that’s the deal with this job. Amazing benefits. No retirement.

Now, enough being maudlin. I’m here to pass on some of my incredible wisdom, and not just the best way to cook a tri-tip steak, although I’ll get to that, too. Can’t have my secret recipes die with me.

But first let’s chat about being the Chosen. Demons are the enemy. Not all of them, of course. They’re just like humans, in a lot of ways. All sorts of different wants, desires. Many, maybe most, just want to be left alone and live their lives in peace. We like those demons. I’ve been friends with a lot of them over the years — at times it’s easier than being friends with humans, since those demons will still be here when the shorter lived people pass on.

The ones Galliyae wants us to fight are the ones that won’t let life continue on the way we want. They aren’t all the same, either. Some might be almost feral, living for nothing more than the hunt and the kill. Or they might be after power, willing to sacrifice human lives for the game they play in Hell. Some might even be trying to carve out their own seat of power on Earth.

The world has changed in a lot of ways. The general population doesn’t believe in magic anymore. The weird, the unusual — they are consigned to the crazies and the nut jobs, the History Channel shows and creepy online forums and tacky magazines in the checkout lane. In a lot of ways, that made our job easier. Demons are in hiding, so when they poke their head out, we have more ways to find out.

Of course, people also think that they aren’t real, so it might not be reported. A series of deaths might be attributed to a serial killer that will never be found. That makes it hard for us — we don’t know who to trust or what to believe. When you complete your Challenges, you’ll spend a lot of time traveling and tracking down those troublemakers to make sure they never cause trouble again.

There is one place where the general population not only believes in demons, but openly lives with them. That’s the Hidden Kingdom. It’s been a while since I’ve visited, but I remember my last visit well.

It was one of my best vacations, and one of my worst battles.

The Hidden Kingdom is a vast underground community. It’s in New Zealand, and almost impossible to reach without an invite. Once you know it’s there, you can come and go, but getting in that first time is the real trick.

I’d been there multiple times — the first, I was “invited” to deal with an infestation of Cormack demons. They’re actually feral, and similar to a termite colony. Except they are the size of small cars and can fly. They’d infested the tunnels under the Kingdom, and were threatening to spill out and overrun the city.

It was not fun. But it earned me entrance to the Kingdom, and I returned a few times over my life.

The most recent visit was during the Eighth War. Hopefully the last war, as well. Because of the secret nature of the Kingdom, demons have attempted to conquer it many times. I’m not sure why — maybe for the power of the Throne or for their own territory to launch invasions of earth from. Either way, eight times there was a full out war.

I heard rumors of the invasion while on a mission of my own. This was back in the mid-1800s. Hold on, I need to check when exactly. And you’re knocking on my door.

***

Okay, I’m back. You wanted to borrow the car to drive out and see some old horror movie at a drive in with Via. I didn’t want to tell you, but I knew the director and star. They had a demon neighbor who started sacrificing neighborhood pets, and I helped them out. I went to the premiere of one of their movies, but not that one. Good folks.

Alright, where was I? Right, right. So the Eighth War started in 1843, and lasted for two years. I’d found evidence of the army, so I took it to the Hidden King. He asked me to stay and help fight.

We’re not built for regular army work, but I couldn’t argue that I’d be helpful. I brought four of my wives with me, not expecting to stay as long as I did. The rest I was separated from. Back then, when it took so much longer to travel around the world, we were used to long separations. It was still tough, but we did what we had to.

Anyway, I had Zofia, Eunice, Greta, and Joyce with me. We had a marvelous time. The Hidden Kingdom is full of wonders, and the Hidden King set us up with a house on the lake. We spent three months lounging and enjoying each other’s company, if you know what I mean.

Above us, the seasons changed, but we were lost in that timeless place. It was one of the longest pure stretches of peace I had. Your life will be full as you serve Galliyae. I don’t regret a second of my service, but make sure to grab those moments of quiet and savor them.

We spent so long in that house on the lake that I thought the war might not happen. But it did come.

A dark demoness led the army. They put the entire Hidden Kingdom under siege — blocking the exits to the world above, and attacking through the caves underneath as well.

The King put me to work in the lower caves, helping keep smaller teams of demons from sneaking in the back door. That was the problem with the Hidden Kingdom — demons lived openly, so if traitors made it in, we would be hard-pressed to find them. For all we knew, there were already agents in the city.

I could only trust my loves and the Hidden King.

In my solo excursions under the city, I fought many demons. I’m sure almost as many made it through. I was only one man, and the city guard was stretched thin.

The one benefit of being in the Hidden Kingdom during a siege is that it was almost entirely self-sufficient. They can grow food, have plenty of water, and have stores of supplies ready. Our morale was what suffered the most.

After a year of the siege, the fighting started in earnest.

At first, they sent small parties to test each of our defenses. I stayed in the caves with a larger force at my back. We kept them at bay. That lasted for a month. They pulled back for a while.

Then they attacked with all of their demonic soldiers.

We had the defensive positions, but their efforts to sneak people into the city weren’t in vain. Not only did they have demons on their side, but whether through promises of power or plain old bribes, the demon army had human traitors to sabotage us.

The main entrance was overrun, and we had to fight a retreat back to the castle. There we made our stand — and had I been unlucky, it would have been a different heir becoming the next Chosen a lot earlier.

The dark demoness set her troops to try and control the city. The people fought back — they come from strong lineages well versed in battling demons. That resistance helped keep them from focusing on the castle.

In the castle, we worked on a large spell, using the powers of the Hidden King and the Chosen to craft a cleansing ritual. It weakened and outright killed many of the attacking demons, all while keeping the loyal subjects alive.

Then we charged out into the mass of troops. They still outnumbered us, even with the successful ritual. But the demons fought for their own greed and desire, while we fought for our lives and to protect others.

In the end, we won.

We drove the army down into the caves, and spent the next year hunting them before they could flee and regroup. It was nasty work, and one of the worst parts of my time as the Chosen. But it was all for a good purpose — that army was destroyed, and would never threaten the Hidden Kingdom again.

Of course, as you know, demons don’t die forever. They are just banished back to hell. So it will only be a matter of time before a different ambitious demon wrangles an army together to try and conquer the Hidden Kingdom.

I just hope you can help when it happens.

Be well, kid,

-Martin


Chapter One



“Iwas mostly honest with you, Ace. My full name and title is Princess Jenna Holmes, heir to the Hidden Kingdom, and I was sent here by the Celestial Convocation. We need your help. We need the Chosen.”

My mouth practically dropped open when I heard those words coming out of what I assumed was just a normal Assistant Director in charge of Student Life Relations. I had a million questions.

“Buwhaaa?”

I did not nail it with my first attempt.

The corner of Jenna’s mouth quirked up as she tried to hide a smile. I was having trouble believing that this woman was a princess, let alone all of the other things she said.

She was cute, a few years older than me, and didn’t scream out “secret princess.” Which, I guess, is the point. Instead, she stood there in a nice pair of slacks and a blouse, studying my reaction. She was willowy and wispy, with light black skin and dark hair pulled back in a pony-tail.

Coughing to clear my throat, I looked around. We were standing on the sidewalk only a little ways away from the administration building. While a few students were walking near us on the way to class, none were close enough to overhear her.

“Did I catch that right?”

She nodded. “Yes. I’m Princess Jenna Holmes, Lieutenant in the Secret Forces, heir to the Hidden Kingdom.”

“Okay, that middle part was new.”

“Yes. The Hidden Kingdom is under attack, and I was sent here as part of my role to ask you for your help. Is there somewhere more private where we could talk about this?”

I scratched my head. “Uh, yeah. I know a place. But I think we need to loop in some more people.”

“If you think that is wise,” she said. She had an accent — Australian, or maybe New Zealand. I wasn’t sure.

“I don’t know what you know about me, but I’m pretty new to all of this. I’d rather have the people I trust listen as well.”

“Your… girlfriends?”

I chuckled. “My reputation precedes me.”

“The reputation of the Chosen. We suspected you might be a bit of a skux. Your grandfather visited my relatives a few times, and we are all well acquainted with the lifestyle of Galliyae’s Chosen.”

“Well, I wasn’t.”

That was true. My grandfather battled evil demons for centuries, but didn’t speak a word of it to me before his untimely passing at the hands of Pallatrox, the unkillable demon. Everything I knew came from my friends already deep in the secret world of demons and a book he left for me that was half diary, half instruction manual.

“Okay, let’s head to the Veiled Volumes,” I said.

“Oh. That’s Beatrix Victoria’s store, right?”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “You’ve met?”

“No, no. I haven’t had the pleasure. Oi, I’ve ordered some books from her in the past. I knew she was in town, but didn’t realize you two knew each other.”

“Well, now you can meet her. Follow me.”

I led the way through campus. The Veiled Volumes wasn’t too far of a walk, and we spent most of the time in silence. I texted Juniper, Rory, and Via — my girlfriends — to let them know what was happening — at least as best I could explain over text. Via had a class and couldn’t make it, but Rory and Juniper were already at the Veiled Volumes, so we’d see them soon.

After a few minutes, I asked, “What’s a skux?”

Jenna laughed, a light, lilting laugh. “Sorry. It’s someone who’s popular with the ladies.”

“Like a slut?”

She bobbed her head back and forth, considering her words. “Yeah, nah, not like a slut or a slag. It’s more positive than that. Like a ladykiller.” She glanced at me, looking me up and down. “I bet you’re a bit of a skux yourself.”

“Oh, stop. I bet you say that to every Avatar of a god whose help you need to fight demons.”

“It’s my go-to move,” she agreed with a smile.

We reached the Veiled Volumes. It was crammed into a run-down strip mall with a handful of laundromats, liquor stores, and one magic book store right in the middle. The Veiled Volumes had a simple sign and an uninviting front. The curtains were drawn, and I’d never seen anyone even walk into the place who wasn’t already friends with Beatrix.

I’d only recently discovered that the books she sold were wildly expensive, so she didn’t need to sell many to stay afloat. Most of her customers were like Jenna — they ordered books to be mailed or delivered rather than come in person.

Beatrix didn’t mind the lack of traffic, as she also served as one of the area's demon hunters. She was a powerful witch in her own right, and helped coordinate with other humans who handled that sort of trouble.

As the Chosen of Galliyae, it was my job to fight demons. The goddess picked me — the sole option, sure, but it counts. Because I was living in town, this entire part of southern California was seeing a marked decrease in demon attacks, outside of the big ones that I kept having to stop. That freed Beatrix up to prepare larger spells and magical items, as well as train me.

But those big attacks were Challenges.

The Challenges were sent by the goddess. Each one was a task that so far had been way above my pay grade. I’d completed two, barely, and there were three more somewhere out there, just waiting for me to face.

The bell over the door jangled as we stepped in. Shelves of books lined the walls, filled with grimoires that looked old and pricey. A counter near the back blocked a door to the storage area, and a set of stairs there led up to Bea’s apartment. A few tables around the shop had bottles of various spell ingredients. While the owner was nowhere to be seen, two smiling faces greeted me.

“Ace!”

A redhead bounded over and wrapped me in a hug. She was Juniper Martindale. Or Junebug to her friends. She was tall, a little lanky, and her sweater did not leave much to the imagination when it came to her impressive figure. I gave her a kiss.

“Hey, Juniper.”

“And where’s my kiss?”

Rory Silver strode over like she owned the world. The blonde was short — barely scraping five feet. But she packed a lot into that short frame. She was a cheerleader and demon hunter, giving her an incredibly athletic body.

“Right here,” I said. I kissed her, then ushered Jenna into the store.

Beatrix came out at that moment. The older woman — around forty, if I was any guess — had her brunette hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her wire-framed glasses perched precariously on her nose, and she looked up from the leather tome she was carrying.

“Ah, you’ve arrived,” she said. “I was under the impression it was rather urgent. Please, have a seat.”

There were a few comfy reading chairs in a circle near the shelves on one side. Jenna took the one nearest the door, while I sat across from her. Juniper and Beatrix sat on my side. Rather than sit next to Jenna, Rory sat on the arm of my chair.

“So, I brought a friend. This is … uh, what do I call you, Princess?”

“Princess?” Rory glared at her, then at me.

“Jenna is fine.”

“This is Princess Jenna Holmes, from the Hidden Kingdom. But we can call her Jenna.”

Jenna smiled at that. Rory still had some questions. “Princess, huh? Is that a nickname or something?”

“No, I am the actual princess of the Hidden Kingdom. The fourth child of the current Hidden King. I’m the only girl, and have three older brothers.”

That sparked something in my memory. “I thought you said you were the heir?”

“Nah, yeah, that’s right. It’s heaps complicated.” She looked at all of us, waiting for her to talk, and said, “Aye, I guess I can explain. How much do you know about the Hidden Kingdom?”

“Nothing at all,” Rory said. “Enlighten me.”

Beatrix rolled her eyes at the possessive short stack. “I’ve heard rumors. I wasn’t sure how true it was. A small kingdom underground, with no secret world of demons and magic. Everyone there knows about it.”

“My grandfather wrote a little bit about it in his journal that he left me,” I added. “But I don’t think I have more to add than what Bea said.”

“That’s mostly true enough,” Jenna said.

As she spoke, I could see hints of the regal upbringing in Jenna, but they were hidden or kept down by a gruffness that felt artificial. The one thing she didn’t lack was confidence. “The Hidden Kingdom has a little under two million residents. About a quarter of them are demons living in peace and out in the open. Well, not exactly in the open. The Kingdom is entirely underground, in New Zealand.”

“Really? That doesn’t lead to people looking for Hobbiton or Mordor and stumbling into the Kingdom?” I smiled.

She laughed. “Well, considering that we’ve been around for longer than the books or the movies, we don’t really have a choice. But actually, we secretly funded those movies.”

Juniper was shocked. “Really?”

Jenna nodded. “It’s a great cover! Anyone poking around for information on the Hidden Kingdom just looks like a super fan that’s gone round the bend.”

That made sense to me. It was similar in some ways to how demon sightings were handled in the modern age. There were a few YouTube channels run by demons who filmed “Demon Pranks.” Then any sightings of demons were actually claimed to be pranks that they — or copycat influencers — were busted before they could release the video.

“So, we are a monarchy,” Jenna said, “Although I guess it would be closer to a constitutional monarchy now. We have a parliament that does a lot of the ruling. But the Hidden Throne isn’t just a ceremonial position — the ruler is imbued with power to protect the people.

“As such, any of the children of the current ruler can become the next Hidden King or Queen, so we’re all considered heirs. It still generally falls to the eldest, as they’ve often had the most training and are best suited for the job. In the meantime, we all serve in various roles so we can learn about the Kingdom firsthand, and build character. The last part is just what my dad says, I don’t think it’s in the official rules.

“I work for our Secret Forces, which is a mix of a defensive reserve guard, along with a little of your FBI and CIA thrown in. We handle threats before they happen, and track down criminals. And in a time of war, we protect the Hidden Throne and whoever sits on it.”

“If the King has supernatural powers, why do you need Ace?” Juniper asked.

“The Hidden King,” Jenna corrected, before answering. “They are not all powerful, and have often asked the Chosen for help in the past.” She glanced at me.

I nodded. “Yeah, my grandpa went there a few times.”

“And that’s what you need now?” Beatrix stepped forward, eyeing Jenna.

“Yeah, Ms. Victoria, we have a problem that requires some help from outside the Royal family.” She paused, studying all of us. “I want to say more, but we don’t want word getting out of what we’re facing. It could put all of our efforts in jeopardy. I know that I can trust you, but I will only say what the specific threat is once Ace has agreed to help.”

“That’s a big ask,” I said. “Agree to help without knowing what I’m fighting.”

“I know.” Worry crossed her face, and I saw Jenna again as a young woman just doing her best to keep her people safe. “But I have my orders. My father specifically asked me to come here, but also limited me in what I could say.”

Jenna stood, looking around one more time at all of us. “I know I have come out of the blue, aye. We are facing a crisis in the Hidden Kingdom, but it is a slow-moving one and we still have some time. So I’ll let you chew on what I said, and I’ll reach back out in a week to hear your decision. I hope you can help us, but I understand if you won’t.”

She turned to Beatrix. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Victoria.” With a nod to the others, she walked out of the store.

“Well, that was a lot,” Rory said when the door shut. She slid off the arm of my chair and into my lap, wrapping her arms around me.

“You’re telling me,” I agreed.

“What are you going to do?” Juniper asked.

That was a question I was already asking myself. “I don’t know. It feels like I should help out, but facing an unknown danger? And do I need to go to New Zealand? I’m in the middle of a semester.”

“Yeah, but you're a billionaire who fights demons. Do you really need to finish college?” Rory grinned at me.

“I’m only that rich on paper,” I said.

One of the benefits of my grandfather’s long life was that he made a series of investments that meant I inherited billions of dollars. Which was pretty cool, except only a small part of it was available to me, with a little more opening up after I completed each Challenge. The vast majority would come if and when I completed the Fifth Challenge.

Still, a small part of a lot of money was still a lot of money. And Rory was right. If I needed to drop out of college, it wouldn’t hold me back. But I liked the sense of normalcy it gave me, so I wanted to avoid that if possible. I felt like once that thread was cut, I’d be truly living a different life.

“Do you think it could be a Challenge?” Juniper asked. “What Jenna wants you to do?”

I considered that. “I don’t feel the pull like I did before, but that doesn’t mean it’s not a Challenge. I only really know for sure once it’s too late to back out.”

Beatrix made a small hum, and I realized she wasn’t paying attention to our discussion. Instead she flipped through a small notebook — black, with a spiral ring binding it together — and made notes on another piece of paper.

“Have something to share with the class?” Rory teased.

The woman looked up, a bit put out. “Hmmm. Indeed. I thought her name was familiar. She’s purchased a number of books from me over the past five years.”

“Yeah, she mentioned that,” I said. “Anything interesting? Or is that against bookstore-client confidentiality.”

Beatrix snorted. “No. There’s no such thing. As far as what she ordered, I don’t think it will give any hints into her investigation.”

She handed me the piece of paper with her notes. Beatrix’s handwriting was tight and neat, good enough that I thought for a moment that she’d typed the list. It knocked my chicken scratch out of the park, that’s for sure.

I scanned through the list, looking at the books the Princess had purchased. Each had a date by them, showing she’d purchased them over the course of three years.

The Major Incantations, Part 4, by Henrietta Delarune.

History of Demonic Incursions, 200 B.C — 600 A.D. by Albanus Claudius Patrocias

Maelifica Monstrum, Author Unknown

The Major Incantations, Part 5, by Henriette Delarune

The Chosen: Fact or Fiction, by Valerie Flemming

The most recent book apparently focused on me, or at least my role and ancestors. She’d ordered it a month before I’d gained my powers, so it didn’t seem totally tied to my arrival.

“What’s this last one?” I asked.

Bea sighed. She took her glasses off and wiped them with a handkerchief. “It’s more on the scandalous side of my sales. There are a few small press publishers that serve the community of witches, wizards, and demon hunters. The Chosen: Fact or Fiction came out a few years ago from one of those companies. It was actually unusual to order it from me, since I’d assume that there would be copies in the Hidden Kingdom.”

“Maybe she didn’t want people to know she was looking into me?”

“Perhaps.” Beatrix pursed her lips, thinking.

“Anything juicy?” Rory perked up at the change in conversation.

“Considering the actual Chosen is sitting in this room with us, there’s nothing of value in there. The scholar comes down on the side of the Chosen being a myth like King Arthur — perhaps inspired by a real person, but now far from the truth.”

“I’d blow her mind if we ever met,” I said.

“Indeed,” Beatrix agreed. “The rest of the books on there are relatively standard, if a bit rare. Nothing that points to any specific threat. The Maelifica Monstrum lists almost every known type of demon, so it might just be research.”

“You have an actual Monster Manual?” I grinned at Beatrix.

“It’s going to be one of those days again, isn’t it,” she complained.

“Actually, it would be pretty helpful.”

“I sold my only copy to the Princess. Almost everything in that book I have in other books, even if it is a little less convenient. But I can look into finding another. It’ll run somewhere around fifty thousand.”

Juniper choked on the tea she was sipping.

“If she could spend that on a book, at least we know she has Royal money to burn,” Rory said.

Outside of my college education, that book would be the most expensive thing I’d ever purchased. “Go ahead and order it,” I told her.

“It’s not like I just pop on Amazon and buy it. But I’ll put out feelers.”

“Thanks, Bea.”

“Of course, Mister Winters. Now, what are you going to do about our new arrival?”

I stood up, lifting Rory as I did. She giggled, and I set her back down on the armrest. “I’m not sure. But I think I’ll go on a patrol. Take my mind off of it for a little while, and see what comes to me.”

“A wise decision.”


Chapter Two



Rory, Juniper and I left the Veiled Volumes. It was still relatively early for a patrol — demons tended to come out after dark to do their dirty deeds — so first we gathered our weapons. While my sword drew some attention, I knew how much it added to my power, so I made sure it was belted on before any potential fight. Rory had more knives than fingers hidden on her, and Juniper kept one small one in her pocket.

But since she could cast spells, she really was her own weapon. Her power had developed a lot since the fight with Culcate, thanks to an ancient witch who was training her.

Once we were ready, we went out to an early dinner at the local demon watering hole.

The Bent Elbow would have fit right in at a cheesy Old West tourist trap. It looked like an old saloon, and inside it kept up the same vibe. The only modern touch was all of the decorations that were from the era — pictures of horses and cowboys, belts and boots on shelves, a saddle over the kitchen door.

Most of the clientele were demons. Early in the evening there weren’t many people there. A couple of horned demons sat in a back booth, and a bright red demon in a pinstripe suit sat nursing a beer at the far end of the bar. Occasionally humans in the know would drink or eat here, so no one batted an eye when we walked in.

We took a seat on the other end of the bar, and it wasn’t long before the bartender came to join us. While in many ways the bartender, Nala, could pass as a college co-ed — a youthful appearance, a bubbly smile, with tight jeans and a plaid shirt tied around her chest — in the ways that mattered she stuck out like a sore thumb.

Her skin was bright purple, and her hair was a darker shade of the same color. Her eyes were crystal blue, and slightly different from normal human eyes, but no one would notice that before all the purple.

“What can I getcha?” She had a slight drawl that I knew was at least something of a put on, since she’d lived in and protected this area for at least a thousand years. She wiped down the bar near us and set out utensils and napkins.

“I want fries! Lots of fries,” Rory said.

“And any real food with that?” Juniper teased.

Rory elbowed her. “I’ll just take a bite or two of your salad.”

“Get your own salad.”

“I don’t want a whole salad! I want fries and a little of your salad.”

I sighed. “I’ll take the steak with a side salad, Nala. Rory can share the salad with me.”

“Thanks, hon,” Nala said.

Juniper ordered her chicken Caesar, and the two ladies ordered a beer each. I skipped the beer. Not because I wanted to be at my peak for patrol — although that would be a good reason — but because Galliyae increased my metabolism and healing as part of my powers and I hadn’t been able to get drunk since. I didn’t mind, most of the time. There was plenty of fun I could have without it.

Once we had our drinks, our conversation turned to more mundane topics.

“How’re things with Via?” Juniper asked.

Rory took a sip of her beer. “Yeah! How’s she liking the arrangement?”

“She’s getting used to it.”

Via Wilson was my oldest friend. We’d grown up together, and after my grandfather passed — and before I knew about my special destiny — I followed her to college. She was the only constant in my life, and it ended up working out well.

Recently, we started dating. Having a harem was definitely a work in progress for all of us. It was a little easier at first when it was just Rory and Juniper. They were best friends, both resigned to a difficult life of dating. It was harder to bring Via into the weirder elements of my new life. How do you tell someone you hunt demons? So while there were some speed bumps, it mostly went well.

Now, since I was dating Via too, we were figuring out the new normal all over again.

“Used to it?” Rory’s voice had a barely hidden laugh behind it.

“Yeah. I mean, I want to get all three of you together so we can talk some stuff out.”

“What? Like schedules?” Juniper took a sip of her beer and looked at me over the rim.

“I don’t love schedules,” Rory chimed in.

“That’s true.” I saw a mischievous spark in Juniper’s eyes. “Back before we knew you, when Rory thought she might still have some magic powers, I tried to get her on a regular training schedule.”

“Junebug!”

Juniper ignored Rory’s protests and continued. “We were supposed to go out for the sunrise three days a week. It happened once. The second time she didn’t show up, and when I went to her door, she threw a knife at me!”

“I didn’t hit you.” Rory groaned and put her head on the bar.

“You cut off my entire ponytail!”

“It grew back.”

“That’s not the point!”

“I get it, I get it,” I said. “And no, nothing like that. I know you’ve all met.”

“We fought side by side against demons,” Rory said. “That’s a little more than just met.”

“I know. But I want to have some social hangs. You are the three most important women in my life, and it’d be great to have you be better friends.”

“That sounds fun!” Rory lifted her head up. “Oooo, maybe she can make me a dress.”

Something hit me, a realization a half moment too late. “Wait, if you’re that bad at schedules, how do you survive on the cheerleading squad.”

“Easy. When it’s not my own doing, I can make it work. Also, we practice in the afternoons so I can get my beauty sleep.”

Juniper grumbled under her breath, “We could have practiced in the afternoon if that meant not getting an unexpected haircut.”

Rory glanced at her. “What was that?”

“Nothing!”

Our food came and we dug in. By the time we finished, a few more demons had arrived at the bar, and it was truly dark out. That meant time for our patrol.

I paid our bill and wished Nala goodbye. With that, we walked out onto the streets and decided where to go.

The town had been quiet since the battle with Culcate. I didn’t have any evidence for it, but I suspected that the demonic consulting company stopped a lot of the normal riff-raff that Juniper, Rory, and Beatrix had dealt with before my arrival. Nothing major had stepped into the gap they left behind. There were a few small demons, mostly feral monsters, but otherwise our patrols ended up being peaceful walks.

We traced our way through the streets. Our normal route took us through the bar district — two blocks of clubs, pubs, and a few dives that served the college students. Occasionally demons would rob or attack patrons, but the only thing we saw that night were a few drunk students regretting their decisions.

After that, we made our way through Frat Row. There was only one party happening, and it seemed pretty low-key. No demons jumped out, and so we continued through the campus. The trend continued, and we made our way to the park north of the school.

The forest with maintained walking trails was where I’d met my first demon, and Juniper. Further in, the woods turned dark and foreboding, and plenty of demons apparently lived or hunted back there. But there was an understanding. As long as they stayed away from people, I stayed away from them.

The three of us chatted as we strolled a path through the middle of the park. That trail put us deep enough in the woods that we couldn’t see the street that separated the park from campus. It was dark, but the moon overhead provided enough light that we didn't trip.

Plus, the always prepared Rory pulled a small flashlight out of her pocket. “I think we struck out again,” she complained.

Juniper’s frown was apparent even in the dark. “Since when is striking out not finding a demon.”

“I was itching for a fight. Come on, Junebug! It’s been way too long since we mixed it up.”

“I’m plenty happy avoiding that for a while. Fighting Culcate was enough for my whole year.”

“Ace, back me up here.” The blonde grinned at me over her shoulder.

“While I don’t look forward to fights as much as you, Rory,” I said, trying to be as diplomatic as possible, “It has been a while. A little practice might be good for all of us.”

“Then you’ve got your wish.”

A gravelly voice came from the trees ahead of us. A moment later, a large demon stepped out. He was pushing seven feet, and looked like a bodybuilder who’d been dipped in green paint. He was almost entirely naked, but thankfully had some sort of animal fur shorts on. His eyes glowed in the dark, looking like a cat’s. And five large horns protruded from his head — three from his forehead, and two bigger ones on either side of the top, just above his large ears.

“Hey, we’re having a conversation here,” Rory shot back. “It’s rude to eavesdrop.”

The green demon stopped short at that. “Uh…”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Who taught you your manners?”

“Manners? Bah! I’m Barzal, the Lord of the Seventh Circle of Hell! I have come to conquer this realm. Tremble before me, humans!”

“Oh, he’s new.” Rory shrugged.

“New?” I glanced at Barzal, not sure what she meant.

“I mean, look at him. He’s talking about circles of hell and conquering. He just got summoned to earth for the first time. Right, Barzy?”

“Right. And my name is Barzal, not Barzy.”

“Oh, shut up.” Juniper was definitely interested now. “Who summoned you?”

Rory laughed. “And how is it your first time? Are you really stupid or something? You look tough, so I figured you’d be at least pulled out for that.”

“It’s not my first time! I’ve been here lots of times.”

“And I’ve got a girlfriend in Canada,” Rory taunted. “Although Ace might like that.” I rolled my eyes at her.

“Stop being mean to the new demon.” Juniper held her hand out, trying to keep Barzal back and calm. “You clearly are new, and no one explained that there’s already a ton of demons here. If you tell us who summoned you, it would be doing us a big favor.”

A look of concern crossed his face, but quickly it vanished. “I’m not here to do favors! I made my own way here.”

At that, Rory and Juniper shared a worried glance. Barzal was apparently finished with talking, because he roared and charged at us.

I stepped between the girls as I drew my sword out of my sheath. The other two spread out, knives already in Rory’s hand.

Barzal grinned, his mouth opening wider than I expected, like a shark. The teeth were all mismatched, with large incisors and sharp cutting teeth spread all across the disturbing opening.

“Good, I shall kill you and start my reign here on earth.”

“Mul!” Juniper cast a spell, her hands and fingers moving in well practiced circles. A small ball of flame shot out from her hand, rocketing at the demon.

He hissed and batted it away. The flame exploded on contact, but didn’t seem to make much of an impact. Still, I was impressed with Juniper’s progress. Just a few months earlier, near this very spot, she’d cast that spell and only created a spark. Her power was growing.

Rory tossed a knife at the distracted demon. It bit into his shoulder, and he growled in pain. He reached up and pulled it out, leaving a trail of thick blue blood to trickle down his chest.

“You will pay for that transgression!”

He lunged forward, but I was ready. My sword cut him off, slicing through the air and driving him back. Up close, I could see light glinting off of long claws on his fingers, each the size of daggers. His toes had a matching set. I did not want to find out what they would do to me.

Thrusting forward, I used my blade to steer Barzal further back down the path. He was fast, but not particularly impressive. Of course, my opinion was a bit jaded after fighting an army of super-powered demons.

“You fight well for a human,” the demon said.

“That’s mostly thanks to being the Chosen of Galliyae,” I replied. Rory coughed pointedly behind me, and I quickly added, “And, uh, her training.”

“Thank you.”

“You speak in a meaningless drivel. It is time to end this.”

Barzal caught the edge of my sword with his claws, knocking it to the side. He lunged forward, swiping at my throat.

I ducked underneath his arm, still not even using all of my speed. As the claws cut through empty air, I kicked him in the side of his knee.

“Arrrgh!” It cracked as I did, and the demon fell to the other knee, his injured leg flopping loose to the side.

Rolling to my feet, I thrust my sword into his back. He screamed, before slumping forward onto the ground. His body started glowing before it vanished with a pop, leaving a small outline of his form on the ground.

“Well, that was a bit anticlimactic,” Rory said.

“Yeah, someone calling themselves a Lord of Hell really should put up more of a fight.” I kicked the dirt a little to cover up the weird burn mark. “What was the look when he said that he found his own way?”

“Boring magic stuff. I’ll let Juniper take this one.” Rory skipped away, while Juniper and I followed after.

“Most demons make it here through a summoning or a portal. They generally have to be opened from this side, and the portals don’t last very long.”

“Could Barzal have just stumbled onto a portal someone else used?”

Juniper bit her lip. “Maybe. But while they might be able to last for a while, every time something passes through it, the remaining time gets shorter. So if someone opened one…”

“What else came through?”

She nodded. “But more than that… it’s still really unlikely. We’re talking about portals lasting for an hour, maybe half a day with a lot of power behind it. I don’t know how big the demon realm is, but if you opened a portal in the middle of a city, it would shut right away as demons ran through. In the wilderness… It is rare to see anything. Just like you don’t see a bear every time you walk into the woods.

“This is all conjecture and guess work, by the way. We don’t summon demons, and most of what we know comes from other demons sharing. And if he didn’t come through a portal, that means there’s another way to get here.”

I nodded, understanding their concern. Pallatrox’s entire plan involved opening a permanent portal into hell so he could return after being banished. Which raised an interesting question.

“Why didn’t Pallatrox use a portal to return to hell?”

Juniper shrugged. “I assume whatever kept him from making it back by dying also kept portals from working as well. Or he’s just too powerful. There is one person you can ask.”

“Right.”

We reached the end of the path, popping out of the park near a cross street. I could see Rory’s apartment in the distance. I had questions, but it was late, and I could find the answers tomorrow.

“I’ll tell Bea about Barzal,” Juniper said, resting her hand on my arm.

“Thanks. See you tomorrow.” I gave her a goodnight kiss. Then Rory grabbed my hand, and we walked side by side to her place, the fight already fading in our memories.


Chapter Three



The next day, I called a ride-share to take me across town. I’d been putting off buying a car, and I was feeling the call every time I needed to go somewhere I couldn’t walk to.

This time, I was going to the home of one of our friends and allies. Holding an overstuffed grocery bag and standing in front of the house, I thought that the small place near the edge of town looked like any other on the street — nothing about it stood out as unusual. But when I knocked on the door, a minute later a grumpy demon opened it.

“What do you want?”

Wren Harmonious was a demon. She mostly appeared human — deep blue eyes, average height, a curvy figure, and an attractive face that normally held an expression of frustration directed at me. The two details that stuck out as not normal were her bright blue hair and the horns coming out of her forehead. The hair might get a pass, but the bone horns were clearly unusual.

“Hey, Wren, good to see you too.” I slipped past her into her home.

I’d been there before, while she was recovering from the fight with Culcate. She was still healing, and I saw she had a cane in one hand, and noticed a limp when she followed me into her living room. The fight should have killed her — but she was unkillable. And that was part of what brought me to her door.

Sitting down on the couch, I put my feet up on her coffee table and gave her my best grin.

“You still haven’t answered my question.” She swatted my feet with her cane, knocking them off the table.

“What? I can’t just pay my old friend Wren Harmonious a visit?”

She sighed and sat down in the chair, grimacing as she did. I could tell the injuries were lingering.

“Still healing?”

She nodded. “That was a rough one. Probably a couple months before I’m any good again. Maybe longer to be back in fighting shape.”

“Need anything?” We might snipe at each other, but I did like Wren and wanted to help if I could.

“Nah.” She eyed me. “Unless something in that bag is for me.”

“It’s all for you!” I set it on the table and emptied it out. I’d brought a lot of junk food — chips, cookies, crackers. I spotted a smile on Wren’s face before she hid it.

“Thanks, I guess.”

“You’re welcome.”

We sat in silence for a minute. Finally, I caved. “Okay. I might have a few questions you could help me with.”

“I knew it.”

“You’re as smart as you are beautiful.” That earned a glare in response. I laughed, and continued, “Well, I had two things to ask you about. One is a little more pressing. I fought a demon last night who claimed to have made his own way to earth.”

Wren shrugged, then winced and rubbed her shoulder. “That sounds like boasting.”

“Maybe. Rory and Juniper thought it was his first time here, though.”

“That’s a little weirder, sure.”

“I was wondering what were the odds of a portal being left unattended long enough that a demon might wander in, with no one to stop or explain things.”

“Vanishingly small,” she said.

That was what Juniper thought as well. “Is there any other way a demon might reach us?”

She thought about it for a minute. I saw she was eyeing the pack of cookies, so I opened it and slid it close to her. She munched on one before finally answering.

“Summoning and portals are the only two regular ways, and they’re really just flavors of the same thing. Portals are less specific, and more prone to getting a demon who can kill the summoner, so they aren’t used as often. Maybe just to drop some killers in an unexpected place. Summoning brings a specific demon, or at least type of demon. It depends on how detailed the spell is.”

“And humans have to do this?”

“No. Normally that’s the case, but demons with enough magic and resources can summon another one. They’re more likely to just open a portal, though, since they know where in hell their target should be.”

It was weird, but it all made sense.

“How do so many demons get here, then? There can’t be that many people summoning them.”

“More than you’d expect. Some demons seed magic spells around the world. It used to be in books or journals, but with the internet, they just put up a website or a Reddit post and thousands of people can see it.”

“That’s what happened to Juniper and Rory.” They’d attempted a spell when they were younger, and ended up trapped inside their house with a minor demon. They would have died if Beatrix hadn’t sensed the spell and come to their rescue.

“Yeah, it’s pretty terrible. But some demons suck.”

“Not all, though.” I smiled at her, and she smiled back. “Nala is pretty nice.” She threw a cookie at me for that.

“And that’s not all of the reasons demons are here. Between accidental summons, purposeful summons, and other demons opening portals or summoning, you’ve got a few hundred or so coming through every year.”

“That many?”

“Around that, yeah. On average, anyway.”

I still couldn’t make that math add up. I’d killed a few hundred demons in less than half a year. Even if that was unusually high for a Chosen thanks to the Challenges, my grandfather must have been able to hunt the same amount each year. Plus other demon hunters or just demons killing each other — how were there so many still around?

It wasn’t like I lived in a hotbed of activity. According to Beatrix, there weren’t more here than any other place, excluding the two large groups who came to town with Pallatrox and Culcate. Even if it was closer to a thousand demons arriving every year, I had trouble figuring out why they felt like they were everywhere.

Wren noticed my confusion. “So it didn’t use to be this difficult to bring demons here. Back, long ago, the walls between the two realms were much weaker, and demons came and went freely. At some point, demons moved primarily into Hell.”

“You don’t know when?”

“It was before my time.”

That was news to me. I knew demons were basically immortal, but I didn’t think about them coming into being. “How old are you?”

“Nope, not talking about that. Or any of the origins of demons. Especially my own.”

I was surprised that she knew what I was planning to ask next, but I tried to play it off. “What?”

“I know that look, Ace. I’ve been on Earth for almost two thousand years. I’ve seen that look a thousand times, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

We glared at each other, but I had to be the bigger person as there were plenty of questions I needed answers to. “What happened to the walls between realms?”

“If I had to guess: Galliyae and the other gods had something to do with it. Where once demons — and humans, I should add — could cross back and forth, it changed to needing spells and magic. Even that has gotten harder.

“When I first came to Earth, a summoning spell was easy. A portal might let a score of demons in before falling down. Now the same spell takes ten times as much magic and resources, and the portal will collapse after one or two demons. Lots of demons, especially the more peaceful ones, are still around from when more of us came through.”

To me, that sounded like a good thing. Sure, some demons were good folk like Nala and Wren, but plenty were out for blood and power. Keeping them out would make my job a lot easier. “What caused it?”

“I don’t know. It might have been the plans of the gods all along. And some of the signs are pointing to the walls weakening once more. If you really want to know, you should ask Galliyae.”

“Yeah, if I see her again, I just might have to.”

“You’ve seen her?”

“Kind of. After each Challenge I’ve had a vision where I speak with her. Although I haven’t actually seen her.”

“Of course you’ve spoken with a god. That must be weird.”

“You’re telling me. Almost as weird as eating snacks with a demon.”

I reached for a cookie, and Wren smacked my hand with her cane. “You didn’t ask.”

“I brought them!”

“And they were a gift.”

I rolled my eyes. “Wren, may I have a cookie.”

“I guess.”

I took the cookie and took a bite. I’d learned a lot, but I still wondered about how portals work. “How come you and Pallatrox didn’t use a portal to get back into Hell? Do they only work one way?”

“There are versions that work both ways, some that only go from Hell to here, and vice versa. But we were banished. The laws of Hell were changed to keep us out. Normal magic wouldn’t work to let us back in. Pallatrox wasn’t opening just any portal when he tried to kill you. He was ripping a hole in the wall between the realms. Then he could just walk in.”

“Yikes.”

“Yeah.”

Well, that answered that. I filed the information about the realm's barriers away to share with Beatrix and Juniper. For all I knew, they already had a half dozen books talking about it. But if the walls were weakening again, I needed to be ready.

But Wren had been around a long time. She might know more about the Hidden Kingdom. So I asked her about it. “Have you ever heard of the Hidden Kingdom?”

“Who hasn’t?”

“Me, as of like two days ago.”

She chuckled, then winced and rubbed her rib. “Yeah, I know about it. It’s not as secret among demons as it is with you humans.”

“Have you ever been there?”

“Yes.”

When she didn’t add anything else, I asked, “Can you tell me anything about it?”

She groaned. “Fine. It’s a human and demon kingdom, ruled by a monarch. Magic and all that is open. What else do you need to know?”

That wasn’t particularly illuminating. And I could sense a definite tone of annoyance in her voice. “Sounds like you don’t like it.”

“What gave you that impression?”

“Fine, fine. The princess came here and asked for my help, and I was wondering if I could trust her. Is it a good place?”

“Mostly. At least it was the last time I was there.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Uh, 1739.”

I laughed. Almost three hundred years. The scale of her life was crazy to me. And I’d be living for centuries, too. Man, my life is weird. “You didn’t want to go back?”

“I… Couldn’t.”

“Okay, what did you do?”

“Who said I did anything?” She crossed her arms and gave me her most withering stare.

“Come on, you can tell me.”

“Nope.”

“Did they kick you out?” She looked down, embarrassed, so I knew I was onto something. “Did they ban you?”

“I don’t wanna talk about it, Ace.”

I could hear the steel in her voice, and so I decided not to push it. “Okay, okay, I’m dropping it. Can you at least tell me if I should help them?”

“If they’re asking, they need your help. And isn’t that what you do?”

“I guess so.”

I stood up and looked at the demon. For all her bluster, she looked pretty run down in her chair. As I started to leave, I told her, “If you need anything, let me know. I'll drop it off when I can.”

She didn’t answer, so I headed for the door. As I reached it, a faint “Thanks, Ace,” reached my ears.


Chapter Four



After leaving Wren’s, I called a ride back to campus. I skipped over my dorm and made my way straight to Via’s. Her door was partially open when I arrived, so I walked in to find her hard at work on the floor.

She had pieces of leather, fabric, and metal spread across almost every empty surface. Scissors, needles, and a sewing machine covered her desk. As I entered, she was stitching some leather around a thin plate of what looked like steel.

“One sec,” she said without looking up.

She worked a thick piece of cord through the leather. The needle looked like it would do some serious damage if I stabbed it into a demon. She spun the leather, quickly sealing the metal inside of the strip of leather. Twisting it in her hands, Via examined it, then nodded, apparently satisfied.

“There we go.” She jumped to her feet and threw her arms around me. Our lips met, and she eagerly kissed me. My hands gripped her waist and pulled her tight against me. After being friends for so long, it was still a new experience to do any of this with her, and we both were having fun adjusting. We’d practice as much as we needed to.

When we finally pulled apart, she smiled up at me. Via was cute and half a foot shorter than me. While she worked, she wore an old shirt featuring one of her favorite comics characters: The Succubus’s Daughter. This shirt had seen better days, faded and with plenty of holes. It also looked a little small on her, showing off her ample breasts.

She had brunette hair cut to her shoulders. She’d bleached the bottoms and dip dyed the hair. For a while, she’d kept it red, but now it was a vibrant purple.

“I like the new hair,” I told her.

“Oh! Thanks! I forgot I switched it up. It was time for a change.”

“It looks good.”

“What are you working on?”

Her eyes lit up. “Okay, so you know how my generous and wealthy boyfriend is paying for all of my cosplay supplies.”

“I’ve heard you got really lucky in that regard, yes.”

She gave me a wink. Her parents were going through a messy divorce, and while they tried to keep her from the fighting, it meant they couldn’t support her hobbies financially. With my unearned inheritance burning a hole in my bank account, I offered to help.

And since Via really wanted to be helpful with the whole demon hunting thing, she appointed herself the team armorer and gear maker. But considering her eclectic taste in entertainment, I didn’t know whether this was a costume or meant for fighting demons.

“Oh, this. I’m trying to figure out some armor for us.”

Looking at it, I could see what she was thinking. There were strips of leather, and assuming they all had metal inside of them, they would offer some decent protection. But I wasn’t sure how I could explain wearing it.

She must have seen my face, because she quickly said, “This is just a prototype. I’m trying to find a way to make something like scale mail but hidden.”

“Like a bulletproof vest?”

“Exactly.”

Well, the current version would be too bulky to wear if I wanted to be subtle, but for situations like fighting Culcate, I wouldn’t be above having some extra protection. Any claw it blocked would be a cut I didn’t have to heal.

“But I do have something I finished for you!” Via raced over to her closet, excitement obvious in every movement. She started digging through it, tossing pieces of fabric, dirty clothes, and books into a pile behind her. “There we go!”

She held up her prize triumphantly.

“What is it?”

It looked like one of those foam rollers that I saw the yoga classes using occasionally. Except those were normally three feet long at their most. This had another two feet on it.

“It’s to hide your sword.”

The foam roller was navy blue, five feet long, and eight inches in diameter. Via twisted the top, but nothing happened.

“Whoops. Wrong side.”

She flipped it over. This time when she twisted, six inches popped off the top. She showed me the interior. It wasn’t totally hollow, but there was space for me to slide my sword in.

“Try it out.”

I had my sword at my side. It still got me plenty of curious stares on campus, although more and more people were getting used to seeing me. Pulling it out of the sheath, I carefully slotted it into the foam roller. It was a tight fit, but it made it without too much issue. Via grinned and snatched it out of my hands.

“One more thing.”

She pulled a strap of leather off the desk. It had a slot for the foam roller. It slid in and stopped, caught by some sort of brace. Then she slung it around my shoulder. The foam roller sat comfortably on my back, with the leather strap sitting comfortably across my chest.

“Voilà! Now you can carry your sword anywhere you want.”

“And roll out sore muscles.”

“It’s a two in one!”

I leaned in and kissed her. “Thank you, Via. This is great. It might not get through airport security, but at least I can be a little more discreet.”

Her smile was as wide as I’d ever seen it. “I’m just happy to help!” She paused for a second, then her eyes narrowed. “Now, tell me all about this princess?

“You heard about her?”

“Rory told me.”

I laughed. “I’m glad you’re already chatting with her.” We sat down on the couch, and I spent the next half hour filling Via in on what Jenna and Wren had said, along with what I learned about the portals and everything else.

In the end, Via didn’t seem too alarmed about the princess. “Why were you two stressed about a princess anyway?”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Ace. You’re like a demon-fighting hero! Of course you’re going to snag a princess if one shows up.”

“I’m not looking to date anyone else,” I told her. “Three is plenty.”

“For now.” Via stuck her tongue out at me. “But we all know you’ll probably date more people eventually. How many did your grandfather end up married to?”

“Actually, I don’t know for sure. I think he’s mentioned six wives so far. But I’m still working my way through it. His handwriting is not the easiest thing to read.”

“There you go. I think we’re all okay with you seeing someone else, but when a sexy princess shows up… Well, we’re still new to the whole harem thing.”

“That’s fair.” I took Via’s hand and gave her a comforting squeeze. Then it hit me. “Wait, how did you know she’s sexy? I didn’t say that.”

“Come on, Ace. A princess from a mysterious kingdom. Is she not sexy?”

I grinned. “No, I guess she is.”

“Ha!” She leaned over and rested her head on my shoulder.

“Are you okay with all this?” I whispered.

“I think so. Maybe just don’t jump into bed with every new person who strolls up.”

“Not planning on it.”

“Let us get to know them first. Make sure they’re okay.”

“That I can do.”

“Like Beatrix. She seems cool. She’s so buttoned up, I’m sure she could use a shag, as she’d say.”

I sputtered out my response. “Beatrix? Really?”

“Yeah! She’s great. Has that older, sexy librarian thing going on. What’s not to love?”

I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t had my own thoughts about Beatrix. She was sexy, and I thought there might be a little chemistry there. But while we didn’t have a leader of our little group, she felt like our mentor. And I didn’t even know if she was interested. So, all in all, I knew that Beatrix was not a realistic option. Of course, when I told Via that, she just laughed in my face.

“Just you wait, Ace Winters. I bet you’ll be in before you know it.”

And with that, I was ready for a change in conversation. I stood up and helped Via to her feet. “How about we go on a date?”

“Oooo, I could go for that. I just have some homework to do, so don’t think you’re getting any later.”

I winked at her. “If that’s what the lady wants, that’s what she’ll get.”

Via cleaned up her project. I tried to help, but despite the chaos, she assured me she had a system and I would mess it up. Then she kicked me out so she could change. I left my sword in her room — while I generally liked to keep it with me, I wasn’t going armed on a date, especially when the town was so quiet.

She stepped out of her room with a spin. Via decided to stay relatively casual, putting on a cute sundress that matched her purple hair. Finally ready, we headed out hand in hand.

We walked to the block of bars. There were two small wine bars on the far end that were wildly out of place, but convenient for impromptu date nights. We chose the quieter option, and the hostess sat us down with our menus in a romantic corner booth Via scooted in next to me so that we were pressed close together, our legs touching.

The food options were good. I ended up choosing a ravioli dish, and Via had the lamb. We chatted about life, the classes we were in, and some gossip around campus. I’d been so unplugged I didn’t even remember everyone’s name.

When we reached a pause in the conversation, I saw the wheels in Via’s head start turning. She didn’t say anything until I finally prompted her.

“Well, it’s about patrolling.”

“What about it?”

“You mentioned that it’s been quiet recently. Maybe I could start coming occasionally to get the hang of it.”

While Via had ironically been at both of my big battles, she was really new to the whole world. She really wanted to join us on our patrols, but I was concerned about the danger.

“I’ve been working out more! And Rory showed me a few things to do with a knife, so I’ve been practicing that when my roommate’s at class.”

“Okay.”

“And I’ll be really careful! I’ll do whatever you say, and if I have to run, I’ll run. Wait, did you say okay?”

“Yeah. You know the risks, and if you’re with me, I think I can keep you safe.”

“Ahhh!” Her scream of joy took the restaurant by surprise, and heads turned our way. “I can’t believe you said yes!”

A few people near us heard what she said and started clapping. I realized they thought it was a proposal, and tried to play it down, but it was too late. Our waitress came over with two complimentary glasses of champagne. We spent the next ten minutes getting congratulated by every diner near us.

As soon as we were done, I quickly paid the bill and tipped generously before dragging Via out the door. Once we turned the corner and were out of sight of the wine bar, we both doubled over in laughter.

“I guess we’re getting married,” she said through the giggles.

“You’re the one who proposed.”

“Well, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to wait a little while to start planning everything. Or telling anyone. Getting engaged a couple months into dating wasn’t the goal.”

“Oh, you should be so lucky.”

I pulled her in close and kissed her. We stood for a few minutes, just enjoying each other’s lips and touch. Finally, I had to come up for air.

“I know you said no funny business, but we could do an abbreviated patrol on the way …” I trailed off.

“What?” She turned to see where I was looking. Someone was standing in the shadows across the street from us. I couldn’t make them out, but they were clearly watching us.

When Via turned, the person ducked back into the alley.

“Stay here,” I told Via. I darted across the street. At the entrance, I glanced down, but didn’t see anyone. There also wasn’t an obvious exit. I pulled out my phone and turned on the flashlight function.

The entire alley was empty. I double-checked, but there weren’t any hiding places. Whoever’d been watching us was gone.


Chapter Five



Our unknown watcher unnerved both of us. But I didn’t want that to spoil our night, and my demon sense hadn’t tingled. That might not mean anything, but I trusted it to tell me if there was a serious threat.

So I offered Via to do a half patrol. Since I didn’t have my sword, we’d steer clear of the woods where it was more likely to be dangerous, and instead wander through campus back to her dorm. Judging by how all of the other patrols had gone since Culcate, it would most likely just be a nice stroll through the town.

She said she only had time for that or some alone activities. I knew what I preferred, but I left the decision up to her. And that meant patrolling.

We walked back through the bar blocks. Students piled in and out of the different buildings as warring music blasted from the clubs every time the doors opened.

“Look who it is,” a slurred voice called out.

Via and I turned and saw Taylor crossing the street. A car screeched to a stop and started honking at her.

“Look out!” the driver yelled.

She glared at him. “You look out!” Then she staggered over to us. I could smell the booze on her.

“Hey, Taylor,” Via said. “Are you having a good night?”

“So good.” Her eyes glanced between us, and then down to our hands, Via’s in mine. “Oh, so you two are dating now, huh?”

“Yep!” Via smiled at Taylor.

Despite being drunk at that moment and a bit of a hot mess, Taylor didn’t look too bad. She had on a tight black dress that worked well on her short frame. I’d struck out with Taylor back on the night my powers manifested, partially thanks to Via. And then, at the Farmer’s Ball, I’d stolen her shoes to try and stop a demon from destroying life as we knew it.

Taylor didn’t know why, but I had the feeling it wasn’t a good enough justification for her regardless. Ever since, she’d held a grudge and constantly let me know it.

“Does he have a foot fetish or something? You can tell me.” Taylor tried to whisper that to Via, but it was audible to half the block. “I can help you.”

“Nope. Not that I know, anyway.” Via looked at me.

I shook my head. “Just the regular stuff for me. Boobs, butts, you know. Not that I’m judging anyone.”

“Then how come you go around stealing girls' shoes all the time?”

“Yeah, Ace, how come?” Via grinned and turned to face me. I did not appreciate the pile on.

“It was a bad prank, Taylor. I’m sorry.”

“You should be. Now you’re never going to get a piece of this.” She gestured at her body, but stumbled backwards as she did. Via had the presence of mind to reach out and drag her back onto the sidewalk before another car happened by.

“That’s too bad for you, Ace,” Via said. I could tell it was taking everything she had not to laugh.

“Luckily, I’ve got you.”

“Oh, that wouldn’t be a problem for me,” Taylor said. Via and I shared a glance — what did she mean? The drunk girl continued, “I could turn the Pope straight.”

“I thought he was straight? Just celibate,” I said. Via just shrugged.

“Nah, I could turn him straight like that.” Taylor tried to snap to demonstrate how fast she could turn the Pope straight, but she couldn’t make any noise with her fingers. They just slid off silently. She tried a few more times, before finally just clapping. “Like that!” she said proudly.

“I don’t doubt it for a second,” Via said. “Well, I’ve got a costume to make, so we need to get going. Are you okay getting home safe?”

Taylor stared at Via for a good thirty seconds before hiccuping. “You’re okay, Via. You’re one of the good ones.” Taylor looked me over, then sneezed. Without another word, she turned and stumbled back across the road, this time avoiding any close encounters with cars. “Becky! Where the fuck is my purse?”

A group of girls mobbed Taylor, clearly worried that she’d wandered off and gotten lost. And knowing at least she was safe with her friends, we continued on with our patrol.

“Was she the one who was watching us?” Via whispered.

I shook my head. “Unless being drunk gives her the ability to jump two stories, I don’t think so. There was no way out of that alley.”

The rest of the walk through the bar district was relatively peaceful. No other spurned women accosted us. We took a roundabout path to end up on the south end of campus.

One block from our destination, we were on a street with smaller houses set back from the road. I didn’t know exactly who lived there, but since it was so quiet, I assumed it was probably faculty or staff or even just townies.

We hadn’t seen anyone for a couple of blocks, but a man at the far end of the block didn’t particularly stand out. He was wearing a thick coat and a hat. At this time of night near the college, there were all sorts of people out and about. He could just be a drunk frat guy who took a wrong turn.

But then my demon sense tingled. He was too far away to see clearly, but I knew he was not human.

A sound behind me caught my attention. It was just a soft scuff of a foot. Maybe nothing, but since I hadn’t heard anyone, it raised my hackles even more. I gave Via’s hand a squeeze. When she looked at me, I mouthed “Be ready.”

I glanced behind me and saw another man, dressed the same as the first. He was closer, and hesitated when he saw me looking.

“What do you want?” I said, putting Via behind me. I angled her so she was in the yard of the house, and I could block both of the men.

The demon further down the block started walking our way. I heard a whistle, and three more came around the corner near him.

“Shit,” I muttered. This was supposed to be a quiet patrol, and now I had the largest group of demons that I’d seen in weeks heading straight for me.

“We’re here to teach you a lesson, demon hunter,” the demon originally behind us said. There were only two streetlights on the block, and he stepped close enough that I could see him. He had scaly skin, dark red, with solid black eyes, and a nose like a pig’s snout.

“No wonder you need the disguise,” I said. I checked in with Via. She had her small knife out — apparently hidden away in her purse. It looked particularly unthreatening in the dark of night.

Another three demons appeared from the direction we just came from. They didn’t have disguises on, so I knew immediately what they were. That meant we had seven demons on the street, at least. And I didn’t have my sword.

“It’s a common problem with you hunters. You need to stay out of other people’s business.” The demon who’d followed us appeared to be in charge. He shrugged off his coat and pulled a machete out of his belt. The other demons held similar weapons — a mix of knives, bats, clubs, and even one fire ax.

If I had my sword, I wouldn’t be nearly as worried. There was no telling what could happen in a fight, but my sword served as a conduit for my magic, letting me cast spells without all of the hand movements and concentration normally required. Lucky for me, my sexy witch girlfriend made me learn them all the hard way, first.

Moving quickly, I swirled my hands in a difficult pattern. I reached inside myself, feeling the glowing core of power that rested there. Without my sword, it felt further away, but the power was still in me. When I finished, I pointed at the group of four demons still approaching and shouted “Kešda!”

Thick vines sprang out of the ground, not pushing up through the concrete but appearing to grow out of it. Like magic, if you will. They wrapped around the legs and arms of the group. Two toppled over, fully restrained, while the other two struggled to break free. It wouldn’t last long, but it was a start.

I was fast, but without my sword the spell took time. By the time I finished, the two closer demons reached me. The leader hung back, while the newcomers charged straight at me.

One had a machete, and the other an aluminum baseball bat. The one with the bat swung at my head. I dodged back, keeping myself in front of Via. Machete-Demon rushed me right after, slashing at my chest. At that moment I wished I was wearing Via’s new armor — looks be damned.

I managed to get my hand up and catch his wrist before he could complete the slash. He was strong — but I was stronger. The only issue was I was only one person, and they had the numbers.

THUMP

The bat smacked into my stomach, knocking the air out of my lungs. I coughed and yanked Machete-Demon in front of me. He took a smack on the back before the other demon could stop.

“You idiot!” The demon I held struggled in my grip.

I shoved him backwards, knocking them together and into a pile on the ground. The leader threw a knife at me while I was distracted, and it slashed into my left arm. It didn’t stick, but I felt a white-hot line of pain across it, and felt the strength go out.

Sparing a quick glance up the street, I noticed that two of the demons were already free. The one with the fire ax was making quick work of the vines to free the rest. I needed to do something, and fast.

“Run,” I whispered to Via. “Through the backyard, and onto the next street. Call Rory, Beatrix, whoever.”

She nodded and turned to run. Unfortunately, the gate to the backyard was locked. The leader noticed our plan and sprinted after her. I lunged and tackled him, knocking him down. But the other demons were up and after Via as well.

I rammed a fist into the side of the leader’s head, rolled to my feet and charged them. The one with the baseball bat was closer, and he turned to face me. I took the hit from his weapon on my wounded arm — earning another wave of pain — and shot an uppercut straight into his jaw.

His feet lifted off the ground as I heard a crunch. I was angry and not even thinking about how hard I was hitting, but even at a glance I could see that I’d at least done the demon equivalent of dislocating his jaw. He flopped backwards, mumbling in pain, his sharp teeth flapping freely.

Snatching up the bat, I swung at the one with the machete. He caught the weapon with his own, the metals clanging.

“I can’t get it open,” Via shouted.

“Climb it!”

She tried to jump, but the top of the fence was too high for her. These people really wanted their privacy, I guess.

Too bad.

The other demons were running our way, now all free. The leader had another knife out and was looking at his options. I took a big swing at the Machete-demon. He jumped back, wanting to avoid another hit.

With the space that earned me, I charged at the fence, shouting, “Move!” Via jumped out of the way and I lowered my shoulder. I just wanted to knock it open, but I hit the gate hard enough that it broke free of the fence and went crashing through the backyard, sliding across the dirt and grass.

“Go!”

Via ran through the new opening, and I followed her, using the bat to keep the others at bay.

“Uh, Ace, we’ve got a problem.”

I stepped into the backyard. It was decent sized, maybe fifty feet across and twice as deep. There was a small pool with a few loungers and a shed. And stepping out of the house were two more demons.

This trap was well set up, that’s for sure.

I nodded to the other side of the pool and the back fence. “Over there.” Via nodded, the small knife in her hand shaking as she trembled.

This back fence was also tall, and Via might have been able to climb it with a boost. I could knock it down, although that might not actually improve our situation. At the moment it was at least one area I didn’t need to worry about getting attacked from.

The demons from the street spread out across the backyard, joined by the two from the house. I’d knocked out one, and he didn’t seem eager to rejoin the fight, so that left us with eight demons. I had a bat, Via had a knife, and we were in trouble.

I tossed her the bat, and moved through the motions of a spell. They all realized what I was doing and started to rush at me. But this time I chose a faster spell to cast. I targeted the leader, hoping to take him out of the fight and maybe disorganize the others.

“Šu taka!”

A powerful wind raced out of my hand and grabbed the leader. He had a surprised look on his face before the wind hurled him away. He crashed through the window on the back of the house, splintering the wood as well. The leader tumbled into the room as a few more breaks and crashes followed. It wasn’t as strong as when Juniper used it, but I was happy with the results.

The other demons didn’t lose focus. They charged at me. I grabbed the bat from Via and swung hard, catching the closest demon by surprise with a smack on the side of his head. He fell to the ground in a heap like I’d cut the string holding him up. His body started melting immediately, turning into a gross goo that ran towards the pool.

I realized that I hit him so hard that I killed him instantly. But I also bent the bat out of shape, and it wouldn’t be much good. The machete the demon had was under the pile of melting demon flesh, so I wouldn’t be using that either.

Swinging my crooked weapon back and forth, I kept the others at bay while I thought of how to handle it. If it were just me, I’d go for broke and probably kill them all. I would take some injuries, sure, but I felt confident I could take all of them even without my sword. But while I was doing that, one of them might hurt Via — and I could not allow that.

One of the demons took a chance and rushed me while I swung at a friend. He had the fire ax and brought it down in an overhead swing aimed straight at me. I spun out of the way and managed to knock the ax away with my bat, sending the blade cutting into the fence.

It stuck there, and he tried to yank it out. I didn’t give him the chance. Without any great weapons, I just reached over, gripped his head, and twisted.

I heard a snap, and the demon dropped. The others froze when they saw what I did. I used the chance to grip the ax and rip it out of the wood, sending splinters flying.

“Kill the girl, you idiots,” the leader shouted. He’d stumbled back to the window. I could see dark blood flowing from a cut on his head, but otherwise he’d survived the spell.

The other demons grinned. I had five of them in front of me, not counting the leader, and if they all came at once, I didn’t know what I could do.

THWIP

A shaft of wood grew out of the neck of the closest demon. He gasped and grabbed it, stumbling back. I saw the fletching near the end and realized what it was. I wasn’t going to look a gift arrow in the mouth, so I rushed forward while the others were confused.

My newly acquired ax wasn’t terribly sharp, but I put enough force into it that I decapitated another demon. By the time I swung again, they were starting to recover, but I still buried the ax deep into the chest of a demon holding a club. The ax was stuck in his bone covered torso, so I grabbed the club before he toppled to the ground.

It was basically a thick piece of wood used for construction, with an area shaved off for a handle. He’d also hammered a few nails into it. For all the work, he probably would have been better off with just the hammer.

THWIP

Another arrow sprouted in the chest of one of the demons. He managed to stay up, so I clubbed him. He blocked with a bat of his own, but my strength won out, and I knocked him back. His bat spun out of his hands, leaving him unarmed. I followed up with a mighty crack to his head, killing him.

“I got her!”

The last demon in the yard jumped at Via. She screamed and ducked, covering her head. That wouldn’t do much, since he had a machete.

THWIP

Our mysterious protector put an arrow through his leg, dropping him to the ground. His machete clattered to the dirt near Via. She didn’t hesitate and grabbed it. With a quick swing, she buried it in the neck of her attacker.

“Ah, fuck.” The leader turned to run, but an arrow caught him in the back, and he fell out of sight.

I panted, looking around for anymore, but we’d won. Thanks to a friend, apparently. I scanned the area, not seeing anyone.

“Uh, hello?” I shouted.

“Hi.”

The Princess Jenna Holmes jumped from a tree in the neighbor's yard onto the roof of the shed. With a quick roll, she landed on the ground. Her bow was still in her hand, an arrow nocked. She surveyed the area, then nodded at us. “You okay?”

“Yeah, thanks to you.”

Via, still shaken, but recovering, stepped closer to me.

“Via, this is Princess Jenna Holmes.”

“You can call me Jenna. Sorry to meet you like this.”

“Was that you in the alley?” Via asked. I realized she was probably right, and raised an eyebrow at Jenna.

If Jenna was surprised, she hid it well. “Yes. I was trying to get a sense of who the Chosen is as a person. I won’t apologize, as it was part of my mission.”

I looked at the melting bodies around us. “We can call it even.”

She grinned.

“Did you know they were after us?” Via asked.

Jenna shook her head. “Not at all. I saw the one who approached you start following, so I did as well. When I realized what was happening, I ducked down the other street to get an angle, but it took me longer than I would have liked. I should have just killed him there, but I didn’t know if he was good or not. What did they want?”

“He said I was supposed to keep out of other people’s business. No idea what that means. My entire job description is messing with demons’ plans. I think one of them is still alive in the front yard.”

After checking the house to see the leader had dissolved into a puddle of goo, we walked back through the broken gate. “I hope the homeowners have good insurance,” Via joked.

The demon I’d punched was trying to crawl away. He’d made it two houses. We quickly caught up to him. I pushed him onto his back with my foot. Jenna still had her bow ready, but hadn’t pulled back the string.

“Who sent you?” I asked.

“Mm donmmm Nommm.” With his jaw busted, he couldn’t form words, and it looked painful to even try.

“Can you write? I think I have a pen in my purse.” Via dug through it, but then Jenna stopped her.

“No need. I know who he is. More or less.”

She pulled back the string and fired quickly, putting the arrow right between his eyes. He collapsed and started melting. We all scooted back.

“Are they all this gross?” Via looked at me. “Last time they all just vanished into your sword.”

I shrugged. “Sometimes. Sometimes it’s worse.” Turning to Jenna, I raised the most important question. “So who are they?”

“They are part of why I came to find you. I think they followed me, and are just trying to scare off anyone who might help me. They work with those who threaten the safety of my Kingdom. That’s all I can say for now.”

I wanted to know more, but I could tell that Via was too shaken for me to push it with Jenna right then. I decided to let it go, for the moment.

“Thanks for the assist.”

“Don’t worry, yeah? It’s mostly my fault.” With that, she gave me a nod, and then ran off.

We watched her go. When she rounded the corner, Via chuckled. “Yeah, definitely a sexy princess.”


Chapter Six



SLAM

I crashed sideways into a hard stone wall. My shoulder ached. Where was I? What was happening? The last thing I remembered was laying in bed with Via, trying to comfort her after the fight.

“Get up, we gotta go.” Jenna stood next to me. We were on the roof of a building, and I’d hit a wall nearby.

“What the hell is going on?”

She didn’t seem to hear me. Instead, she ran and jumped across to another roof. I saw figures in the distance, all yelling and running our way. It was dark, but not totally night. Even though I was on the roof of a building, I didn’t feel like I was outside and couldn’t figure out why.

Well, she saved my bacon once, so I ran after her. I leapt across the gap. But when I landed, I was suddenly somewhere else. Then I realized what was happening.

I was experiencing a vision from Galliyae. She’d sent them twice before, showing me possible futures so I could stop the plans of evil demons.

Now I needed to figure out what exactly was happening. I looked around and saw I was in a small bedroom with two queen beds. Rory was sprawled on one, and Juniper sat pouting by the window.

“Bored now,” she said.

“We know,” Rory shot back.

“I just want to be more useful.”

“We can try that,” I said. “I’ve got some ideas. If only I knew what was going on.”

I stepped closer to the redhead, smelling her vanilla perfume. She smiled at me as I looked out the window.

But the view shifted. Instead of standing behind Juniper, I was suddenly in the middle of a massive room. Desks and counters were spread across it, with marble tile on the floor. Glass shields near the counters at the wall finally made it all click. I was in a bank. A particularly luxurious one.

“Get him!” I looked for the voice.

What I saw surprised me. It was a demon, clearly, but also she was remarkably attractive. Not that Wren or Nala weren’t hot in their own ways, but she was practically sex incarnate. She was all curves and cleavage, with an outfit that left just enough to my imagination that I thought it might be less revealing if she was naked.

Her skin was relatively normal — a fair complexion. But she had vibrantly red hair and two corkscrewing horns coming out of her head. I thought I saw a tail move behind her as well. It was challenging to tear my eyes away, but I didn’t have a choice.

A wave of people crashed into me. I was swarmed, with dozens of hands grabbing me, feet kicking me, and they knocked me over. I toppled, falling towards the white and gold tile.

Right before my head hit, I landed in a bed.

“Not again,” I groaned.

I sat up, looking around. Beatrix was there, but I didn’t recognize the room. It was trashier than the last one I’d seen — run down, with laundry scattered on the floor. She sat by the window. The curtains were drawn, and she stole quick peeks out the edge when she could. When she noticed me looking, she shook her head.

“You need some sleep, Ace. Rest, and you can take the second watch.”

No.

My Chosen, you must prepare. You must be ready.

Galliyae’s voice rang true and clear in my mind. “Whoa,” I said. “Prepare for what?”

“You don’t know what it’ll be like?” I turned and saw that Via was sitting next to me.

I was no longer in the unfamiliar room, but instead I was on a plane. First class, by the looks of it. Via was sitting across from me in her own little cubby, smiling.

“No, no idea.” I was still trying to figure out what was happening. While I was thinking, she crossed the aisle and sat down on my lap.

“I’m excited! I can’t believe I’m getting to go.” Via snuggled into me. I put my arm around her, still trying to figure out what I needed to learn from this vision. Very quickly, I felt her breathing slow as she drifted off.

A moment later, I stood and gently set Via on the chair. I felt stiff, so I decided to stretch my legs. When the stewardess gave me a concerned look, I ducked into the restroom.

As the door shut, I realized it was wooden, not the plastic material. And I wasn’t on the plane anymore. I turned around to see a demon behind the counter of some sort of hotel. She smiled at me.

“Ready to check in? Do you have reservations?”

I stepped forward. “Zhou Mei made a reservation for us. Ace Winters.”

“Ah, I’ve got it right here. Three rooms with a view of the lake. Very nice.”

“Great.”

“They’re ready. Let me just get you your keys.”

I turned to look at the hotel, but as I spun, I found myself in another new room. This time I had a sense of vertigo as the world shifted around me.

I was in the middle of a grand throne room. The ceiling towered over me, with stone walls decorated with all manner of banners. The vertigo didn’t leave. Instead it intensified. I felt a pressure building in my mind. I couldn’t see what was causing it, just the presence of a powerful being. White lights flashed on the wall.

There was nothing I could do to stop it. Slowly it wormed its way and everything went black.

But I didn’t wake up. Instead, I heard the comforting voice of Galliyae.

There is still time.


Chapter Seven



My phone woke me up, vibrating with an urgency for the third time. When Via grumbled, I realized I needed to silence it. I blinked and reached for it, my fingers bumping against all of the costuming equipment on Via’s desk. The vision was still fresh in my mind.

I saw someone from the school was calling. Declining the call, I pulled up a notes app and wrote down everything I could remember. Halfway through, the phone rang again. I sighed and answered.

“What?”

“Mr. Winters?” I recognized the accent.

I lowered my voice as Via shifted next to me. She’d had a lot of trouble sleeping, and I would rather not wake her. “Jenna? It’s pretty early.”

“It’s ten a.m.”

“That’s still early when you’re up late fighting demons in college. What’s up?”

There was a pause on the other side. “I know I said I would give you a week, but after last night, I think we should chat sooner. Can you come in today? My office.”

“When?”

“Thirty minutes?”

“Sure. I’ll see you there.”

Hanging up, I slipped out of bed. Via mumbled and rolled over, but stayed asleep. I pulled on my clothes from the day before and ducked out of the room, remembering to grab my sword in its new foam roller container.

In the hallway, I shot a group text to Rory, Juniper, and Beatrix.

Ace: So, Galliyae sent me a vision last night. And this morning I woke up to a summons from Jenna to her office.

Rory: Are they connected?

Ace: Definitely. Jenna was in the vision.

Juniper: Is it a Challenge?

Ace: I’m not sure, but it has all the hallmarks of one. And I haven’t gotten a vision that wasn’t related to one.

Ace: Jenna wants to meet soon. I’ve made up my mind about helping her. Anyone else want to come hear what she has to say?

Rory: I’m in class right now. Sorry!

Juniper: My weekly lesson with Saidra is soon, so I need to hit the road.

Ace: Beatrix?

Beatrix: I think having someone with a bit more sense in your meeting will go a long way, Mr. Winters. I will accompany you.

Ace: Great. I’m just going to grab a quick shower, then I’ll meet you there.

Back in my dorm, I showered and changed. I didn’t realize until I was clean that I had a weird odor from the melting demons lingering. It took three rounds of body wash to remove all of it, and I had a feeling my clothes from the night before were done for.

I tossed them in a trash bag to try and keep it from spreading and pulled on some fresh duds. My extended shower meant I showed up right as Beatrix arrived. She wore a demure business suit, gray with a skirt. Her sensible heels and tied back hair really did make her look like a librarian.

She nodded to me when I walked up. “Mr. Winters.”

“Hey, thanks for joining.” I led the way in, having been there so recently. Jenna met us in the lobby and brought us back to her personal office.

The small room had a desk, a few chairs, and shelves along one wall. There were three binders on the otherwise empty walls. I could tell they were the handbook for the Residence Life department, and other standard print-outs. There wasn’t a single personal touch in the office — not even a plant.

“Not planning on staying, are you?”

Jenna raised an eyebrow at me. I pointedly looked around the room, and received a shrug in response. “Oi, this was a position of convenience, Ace. A significant donation from my family’s reserves ensured that they would pick me. It will also make replacing me when I leave less of a burden.”

“Fair enough.”

Jenna gestured to the seats. I sat down and placed the large foam roller next to my chair, and Beatrix took a moment before joining me.

“I’m sure you’re knackered after that fight last night. How’s the arm?”

“A fight?”

I grimaced. “Right. Yeah, Via and I were jumped by some demons from Jenna’s neck of the woods when we were walking home from a date. The arm’s mostly fine. I heal quickly.”

“Looked like a patrol to me,” Jenna said.

“A patrol? Via’s not ready for that!” Beatrix looked more upset about that than the attack itself.

“It’s been so quiet, and it was only half a patrol.” I shot a glare at Jenna. “You’re not helping.”

She tried to cover. “It wasn’t, like, actually dangerous. I had their back.”

“And I only got stabbed a little.” I rolled up my sleeve. I’d slapped a bandage on the cut when we got back to Via’s apartment. I pulled it back and the massive wound had healed enough it looked like a rough scratch. Tossing the bandage into the small trash can next to Jenna’s desk, I grinned. “See.”

Beatrix rubbed the bridge of her nose. “It would have been nice to have a bit of warning, Mr. Winters.”

“Where are you from, anyway?” Jenna looked at Beatrix.

“England.”

“Nah, yeah, I reckoned that. But I hear that Oxford sound in you. Where were you from before that, specifically?”

Beatrix sighed. “Hull.”

“Sweet as. Loved touring the place back when I was a teen.”

“Not a lot for a teen to do in Hull.”

“Beats being under an overbearing father’s thumb, yeah?”

Beatrix nodded. I kept quiet, enjoying this peek behind the curtain. My knowledge of English towns started with London and ended with London, so I didn’t know what it meant, but I made a mental note to look it up later.

“Be that as it may, I think we are here to talk about what you need from Mr. Winters.”

“Right, right. I know I promised a week, but after last night, I don’t think it’s worth waiting. If you’re going to say no, I might as well leave now and see if I can keep them from attacking again.”

I leaned back, smiling. “No problem. I’m in.”

“Really?” Jenna smiled, then glanced at Beatrix.

The Brit shrugged. “He didn’t tell me anything.”

“I think Galliyae wants me to go. How much do you know about the Chosen, Jenna?”

“Some. The Kingdom doesn’t have a lot on you, but the Celestial Convocation knows more, that’s for sure. Not that they’ve shared much with me.”

“That’s right. You said you were with them. With the whole Lost World kingdom, I totally forgot you were part of a mysterious paranormal organization.”

Jenna laughed. “Only kind of. I’m a new recruit. The problem we’re facing is proving to be a bit out of our capabilities, so I approached them about a year ago and only recently joined. That earned me enough status that they were willing to point me in your direction.”

“So they’re real. They still exist?” Beatrix was sitting straight and rigid, clearly trying to hide her excitement.

“They are. And they aren’t quite a secret down in the Hidden Kingdom, although they don’t share what they do with many people. They have an office there. Halfway between an embassy and a store, really.”

“I think Beatrix might have a hemorrhage if you don’t share a little more than that,” I said. Beatrix frowned at me, but Jenna just nodded.

“Sure. I’m sworn to secrecy, but that doesn’t apply to you.” She leaned in and whispered conspiratorially. “Just don’t tell anyone I let Beatrix hear. I know you’ll tell her everything as soon as you leave, so I’m just saving the extra step.”

Jenna took a deep breath, thinking through her next words. “Truth is, I don’t know all that much. They’ve existed for millennia, and work as a sort of backstop to keep demons from over-running the world. I’m not privy to how big they are, but judging by what they’ve told me, I’d guess there’s at least a few hundred senior members.

“In the Hidden Kingdom, they serve more as a resource. We provide them with supplies or money if they need it, and in return, they pass on handy spells they’ve found, or weapons that work against powerful demons. That sort of thing.”

“Pretty handy,” I chimed in. “We could use a branch around here.”

“I believe it. Outside of the Kingdom is where I know the least. They work in the shadows, and I think mostly try to stop powerful rituals and magics from falling into the wrong hands.”

Beatrix nodded. “That tracks with what we know. A powerful demon attempted to perform the Shoudougar, and almost all information on the ritual had been destroyed. We only found out what we did because of a Convocation journal that had some secret notes in it.”

“I don’t know that ritual,” Jenna admitted.

“Just a small one that would have ended the Chosen line and ripped a hole straight into hell,” I said. “No big.”

“You live an interesting life, Ace,” Jenna said with a grin.

“Only recently. I’d kill for a couple months of normalcy at this point.”

“Would they be open to working with Mr. Winters?” Beatrix steered the conversation back to the matter at hand. “I’ve done my best to support and train him, but it seems like the Celestial Convocation would have a lot more resources.”

“I can ask. But again, I might be a princess, but I only joined officially a few months ago. I’m about as low as you can get.”

“I would appreciate it,” Beatrix said.

“You’ve been more help than I ever could have asked for,” I told Beatrix.

She smiled sadly. “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I can help you reach your full potential. Maybe they can.”

“You’re doing pretty good so far.”

Beatrix coughed and looked away. She pulled off her glasses and wiped them down, which I knew was her way of avoiding continuing the conversation.

Turning back to Jenna, I said, “So I’m going to come help you with your succubus problem.”

She froze, not even blinking. “How did you know?”

“I saw it in a dream. There was a demon I would describe as a cross between a stripper and a model, with a healthy dose of raging attraction. I might not know all of the types of demons, but that one’s pretty obvious. I assume you need me to make with the choppy-choppy?” I patted the foam roller, earning a weird stare from both women.

“Right. My sword’s in here. So it’s not as obvious.”

“Via made it?” Beatrix asked. “Very impressive work. Give my compliments to Ms. Wilson.”

“She’ll love that.”

“Sorry, I’m still not sure how you know about the succubus problem.”

“Right. So the goddess Galliyae sends me prophetic visions. So far, they’ve led to the Challenges I need to complete. There’s five of those bad boys, and I have a feeling helping you out will lead to the Third Challenge. It might not be the succubus, but it’ll be somewhere in that direction.”

She sighed. “Well, outside of this room, only myself, my boss, and the Hidden King know even that much.”

“What are you worried about?” Beatrix was curious, but also a bit concerned.

“We think a demoness known as the Queen Succubus is behind it.” When we both gave her blank looks, that earned a groan. “That would have caused a riot in the Hidden Kingdom. She’s attempted to conquer the Hidden Kingdom three times. Four, if it really is her this time.

“The other three times involved seducing a powerful ruler in the above world. Once she had him under her spell, she brought in demon armies and along with the humans attempted to invade. The problem is that our Kingdom is exceptionally well defended, and we can outlast any sieges. We’ve only had eight major wars, and she’s been responsible for almost half of them.

“Because she’s been one of greatest enemies for almost as long as the Kingdom has existed, we have a test to sense her power and control. A little over a year ago, I found one of our soldiers dumping crates of bullets into one of the rivers. I didn’t stop him, but I managed to catch him. My boss and I ran the test, and it confirmed that one of the Queen’s descendants was manipulating his mind.”

I glanced at Beatrix, who seemed to be following along. That left it to me to ask, “Descendants?”

Jenna nodded. “When the Queen Succubus takes a mate, she produces an offspring with a fraction of her power. It kills the mate, so normally it only happens once they have served their purpose. A fully formed demon appears with the death, already knowing how their magic works. They are bound to the Queen. It’s why she’s known as the Queen. She’s not the first or only succubus, but she spent thousands of years creating an army of daughters.”

“That sounds bad!”

“Real bad.” Jenna let out a long breath. She held herself with a lot of poise and grace, but I could see how hard this was for her. For a year, she’d carried this threat and secret without anyone to help.

“You think that she’s planning another attack?” Beatrix gently guided Jenna back to the danger.

“Aye, I reckon she is. Especially after last night. Those demons we fought are some of the troops she’s brought in the past. Not sure why they always work with her, since succubus powers don’t work on demons. There’s no other explanation. She wants to keep the Chosen away.”

Beatrix snorted. “She’d do better to send him a ticket to come visit.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I glared at Beatrix.

“Your mental shields aren’t just lacking, they’re non-existent. A succubus, even a weak one, would have an easy time with you.”

Jenna groaned. “Tell me that’s not true.”

I rubbed the back of my head, a little embarrassed. “It’s not false. Bea here thinks I’m more open than normal because of my connection with Galliyae. The same path that lets me receive visions opens me up to mental magic.”

“Well, shit.” She put her head down on the desk, frustrated. I couldn’t blame her. If she was so desperate that she took a job at a college halfway around the world just to recruit me to help her, finding out that she was hiring Superman to fight a Kryptonite robot would be a bit of a let-down.

“How urgent is the problem, Princess?” Beatrix gestured for me to stay quiet before Jenna looked up.

“Medium? There’s no sign that she’s moving yet, and we think they’re still trying to get all the pieces into place. The Hidden King is safe — the throne will keep any foreign influences from affecting him. But my father is not the young man he used to be, and the danger is with the princes. We think she’ll try to control one of them before the Hidden King dies, and once he’s on the throne she’ll be able to take over without a fight. She won’t be a foreign influence, then.

“And, as back up, her agents are making our defenses weaker. Since any of us could become the monarch, she’s hedging her bets. We just don’t know the level of the threat. She might be in the city already, or there might be only a handful of her daughters, and we’re in the early days of a long plan. I’m leaning towards the latter, since they live so long. What’s the rush?”

Beatrix nodded. “Then we’ll just have to prepare Ace. I can train his defenses, and we can find some charms and protective devices to help him out.”

“I probably should finish the semester if I plan on graduating. Why don’t we aim for a summer trip?” I looked over at Jenna. “If you think it can wait that long.”

She nodded. “Yes. As long as the Hidden King is on the throne, we have time. Thank you. If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know.”

We stood up, and she stepped around her desk. Before I realized it, she’d wrapped both of us up in a hug. When she let us go, I saw she was embarrassed, but tried to hide it. I gave her a wink.

“Don’t worry, Princess. We’ll save your Kingdom.”

“Thank you.”

I smiled at her, and then stopped. “Actually, there is one thing you can do for me.”

“Name it.”

“I have a friend, a demon. Wren Harmonious.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Dang. Well, she was apparently banned from the Hidden Kingdom. I’d love to know why.”

Beatrix grinned. “Oh, yes, that would be delightful to know.” Wren and Bea had a history, although I didn’t know much about it.

“I can look into it, sure. Thanks, Ace.”

Beatrix and I left her there. Once we were outside, I turned to the Brit. “So, should we get started now?”

She shook her head. “I need to acquire a few items. Meet me at my store on Monday.”

“Sounds good.”

“And Mr. Winters, you should come prepared to work hard. This will not come easily to you.”

Shrugging, I just said, “Don’t worry. I’m ready for a challenge.”

She shook her head and walked away, muttering.

I shouted after her, “I can’t hear what you’re saying, but I assume it’s about how impressive I am.”

She ignored me. Probably the right move.


Chapter Eight



Five days later, after a calm weekend where the most exciting thing that happened was forgetting a paper I had due and scrambling to finish it, I turned up at the Veiled Volumes. I went after my last class, so we had the whole afternoon to practice.

When I stepped in, Beatrix was sitting behind the counter, flipping through a few different books. She looked up as the bell rang. Rather than her usual business attire, she wore a blouse tied off around her waist and comfortable slacks. I almost thought she would fit right in on an expedition to an ancient tomb.

“Ah, right on time, Mr. Winters. Do you mind turning the sign to ‘closed’ and locking the door? I don’t want us to be disturbed.”

“No problem.” I did as she asked.

“Good. Thank you.”

I walked over to the counter and leaned my foam roller against it. I was still getting used to the hidden sheath, but at least being known as a yoga guy was better than being known as a sword guy. Although I had a feeling both would stick before long.

“Whatcha reading?” I looked at the books, but since I couldn’t read Latin or upside down, I didn’t have a clue. There was a picture of a succubus on one page, scantily clad but lacking the oomph of the one in my vision. I said as much to Beatrix.

“That’s because her power isn’t working on you. They use magic to make you think they are exactly what your… Well, I’d say heart desires, but it’s probably something a little further south.”

“Beatrix,” I said in mock outrage. “Behave.”

She just rolled her eyes. “Before we begin, I found a few items that should be helpful.”

Reaching under the counter, she pulled out a small briefcase and set it in a clear space next to the books. She clicked it open and lifted the lid, revealing four different charms and goodies.

In the middle was an amulet hanging on a silver chain. It had silver edges, and held a thick black gemstone that I didn’t recognize. Beatrix tapped it. “This will provide a decent amount of protection for you. It absorbs mental attacks, which should include any charms from the succubus. But it can only hold so much, and then has to discharge over time. When it turns bright red, it won’t be effective anymore.”

Her finger slid to the right, pointing at a watch. With a black leather strap, the face was relatively minimalist, again with silver details. It was nice, but I doubted that it cost more than a couple hundred dollars. “This has been enchanted by a friend. It will vibrate slightly if there’s an attack. That should shake you out of a trance, and alert you to other types of tricks.”

“And once I know about it, it’ll be easier to defend?”

“Exactly.” The corner of her lip curved up, happy I’d made the connection.

“Just like when I knew about that endless hallway trap?” When we fought with Culcate, I’d encountered a hallway that seemed to go on forever, regardless of which way I went or what door I chose. It hadn’t felt too unusual in my vision, but once I knew about it, it was immediately clear something was wrong. That didn’t break me out of it, but it let Juniper dispel the trap.

“Yes. It won’t solve your problems, but it should give you space to work.”

“Awesome.”

“And these rings are joined, letting us share our defenses. Well, as long as we are close enough to each other. You wear one, and I wear the other, and it should help boost your natural protection.”

“Should?”

Beatrix hesitated for a moment before answering. “Your vulnerabilities are worse than most. I hope this at least papers over it, but it might not. The other two will be more valuable. At the least, I should be able to send my own power through it to help you.”

“This is awesome. Thanks, Beatrix. Should I try them on?”

“Not yet, Mr. Winters. We need to work on the underlying problem, and that means no special protection.”

“Let’s do it, then,” I said.

“That’s the spirit. Try to keep it. Now, follow me.”

The Brit led me into the back room. It felt more like a library than anything else. Towering shelves stuffed with ancient books lined the walls, with a few freestanding cases near the far end. She had a small desk and podium off to one side. The middle of the room had been cleared, and two pillows sat five feet apart in the empty space.

Beatrix gracefully sat down on the far pillow. I plopped down with my legs crossed.

I gave her a big grin. “Where do we start? Do I need to focus on my power source? Learn to clear my mind? Is this where I float?”

I’d come to expect the sigh that followed. “No, Mr. Winters. The first thing you need to understand is just how vulnerable you really are. Consider a normal mind as a book. If you wanted to rip out a page or write something new in the margins, you’d have to open it.” She gestured at the walls around us. “Maybe even pull it off a shelf first.

“With you, your book is wide open on the table, pages flapping in the wind. There’s practically a big neon sign over it saying ‘take me.’”

“Yikes.”

“Yes. ‘Yikes.’ You must learn to shut the book, so to speak.”

I nodded at a bookshelf with glass doors where she kept the pricier volumes. “Not lock it up?”

Beatrix chuckled. “No. That is much further down the road.”

“Right, right. I’ve got to learn to walk before I run.”

“Mr. Winters, you’re learning to crawl. Don’t worry about running.”

That was sobering to hear. I’d grown so used to being one of the toughest, strongest people around, and now I was all the way at the bottom. Well, I guess I could only go up.

“I want to demonstrate a simple attack. It’s a relatively minor spell, some wouldn’t even call it an attack. It’s designed to distract you. Originally it was designed by an enterprising thief to make guards look the other way while she broke into the palaces and libraries where the spells were kept. You’d be unlikely to ever use it, and if someone cast it on you, you’d want to know.

“Someone with an average defense would glance away from the caster, maybe investigate a sound or sight in the opposite direction. That would last for maybe fifteen seconds, maybe a minute if there was a lot of power behind it.”

“Bring it on.”

She started making some subtle hand gestures. I readied myself. I knew what she was doing, so I should realize what happened. This was a softball.

A loud crash from the front room interrupted us. It sounded like glass shattering, and I wasn’t sure what caused it, but I couldn’t let harm come to Beatrix.

“Oh, shit,” I said. I leapt to my feet and rushed into the other room. I didn’t see what caused the noise, but that didn’t mean much. My foam roller leaned against the counter. I reached over and unscrewed the top.

My sword came out without a sound. That was the one drawback of the foam roller — I loved the quiet threat of my sword sliding out of my sheath.

But I was thankful for it at the moment. Whatever was in the store probably knew where I was, but I didn’t want to give it any help. Cautiously, I stepped around the counter, my sword pointed forward.

Nothing jumped out. Taking my time, I checked under the tables and behind the chairs. Empty. Whatever broke in through the window was now either tiny or invisible.

“Alright, come on out,” I said. Nothing answered. “I won’t ask again.”

“And who are you threatening?” I turned to see Beatrix standing in the doorway.

“Whatever just broke in.”

“But the windows are fine, Mr. Winters.”

I looked over my shoulders and confirmed that nothing in the store was disturbed. The curtains hung over the windows, and the door was still locked.

“What caused it?”

“The spell, Mr. Winters.”

I shook my head. “No, I heard a loud noise.”

“That distracted you from watching me?”

“Yeah. Wait. Oh, damn it.”

She smiled, more mirth in it than I appreciated. But I’d walked right into the spell, even knowing it was happening.

“I didn’t even hear you cast it,” I pointed out.

“It wouldn’t be a great spell for hiding if you did, now would it?”

I laughed. “Alright. Good point. How long did it last for me?”

“Until I broke it, and almost three minutes at that point.”

“Geez.” It didn’t feel that long out in the front of the store, but I guess I’d moved slowly and quietly. “Man, I do not like that messing with my head.”

“Then you’re in luck, Mr. Winters. We’re going to shut that book.”

We walked back to our previous positions. Once we settled down, Beatrix walked me through a few familiar exercises. I worked on my breathing and connecting with my power source — all things that Juniper taught me when I was learning to use my magic and cast spells. After half an hour, Beatrix was satisfied I was in the proper headspace for some practice.

She drew a small diagram on the ground in chalk. It started as just a circle, with a small circle inside of it.

“This is what a normal mind looks like.”

“And this is your brain on drugs,” I joked. She gave me a glare. “Sorry.”

Beatrix rubbed the top of her nose, leaving small chalk smudges behind. “Please try to keep the jokes in check, Mr. Winter. Although drugs do have interesting impacts on the mind, that’s neither here nor there.”

“Sorry, Beatrix.”

Properly chastised, I focused on the rest of her explanation. She wiped away about half of the outer circle, leaving the small circle totally exposed to her. “This is what yours looks like, comparatively.”

“That’s not too bad. There’s still some there.”

“Yes, and that’s why this isn’t a hopeless mission. Not everyone has a fully formed outer shell, and it generally gets stronger as a person reaches maturity.” She looked over the rims of her glasses at me. “I suspect you are a little slower to develop in that regard. Then, when you became the Chosen, another section was removed to allow Galliyae access. Whether that’s normal or something to do with her current unusual state, I couldn’t begin to guess.”

I’d shared the news that Galliyae was trapped somewhere with her, hoping she might have some clues on where to look. But Galliyae had been missing so long that even people who knew demons were real didn’t necessarily believe the gods were.

“With practice and focus, you can start to rebuild this outer shell. That’s where we’ll begin, and then I’ll show you some basic shielding magic.”

We were cooking. I was ready to improve.

The Brit had me focus on my breathing again. After she decided I was calm and focused enough — well after I thought I was ready — she started walking me through the exercises to strengthen my natural defenses.

“You know how to touch the core of your magic already.”

“Yeah, Juniper taught me that one.” The redhead had guided my training there. I would imagine a warehouse and could walk through the aisles to find where my connection to magic was kept.

“The very basic way of working on this is going through that process, and then manually building and repairing your own defenses. For just a moment, we’ll try that.”

I nodded and closed my eyes. A few seconds later, I appeared inside my own internal visualization. The large, almost industrial warehouse stretched for hundreds of yards. Instinctively, I could feel where my magic was located. The shelves were all filled with boxes and dusty files. Looking around, I didn’t see anything that needed repair work. I told Beatrix as much.

“That makes sense. What do you see?”

Even though we were sitting in the same room, her voice sounded like it was coming from further away. I told her what my own internal world looked like.

“Good, good. Is there an exit door?”

I turned away from my magic, studying the nearest wall. There was a small door with an emergency exit sign off to one side. “I see one, yes.”

“Great. Go through it.”

“Won’t I just pop back out here?”

“No, Mr. Winters, you won’t.”

I walked over to the door. It had one of those emergency exit handlebars. Shoving it open, I stepped out and found myself in a grassy field. The warehouse towered over me, taking up much of the area behind me.

In front of me, I saw a chain link fence that had clearly seen better days. There were large holes in, the metal hanging loose and dangling in parts. At the top were a row of metal poles that looked like they could hold barbed wire, but it was empty.

“I found a fence. It’s in rough shape.” I described what I saw.

“Okay, follow it around the outskirts, see if there’s any major damage.”

I did. Walking clockwise around the building, I didn’t see anything outside of the beat up fence. The holes were large enough I could crawl through in many places, and it wouldn’t do much to keep someone else. The next side was the same, and I continued around to the far side of the building.

There the fence was just gone. A few feet stuck out on either side, but the majority of the fence looked like it had been ripped out and taken away.

“It’s just gone,” I said.

“Yes,” Beatrix replied. She sounded sad, but also not surprised. “I had a feeling there would be significant gaps because of Galliyae. While disappointing, at least we now have confirmation.”

“How do I fix this?”

She paused for a moment. “Well, the most basic way is just to fix it. You’re in your own mind space. Get to work. But on a smaller section.”

I nodded, then laughed, not sure if I was actually nodding out of my body. I returned to the front of the building and picked a small hole. It was only a foot across. I imagined it healing, but nothing happened. So then I tried to picture a stretch of chain link fencing material, and it appeared in front of me on the ground.

With another thought, I made a welder and some cutters appear. I had no idea if that’s how you would normally fix this, but hey, it’s my brain. Sue me.

It took me almost ten minutes to cut the right shape and then weld it into place. When I was done, I stepped back to admire my work. While I knew what I’d done, it was almost unnoticeable across the hundred yards of damaged fencing.

“Well, shit,” I said.

Beatrix chuckled. “You fixed a section?”

“One hole, and it took forever. There’s a lot more to go.”

“Okay, return from there. We’ll talk about the next step.”

It only took a second to clear my mind. When I opened my eyes, I was sitting in the back room of the Veiled Volumes.

“That seems like it’ll take a really long time to fix.”

There was a hint of amusement in her voice. “Yes. This is not something that can be corrected overnight. What I showed you just now is the slowest way to repair your defenses. It’s also the most reliable, and the only issue is time. You should work on making progress whenever you have the time.”

The amusement dropped out. “This is serious, Mr. Winters. You have fought many demons and while they have not been easy, you were gifted in ways that would help you win. If you do not focus on this, then you will be easily defeated by the weakest succubus.”

“I will.” She looked at me over the rims of her glasses. “I will, Beatrix, I promise.”

“Good. Now we will work on active shields. These require focus, and will help you protect yourself when you know you’re under attack. Follow these hand motions.”

She twisted her fingers into a few shapes that weren’t too hard to match. It involved bending the pinky under the others, then shifting them all in a specific pattern. While I did that, I had to wave both hands through the air in small circles, but opposite directions.

As I did, I channeled my magic into my hands. Nothing visually happened, but I felt a distance appear between me and the world. Like I’d just dropped a moat around me, even though I hadn’t moved an inch.

“Excellent work, Mr. Winters. Juniper has done a great job teaching you.”

“Do I need to keep moving my hands?” I felt silly waving them in the air.

“No. You just need to feed magic into the shield. Over time, you’ll learn to do it almost unconsciously. Until then, you’ll have to maintain focus. First, let’s try the distraction spell again. If your shield cannot stop that, it won’t work on anything.”

She repeated the spell from earlier. While I still didn’t hear the actual incantation, I also didn’t hear a noise. My eyes stayed fixed on her.

A wide grin spread across her face. “Yes. You’re doing very well, Mr. Winters.”

“I didn’t even feel the spell that time.”

“That’s a good sign. But right now, you are in an ideal situation. You’re trying to defend against an attack with nothing else going on. The Queen Succubus and her minions won’t play fair. You might be fighting, or they might use their … other abilities to distract you.”

“Other abilities?” Then it hit me. They were succubi “Oh!”

“Right again, Mr. Winters. So we’ll see if we can throw a wrench in your spell. Now, try it again.”

I realized in my excitement of blocking her spell, I’d dropped the connection. I really did need to work on my focus. Repeating the spell, I felt the shield slot into place again.

Beatrix worked through the spell, but stopped right before casting it. Her right hand stayed in the air, holding the final position of the distraction. Her left hand moved to her chest. She unbuttoned the top few buttons of her blouse, revealing a bountiful amount of cleavage.

Coughing, I tried to look away. Suddenly, a loud crash came from the front of the store. I rushed off to fight the intruder.

A couple of minutes later, I wandered back into the store room, blushing in embarrassment. “That was too easy, wasn’t it?”

“Well, I appreciate the unintended compliment.” Mirth sparkled in Beatrix’s eyes. “I had a feeling that you would be particularly weak to —” she glanced down at her chest, “specific distractions.”

That was news to me. “‘Cause I’m a guy?”

“That’s part of it. But the nature of Galliyae is very sexual. I think you will be easily tricked with certain attributes.”

I sighed. “Probably.”

She dusted herself off and stood up. “So, for now, that is what you need to work on. We’ll meet again in a week to check your progress. In the meantime, you need to work on repairing your defenses and blocking out distractions. Have Juniper help you. I’ll make sure she knows this spell, and once you can comfortably block it whenever you want, we’ll move on.”

I laid back on the ground. Just what I needed — homework.


Chapter Nine

Juniper Martindale


Juniper turned her car off the main highway onto the exit. The rarely traveled road had become familiar to her with her weekly meetings with Saidra.

She continued her drive, taking the route through the sparsely populated forest on the narrow road. A little later, she pulled off onto a grassy shoulder, unremarkable in every way except that it hid a path back to the home of one of the most powerful witches in the area, if not the whole world.

Saidra, the ancient Matriarch, had offered to train Juniper when they met earlier. Juniper could already see the improvements — her spells were more powerful, she could cast for longer, and her repertoire grew continuously.

Turning off her car, Juniper followed the trail through the trees. When she stepped out of the forest, she saw the witch’s house. It could have been plucked right out of any small suburb in America — a nice little house, with a cute yard and porch. Except it was a mile away from the road, and there was no obvious way to get the construction materials or equipment here.

Except for magic, of course.

“Hello, little Junebug.”

Juniper bowed. “Matriarch.”

Saidra waved her hands. “Must you do that every time?”

“I just want to show you the proper respect.”

“But not enough that you stop calling me that, even when I ask you to.”

Juniper smiled guiltily at the woman. To Juniper, she looked like she was in her mid-forties, well maintained and dignified. When Juniper finally compared notes with Ace after the first time they met, she realized that they both saw her differently — her appearance shifted occasionally for Ace, and none looked like what Juniper saw.

“Oh, come on in,” Saidra said. “I have some scones coming out of the oven. I hope you brought your appetite.”

“I definitely did!”

Juniper followed her into the house. The kitchen smelled wonderful — the baking scones filled with pieces of apples were heavenly. Saidra pulled out the tray and put them on a plate to cool. While they did, the two of them sat at the small breakfast table.

Saidra poured them both a cup of tea. She sipped hers and looked at Juniper. “How is the visit from the princess?”

“You know about her?”

“The Princess of the Hidden Kingdom comes to town? Of course I know.”

That concerned Juniper. “She thought she was traveling incognito.”

“She is. And most wouldn’t realize she’s here. But I can sense the threads of power from the Hidden Throne. But don’t worry, her secret is safe with me. How do you like her?”

“It’s been interesting. Ace might have to go help them out with a problem.”

The old witch snorted. “There’s always a problem in the Hidden Kingdom. Which is it this time? Dark Archwizard, Lord of the Pits, or Queen Succubus?”

“The Queen Succubus.”

Saidra nodded. “A determined foe. I helped hold her off during her second invasion, I think.”

That shocked Juniper. She wondered what else she knew about the Kingdom. “Do you know Jenna?”

“Only from her lineage. The last time I was in the Hidden Kingdom her grandfather wasn’t even a sparkle in his father’s eyes.”

The fact that Saidra had lived so long constantly amazed Juniper. She knew that she might eventually teach her how she did it. Even without that power, her relationship with Ace meant she’d live longer than normal. What would her life be like then?

“I can say this,” Saidra continued. “The rulers of the Kingdom have always had their people’s best interests at heart. She’s trustworthy, as far as that goes.”

Juniper nodded. “Thank you. I have a feeling we’ll be seeing a lot of her before this is all over.”

“I’m sure.”

“When it comes to that…” Juniper hesitated. The previous Challenge that Ace faced, Juniper had made a deal with Saidra. The ancient witch gave her a boost of power to help him defeat the demons, but in exchange Juniper promised to help her with a project down the road.

“You will need to leave?”

“Once Ace is ready to face the succubuses, we’ll head there, yes.”

“Do no worry, Juniper. The time for my ritual is still a ways away. Everything must be in alignment, and there is still work for me to do. When you return, we will deal with it then.”

“Thank you.”

Juniper took a bite of the scone, finally cool enough to eat. “Oh, wow. These are good!”

Saidra smiled, very pleased with herself. “Thank you! It was a new recipe, and I’m happy it didn’t disappoint.”

The two of them ate and chatted for a while. Juniper found Saidra to have a fun sense of humor — her long life not dulling her wits one bit. When they finished their pastries, they retreated to the ritual room that Saidra used to train Juniper.

There the walls and floors were covered in permanent circles and sigils, increasing her ability to focus on her magic, while allowing Saidra to guide her in ways that would be difficult otherwise.

They spent three hours practicing a new spell. Juniper realized Saidra was teaching it to her to help with their potential coming fight against the Queen Succubus. It took a while to cast, but the end result was freeing a mind from mental influence.

“This will be very helpful,” Juniper said. “Thank you.”

“The power of the demon you face will determine how well it works. You may need to find more details about your specific foe to make it work, but in general, I think it should. If they directly oppose you, it won’t work, so you won’t be using it in a fight. Still, that’s a win in my books.”

Once Juniper had the spell down, their session came to an end. She thanked Saidra and the old witch sent her home with a Tupperware full of fresh scones. At the porch, she turned to Saidra.

“I had a question.”

“Yes, little Junebug.”

“A few times now I’ve been able to tap into my power in a more intense way. What you gave me to fight with Culcate let me do it when I wanted just the one time, but I was wondering if that was something I could learn.” She’d grown much more powerful when feral demons led by one of Pallatrox’s minions attacked, and she’d saved them all. Being able to do it on command would let her help Ace a lot more.

Saidra smiled sadly. “Yes. There are different names for it. Unleashing Yourself. Release. Going Super Saiyan.” Juniper laughed at that, and Saidra smiled. “I’ve always thought of it as ‘merging.’”

“Merging?”

“Yes. You and your source of power become one. And without the natural and mental barriers, you can truly tap into the magic. Both your own and the place it flows from.”

“Why do I feel like there’s a big ‘but’ coming my way.”

“It’s not that. You can learn to do it. It’s a skill like any other. But —” Saidra winked at Juniper. “There is a cost. When you do it naturally — in times of stress or fear or danger — the cost isn’t there. Forcing yourself to do it consumes some of your life force.”

Juniper’s face must have looked terrified, because Saidra quickly patted her arm. “You did not do that when you used my gift. That came from me and used my power. I don’t have the same constraints. My life force will not diminish unless I choose.”

The ancient witch stared off the porch into the trees, but Juniper could tell she wasn’t really looking at anything, only thinking.

“I will teach you someday. I want to pass all of my knowledge to you, if you want it. And I think you will. But living forever has its own drawbacks. And it’s a lot easier to choose that option than to decide to walk away from immortality once you’re tired.” She turned to Juniper and gave her an earnest smile. “But don’t you worry, little Junebug. That’s a problem for our future.”

While she didn’t learn exactly what she wanted, she was still excited that she had a new way to help. As she thought through the uses of her new spells and the worries of Saidra, Juniper didn’t hear the other steps in the woods and only realized someone else was on the path when she almost ran into the woman.

Or, more accurately, the demon.

“Juniper?”

“Wren?”

The blue-haired demon was more surprised than Juniper. She looked Juniper up and down, then shrugged.

“What are you doing here?” Juniper asked.

Wren nodded her head at the cane in her hand. “Saidra has a few poultices that seem to help with the healing.”

“How are you feeling?”

Wren started to shrug again, then stopped. “Fine. I think I took more of a beating than I realized. It’s been a while since I had to fight an army.”

“Thank you for helping. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

The demon gave her a half smile. “I’d say happy to help, but I am regretting it a little. I think I’d regret demons taking over the world a little more, though.”

“You and me both.”

“Well, I better get going.”

Juniper watched as she started to limp down the path to Saidra’s clearing. At the last second, she shouted after the demon. “Wait!”

Wren turned, an eyebrow raised. “Yes?”

“I was wondering something. You don’t have to tell me, if you don’t want to, but it’s been bugging me.”

“Fine. Shoot.”

“You came to town to help Ace.” When he was still figuring out what being a Chosen even meant, Wren showed up to help keep him safe from Pallatrox. She was even responsible for him finding his sword. “But you seem like you… I don’t know, hate him?”

Wren snorted. “I don’t hate him.”

“You don’t like him, though.”

The demon turned, and Juniper was sure she was about to just march off. Wren had been a staunch ally so far, and she hoped that she hadn’t offended the demon. But then she stopped, and Juniper saw her shoulders hunch down.

“Do you know what it’s like to be shown up by someone who’s barely old enough to drink?”

“Considering I’m barely old enough to drink, not really.”

Wren turned, grinning a little. “I forgot. You’re a little more mature than Ace.”

“That’s not too hard.” Juniper giggled. “But I like him. I love him, really.”

“I know. He’s not that bad.”

“Then why does it feel like you want to unhinge your jaw and bite his head off?”

“Hey! I can’t do that.”

“I bet you could when Ace makes you mad enough.”

The demon barked a quick laugh, then clutched her side. “Okay, you can’t make me laugh. That hurts.”

Juniper gave her a look, still waiting for an answer.

“Alright, alright. So I spent a lot of time and money and favors to try and find Ace before he became the Chosen. I had heard rumors of what Pallatrox was up to, and I knew we needed a Chosen in general. But he’d vanished, and I only barely made it in time. Then he ditched me at a party! Me! And I was looking good.”

Wren glanced down at her bruised body, the bandages obvious even under her clothes. “Better than this, for sure. But instead of hitting on me so I could take him home and explain everything, he ran off. And I lost him! I’ve tracked and hunted more demons and prey than you’ve even seen, but he lost me.”

“He ran off to the woods that night,” Juniper explained. “That’s how I met him.”

“I know that now. But I felt foolish. Then I finally figured out who he was and met him, and we clashed. A bit. Personality wise.”

Ace told Juniper about that night. “You didn’t make it easy. Surprising him in his bedroom and all that.”

“I wanted to show him up after what he did. I came to help him, and in the end he didn’t really need me. That’s humbling.”

“You’re pretty self-aware about all this.”

“Girl, I was alive for the invention of psychotherapy. I know all the tricks.”

Juniper laughed. “So why are you still so…”

“Bitchy?”

“Yeah.”

Wren looked up at the canopy as if searching for an answer. “I don’t know. He didn’t listen to me when I tried to help and ended up being right. And he’s just so cocky.”

Juniper’s phone beeped, reminding her she needed to get back to her apartment to take her dog for a walk. “Maybe give him a chance, Wren.”

“I’ll think about it.”

The blue-haired demon gave her a short nod, then limped off to Saidra’s house. Juniper smiled, happy to know a little more.

She knew that Wren was fairly self-aware, but Juniper could see what was really bugging Wren. She had one massive blind spot.

The demon had feelings for Ace, and that had to be all sorts of confusing. Laughing to herself, the redhead made it back to her car and turned back to town.


Chapter Ten



Two weeks went by where I went from class to practice to sleep. All of my spare time was spent either in my own internal world repairing my fence or getting prodded mentally by Juniper.

The fence had come a long way in that time, although not nearly far enough. The side I started repairing — right outside the exit, and I’d started thinking of as North — was doing a lot better. I’d patched all of the small holes and a few of the large ones. If it was at fifty percent before, I’d put it somewhere around eighty percent. Of course, that was only one section.

I’d made a few repairs to the East side. The South would be a lot of work. The giant gap wouldn’t be easily repaired, as I had to plant a post and then do many small repairs to even add a section back.

One section took as long as fixing a quarter of the North gaps, so I focused on the small jobs I could do when I had the time. Unfortunately, I discovered that the West side, the one I hadn’t explored, was the worst of the three sides that were still standing. There were more holes, and they were larger on average.

There was only so much that I could do. The actual repairs took real time, even if I could magic up the supplies. There weren’t any shortcuts. I became faster at it, but not so much that I’d start a fencing repair company any time soon.

While I thought practice with Juniper was going well, Beatrix had differing opinions. We met up for our scheduled training, and ten minutes in, she groaned with frustration.

“You’re not making enough progress, Mr. Winters.”

“I’m practicing all the time.”

“And I’m still distracting you with just a hint of my bra!”

That was true. The most recent failure came when she leaned forward while casting the spell. I glanced down at her chest, and the next thing I knew I was looking for imaginary dangers in the front of the store.

“I’m not sure what I can do differently.” I thought that I was really making progress, but Beatrix was right. I’d been pretty quickly knocked out of my shield.

“Am I really that interesting to you?”

Looking down, I nodded. “Yeah. You’re this hot, mature lady, and that makes it difficult.”

“Hmmmm.” Beatrix took off her glasses and cleaned them. “You’re right. Obviously we are trying to do this at a difficult level. The unknown adds an element you are not ready for. As flattered as I am at your attraction, I am afraid that the solution needs more than just you trying harder. Wait here.”

She stood up, brushing off her slacks. She disappeared up the steps at the back of the store room, and came down a minute later with her phone.

“Juniper and Rory will be here soon.”

While we waited, Beatrix continued prodding my defenses. “I can tell that you’ve made some progress on your natural defenses, at least.”

“It’s hard work, but I think I’m getting there.”

When Juniper and Rory arrived, I smiled, thinking I’d have some friendly support. But Beatrix pulled them into the backroom and kicked me out, leaving me alone in the front. It took about ten minutes, but then they came out. I don’t know what Beatrix said, but Rory was grinning like the cat that got the canary, and Juniper was blushing so much her face almost matched her hair.

“The goal is for his shield to become second nature so that we can move on to more challenging tests. I trust you three will practice extensively?”

“Oh, you can count on that, Bea,” Rory said. “Come on, hot shot.”

She grabbed my hand and dragged me out of the Veiled Volumes. Juniper trailed behind.

“Do I want to ask what’s happening?”

“Nope. It’ll be better as a surprise.”

The two women took me to Juniper’s apartment. She had a very girly design sense, with more pink that I would have thought was legally allowed in one place.

As we walked in the door, we were greeted by a happy bark from King Baby, the First of His Name. He was a big, fluffy golden retriever, and his whole body wiggled in excitement when he saw us. We all paid him his proper respects, scratching his ear and getting sniffed. Once he was satisfied, he waddled back over to his bed and laid down. He sighed contentedly and was soon asleep.

“Now that’s a good life,” I said.

“You won’t be complaining in a minute.” Rory winked and walked into the bedroom.

I turned to Juniper. “Any hints?”

She shook her head. “Uh, nope.”

“Okay! Ready!” Rory called from the other room.

Rory had lit a few candles and dimmed the lights, giving a very romantic feel to Juniper’s room.

“What’s going on now?”

The blonde grinned. “It’s Juniper’s show.”

“Let’s sit on the bed, facing each other.”

Juniper directed me to sit at the head of the bed, and she sat at the foot. Rory stood off behind her, clearly loving every minute of this.

“Now, we’re going to run through the drill with the distraction spell. This will be just like what you’ve been doing with Beatrix. The goal will be to keep your focus on maintaining your shield. I want to practice a lot, so rather than let you run off and investigate, I’ll end it any time you get off the bed.”

“That’ll save some time. I thought Beatrix let the spell run because it helped build my natural defenses.” It was hard to track in my mental space, but I did think a few of the holes shrank on their own.

“It does, but slowly. Slower than you just repairing them yourself, apparently.”

I hadn’t noticed any major changes after our practice sessions, so that made sense. It might shrink some of the holes or close tiny ones, but nothing major.

Juniper continued. “We’ll keep practicing, and you need to ignore whatever Rory does.”

I glanced at the blonde who blew me a kiss. Oh boy. What was I in for?

“Alright, prepare your spell.”

The shield spell was routine by this point, which was good since I’d need to cast it often. As soon as it was up, Juniper sent the spell at me. It bounced right off, and I smiled. At least I was able to stop that.

“Good. We’ll try a few more times, then Rory can start.” One thing I’d noticed was that Beatrix had more power and control than Juniper, but I thought that Juniper could cast for longer — her reserves were deeper.

“Let me at ‘em, coach.”

“Down, girl.” Juniper smiled at her friend. Before I knew it, she hit me with the spell three more times, all failing to get through my shield.

I didn’t notice if there was a signal, but apparently Rory decided it was her time to shine. As Juniper worked on the next casting, the blonde smiled at me. I tried not to look, but she started to unbutton her shirt. I couldn’t believe she’d undress in front of Juniper, and even though I’d seen what was under there more than a few times, I felt my eyes drawn to her.

Suddenly, King Baby started barking in alarm. I jumped off the bed, and as soon as my feet hit the floor the barking stopped. It was all the spell. Opening the door, I saw the dog was sleeping peacefully on his bed.

“Not even close,” Rory teased.

“Okay, I see what’s happening now.”

Juniper blushed and nodded. “Let’s try again.”

I settled back on the bed and started focusing again. When my shield returned, Juniper started on the spell. I kept my eyes locked on the redhead, who darkened even more at my intense gaze.

In the corner of my eye, I could see Rory doing something, but I managed to block it out. Juniper’s spell bounced off my shield, and she smiled. “Good. But I want you to focus on making the power that flows to your spell automatic. Feel the path it takes through you, and imagine a set of pipes funneling it there and filling the spell.”

After all my construction work, that made sense. I pictured my shield as a dome over the warehouse, and underground tubes let my magic glow into it. I wondered if I could actually build that in my mind space and make it real. Or maybe this was enough.

I nodded to let Juniper know I was ready. She fired off the spell, and it harmlessly deflected off my shield. As she prepared to cast it again, Rory stepped directly behind her. While I’d been ignoring her, she’d take her shirt off.

That meant she was standing in just a black bra and skirt. With all the practice, none of us had been having as much fun as we would have liked, so it was very hard to pull my eyes away. I started feeling a little arousal at the same time.

But then Juniper’s spell hit my shield. It didn’t break through. I laughed, and got a smile from the witch in return.

“I did it!”

“Not bad, Ace. Let’s try it again.” She shared a look with Rory, who just smiled even bigger.

“Okay.” I cast my spell and focused on the pipes sending power through. Once I was ready, Juniper started casting her spell. My shield kept it out. I didn’t even smile, as I knew the hard part was coming up.

She started on another round. Rory stepped close, so she was just to the side of Juniper and clearly in my view. The blonde winked at me, then reached behind her back and unfastened her bra. The garment dropped to the floor, and her fantastic breasts stood free, her nipples already perky.

I felt the next spell bounce off my defenses. It took everything I had to keep my attention on my own spell, even with the pipe. With Rory shaking her breasts behind my other girlfriend, it wasn’t only the exercise that was getting hard.

Twice Juniper attempted to break my shield, and both times she failed. “Looks like we can step it up, Junebug,” Rory said.

Juniper just nodded, blushing again.

As the redhead kept launching spells at me, I saw Rory strip down to just her panties — a black thong that didn’t hide much. I was pretty surprised that she felt comfortable being naked in front of Juniper, but then again, she was a cheerleader and probably changed in front of girls all the time.

The next spell managed to break through while I was considering both that and how much I liked the shape of Rory’s ass. I heard the barking and rushed to the door, only stopping when I heard Rory cheering in victory.

“Oh yeah! We got him that time, Junebug.” The two women high-fived, although Juniper wasn’t sure where to look when she turned to her partially nude friend.

I laughed. “Yeah, that one worked. But it won’t again.”

“We’ll see about that.”

I took my seat on the bed and readied myself. Right before I started, I saw Juniper take another peek at Rory’s unveiled chest. When she realized I noticed, she blushed again. I was starting to notice a theme.

But that sent me down a rabbit hole of thoughts that meant the next spell knocked right through my shield without Rory doing anything but standing there naked.

When I recovered and resumed, I asked for a chance to reset myself. I took a minute to breathe and calm down. Closing my eyes, I centered myself and then cast the spell.

This time I survived the first two probing shots. Rory started shaking her ass behind Juniper, but I blocked it out. Plus, I had a better sense of the pipes running magic to my shield, and it would take a little more than that to knock me loose.

After a few more failed attempts, Rory must have realized the same thing. While I tried — mostly unsuccessfully — to narrow my vision down to just Juniper, she slid behind the redhead. Leaning over, she wrapped her arms around Juniper’s waist and watched me. While I could actually see less of her, it somehow threw me off, and I was up and chasing imaginary monsters on the next spell.

“You’re definitely improving,” Juniper said when I sat back down.

“I can tell. The pipe trick is really handy.”

“And Beatrix was right. Starting slow and amping up the distractions is letting you get a feel for everything.”

“This is starting slow?”

Rory answered, “Oh, yeah.”

Back at work, I concentrated hard to make sure everything was set up. I steadied my breathing, and pushed the thoughts of Rory’s bare breasts out of my mind, even if she didn’t keep them out of my sight.

That worked for a few more minutes. Rory again cuddled up to Juniper, but this time I managed to keep my cool. I took a deep breath and imagined the pipes connected to the shield getting a redundant set that would run even if I turned off the first.

And I felt the shield not just stabilize, but strengthen. Judging by Juniper’s face, she felt it too. She looked away for a second and whispered something to Rory.

“Are you sure?” Rory asked.

Juniper nodded.

“Okay.”

The redhead started casting again. This time, Rory watched me. She’d figured out the rhythm of Juniper’s spell, and when it was close to completing, she kissed June’s neck. Juniper shivered, but kept the spell going.

And just like that I was jumping off the bed expecting a demon attack.

This time they let me run into the living room before stopping the spell. King Baby gave me a confused look, and I sighed and walked back in.

“Now that one was cheap,” I said.

“The demons won’t play fair, Ace,” Rory said. “Plus, this is way more fun. Right Junebug?”

She just nodded.

Looking at me, Rory bit her lip. “You don’t mind, do you, Ace?”

“Two of my girlfriends kissing and cuddling? All for my benefit? No, I can’t say I do.”

“Alright, back to work,” Juniper said, her voice horse.

It took me longer to get back into the right headspace before I could get my shield up. Now I knew why Rory and Juniper were acting the way that they were. They’d planned this from the start.

And I didn’t mind one bit.

The next round of teasing started up where we left off. Rory kissing Juniper’s neck, and Juniper looking almost as distracted as I was. I fought through it, and managed to keep her spells at bay.

When that failed, Rory stopped Juniper before she could start another spell. She reached down and tugged her friend’s sweater off. Juniper let the blonde undress her, and soon I was sitting across from Juniper, who was now wearing only a bra and her long skirt.

I kept it together. Beatrix was right. As I found success, keeping the shield maintained was getting a little easier. The two knew how to push my buttons, but not so far I couldn’t actually make progress.

Rory smiled. “Keep your shield up, Ace. Juniper, hold the spell and if he gets distracted or his shield weakens, throw it at him.”

“Okay,” she replied in a throaty whisper. Some spells had moments where the caster could pause and hold the spell to release when they were ready. It made sense for the distraction spell, since the caster might want to prep it and throw it when they needed the help.

When she reached the point in the spell where she could stop, Rory had her stand up. Then she tugged off her skirt and guided her back to the bed. Now she was sitting in front of me in matching pink underwear, with her best friend and my other girlfriend almost naked behind her.

Yeah, it was too much.

She hit me with the spell, immediately breaking through, and we reset. But they stayed undressed, both watching me with hungry eyes.

“Are you having fun yet?” Rory asked.

“You know it.”

This time, I managed to hold out a little longer. I could tell Juniper was starting to flag, though. She was the more experienced spell caster, but I had a seemingly endless reservoir of power, thanks to Galliyae. So when she broke through one more time, I returned to the room but didn’t take up my spot.

Instead, I lifted Juniper to her feet, and took her position at the end of the bed. “I think it’s time for a little break,” I told them.

The two of them stood in front of me — Juniper bashful, Rory with a hungry look in her eyes. Giving Rory a taste of her own medicine, I pulled Juniper close and kissed her. Her lips tentatively met mine, but a moment later she was pressing herself into me fiercely.

“Hey, now, what about little ole me?”

I pulled back from Juniper and smiled. The busty blonde pushed closer and took her own turn. We made out for a minute, while my hands roamed the Juniper’s smooth body.

I traced my way up her side, around to the back, and found the clasp for her bra. All of the practice shaping spells gave me plenty of dexterity, and I quickly unhooked it.

Moving from Rory’s luscious lips, I took one of Juniper’s nipples in my mouth. She gasped.

“Oh, Ace!”

Circling my tongue around, I felt her shiver in pleasure. Then she tensed. I glanced over and saw that Rory had joined me, sucking on her other breast. It only lasted a moment before she relaxed and moaned in pleasure. Rory smiled and winked at me before focusing on Juniper.

Reaching my hand over to the blonde, I ran it down her back. I gave her ass a squeeze, then slipped it lower. I slid the thin fabric of the thong aside and rubbed her folds. They were soaked with excitement.

“Mmmmm,” she moaned.

My finger teased her for a moment before pushing inside. Her warm walls immediately clenched down. She stopped sucking on Juniper and pushed me back.

“You have way too many clothes on, Ace.” Rory started working on my belt buckle and glanced at the redhead. “Help me out here, Junebug.”

“Okay.”

Juniper sat on the bed next to me and pulled off my shirt. Before I knew it, I was naked next to two of my girlfriends. And my excitement was very visible.

“That looks good, huh, Junebug?”

She just nodded, her eyes fixed on my cock. Rory leaned forward and took it into her mouth. Her tongue swirled around the tip as she started blowing me. Juniper kept staring, licking her lips.

I gave her a kiss, breaking the spell. When she ended it, she knelt in front of me, next to Rory. The blonde smiled and hummed on my cock, and shifted to the side so I had two gorgeous women between my legs.

Juniper licked my shaft and balls while Rory kept up her work. I was in heaven. Never in my life did I imagine something like this actually happening. And it was only getting started.

Rory slipped to the side. She pulled Juniper close to her, kissing her with my cock in the way. After a moment of confusion, the redhead got into it, and the two women made out with my member in the middle.

After a few minutes that were mind-blowing, Rory leaned back. I didn’t want it to end, and judging by the whimper from Juniper, she felt the same way. “Don’t worry. It’s time for the main event.”

“And what’s that?” I glanced at Juniper who just shrugged in response.

Rory stood, pulling both me and Juniper to our feet. She pushed Juniper onto the bed, making her scoot up closer to the head. Before either of us knew what was happening, Rory crawled up and pulled off Juniper’s panties.

“What are you doing?” Juniper asked, her voice filled with nervous lust.

But Rory answered with action. She spread Juniper’s legs, revealing her neatly trimmed red hair just above her lovely pussy. Then Rory leaned in and started licking.

Juniper threw her head back, her eyes rolling in ecstasy. “Whoa! Oh, my god! Rory! Ohhh!”

The blonde just kept licking as Juniper’s hands gripped the back of her head. The redhead looked over at me, desire and pleasure crossing her face.

Rory wiggled her ass, letting me know I had something to do as well. I slipped her underwear off, tossing the thong to the side. I ran my finger along the lips of her pussy, getting a moan in return from the blonde.

Positioning myself behind her, I teased her entrance with the head of my dick. She didn’t wait, shoving back and pushing part of me inside of her.

“Oh, yeah,” she groaned into Juniper’s vagina.

“Fuck, you feel so good,” I said.

Juniper’s eyes took us in. “This is so fucking hot.”

“Yeah, it is.” I started thrusting while Rory returned to eating Juniper’s pussy. It all felt like too much, and I knew we all were all excited beyond belief. But it was Juniper who reached her climax first.

“Oh, goddess! Oh!” Her eyes rolled back in her head and her thighs clamped down on Rory’s head. “Yes! Fuck her, Ace. Rory, right there. Right there! Ohhhh!”

She shuddered, her whole body shaking as she orgasmed. When she finished, Rory pulled back. “Mmmm, that was fun. My turn!”

Rory slid forward, leaving me alone. But she guided Juniper down the bed. The redhead giggled and rolled onto her back, her legs spread for me. I slipped right inside, her walls wet and hot.

“Ace! Fuck, yes!”

“I like this view,” Rory said. While I thrust into Juniper, Rory moved above her, straddling her face. She lowered down, and I watched as Juniper took her tentative first lick of her best friend.

“Yeah. Right there, Juniper. Your tongue feels incredible.”

It didn’t take long for Juniper to figure out what made Rory tick. Soon, the cheerleader was starting to shake. “I’m cumming! Oh, god, I’m cumming!” She leaned forward and kissed me as her body started shaking.

As the orgasm rocked her body, she fell off of Juniper, landing next to her. Juniper reached a hand out, slipping it between Rory’s legs.

“I’m cumming, too,” Juniper groaned. “Ohhh! Ohhhhh!”

The two of them shook and rubbed each other as they both cried out in pleasure. That was it for me. As the wave approached, I pulled out and came hard. The first few shots hit Juniper’s stomach, then I gave Rory her reward, covering her face and tits.

I collapsed in bed, breathing hard. All I heard was panting and sighs for the next few minutes.

Then Rory said, “Yeah, that was great. We’re definitely doing that again.”

Juniper giggled. “I think so. Only if Ace wants to, of course.”

“I could be convinced. You know, for practice.”

They both laughed at that. We all cleaned ourselves off, having a group shower that was more functional than sexy. Then we fell into bed. I dropped off with Rory on one side and Juniper on the other, cuddled into me.

I don’t think I’ve ever slept that well in my life.

The next morning, the sun woke me before the others. With all of my gifts from Galliyae, I didn’t need as much rest. I snuck out of bed and closed the curtains so they could sleep longer. Grabbing my clothes, I dressed in the front room and took King Baby for a walk. When I returned, I found Jenna standing in front of the apartment building, looking like she was working up the nerve to ring the bell.

Dark circles ringed her eyes, and I could tell she’d been crying.

“Jenna, what’s wrong?”

“My father died, Ace. The Hidden King is dead.”


Chapter Eleven



“I’m so sorry, Jenna.” I stepped forward and hugged her. She tensed at first, then relaxed into it.

“Thank you.”

“What happened?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Officially it was a heart attack. But he was in great health.” She wiped her eyes. King Baby sniffed her, then gave her hand a lick and pushed his head against her leg.

“He can tell something’s wrong,” I said.

Jenna knelt and scratched his head. He wagged his tail and pressed against her. “He’s a good dog.” She sighed. “I just want to mourn my father, but this ramps up the timeline. I have to return to the Hidden Kingdom tonight. Are you ready?”

“I don’t know. But I guess I have to be. I won’t let you face this alone.”

Standing, she nodded. “Okay. I’m sorry to drop this on you so early. There’s a lot we need to get started with.”

“It’s fine.” I glanced up at the apartment where the two women were sleeping. “Listen, let’s meet at the Veiled Volumes in an hour. That’ll give everyone time to wake up, and you won’t have to say it twice.”

“Okay.”

“Are you going to be alright? My grandfather raised me, and I know how hard it was on me when I lost him.”

“I have to be, don’t I?”

I reached out and rubbed her arm. “I’m here, if you need to talk about it.”

“Thanks, Ace. I’ll see you soon.”

She strode off, and I went inside to start waking up the ladies. I don’t think it’s what any of us had in mind for our morning.

The two of them were understandable, and they got dressed while I called Via and Beatrix. We’d be making some tough decisions, and I wanted everyone to be a part of it.

Before long, we were all sitting in the Veiled Volumes, waiting for Jenna to arrive.

“Poor Jenna,” Via said. “That has to be so hard.”

“I know,” I agreed.

Rory sat on the counter, kicking her legs back and forth. “It just sucks. Is there anything we can do? You know, besides helping fight an evil demon and all that?”

“Flowers?” Juniper suggested.

I’d already thought of that. “She’s leaving tonight for the Hidden Kingdom. And I don’t know any florists there.”

“Do they even have florists?” Rory raised a good point. I could only shrug in response.

The bell jangled, cutting our conversation short. It wasn’t Jenna, though. It was someone I didn’t recognize — a man in his late thirties, with a shaggy beard. “Uh… Is there a bathroom I could use in here?”

“Next door, in the laundromat,” Beatrix said. “It says you need a code, but it’s always unlocked.”

“Thanks. Good looking out, bro.”

He walked out, and before the door shut, Jenna caught it and stepped inside.

“Hey,” she said softly.

Via jumped up and ran to her and threw her arms around her. “I’m so sorry, Jenna.” The princess patted her on the back.

“Thank you. Thank you all for coming so quickly.”

“Of course.” Beatrix gestured for her to take a seat. She did, sitting near me. When she sank into the seat, I could see how weary she was.

“Did you get any sleep?”

She shook her head. “They’re ahead of us, so the message came in last night. I’ll sleep on the plane. Maybe.” Jenna glanced at Beatrix, then me. “Will the Chosen be able to help? With the Hidden Throne empty, we’ll need to move the timeline up.”

“I wouldn’t say he’s ready,” Beatrix said.

“He made good progress last night,” Juniper said.

“Until we all got distracted.” Rory giggled. Beatrix rolled her eyes.

Via shot me a look, and I mouthed, “I’ll tell you later.” It wasn’t the time or the place for that conversation.

“You won’t fix all of his problems in one night.” Beatrix took off her glasses, wiping them with her cleaning rag. “I doubt he’s ready. But I’ve learned one thing about Mr. Winters, and that’s that he will make up his own mind about that, come hell or high water.”

Jenna and Beatrix both looked at me with that. “I think I have to come help. Galliyae sent the vision, and this might be the Third Challenge. Plus, I don’t want to let Jenna down.”

“I want to go!” Via chimed in. I saw Rory and Juniper nodding.

“We don’t know what we’re walking into.” Beatrix was clearly exasperated. “Maybe Jenna can tell us what to expect. We need to make sure whoever the next Hidden King is that they are free of the demon’s influence, right? How does that work?”

“Nah, yeah. It’s complicated. The four heirs are all in the running for the Hidden Throne, including me. Traditionally, the previous monarch had a clear favorite, and there’s not much fighting about it. In this case, my father wasn’t explicit with his wishes. We all thought he’d pick Oliver, the eldest. But without an actual pronouncement, any of the four of us could end up with it.

“The funeral will be held in a week, and then a week after that there will be a vote from the Parliament on who should take the seat. If they accept, there’s a ceremony to appoint them. It’s actually a ritual from long before there was any other way of choosing the heir. The High Wizard of the Hidden Kingdom performs it.

“That’s the only thing that really matters. For the last five centuries, there hasn’t been any disruption. Either the chosen successor took the position, or the Parliament decided. Occasionally, before that, someone would attempt to force the High Wizard to perform the ritual before someone else could, but that’s long in the past. Stealing the Hidden Throne might cause a riot.”

“Two weeks, or so?” I doubted that would give us a lot of time. We needed to figure out if any of the Princes were under the influence of the Queen Succubus.

“Maybe. The Parliament might be willing to delay the vote, or if the first round is inconclusive, they’ll only vote once per day until someone has the majority. But that won’t last long — the Hidden King has powers that help keep the Kingdom safe. They won’t leave the Throne empty for long.”

“And what exactly do you think Mr. Winters can you help with?” Beatrix still wasn’t convinced this was the right idea.

Jenna could read the room, and focused her attention on the Brit. “He’s an unknown in the Kingdom. My hope is that he can investigate in ways that won’t raise suspicion. If I look into my brothers it’ll be seen as politics.”

“What about your boss? You said your father and your boss knew.” Rory raised an eyebrow.

“He’s my uncle, and was also close with me. Even if some people believed him, they’d view it as an attempt to move me onto the Hidden Throne. I don’t even want it! Oliver was always supposed to be the next Hidden King. But you can be sure Noah and Lucas will be angling for their own chance, even if they aren’t under pressure from a demon. All three of them want it.”

“Will I be able to actually investigate?” I asked.

“Yes. And if we keep your connection to me on the down low, you’ll be able to find out more.”

Via interrupted Jenna. “What about those demons that attacked? Doesn’t that mean they already know about Ace?”

The princess grimaced. “I hope not. I told Ace that I thought they were following me, trying to make sure I didn’t bring any help back.”

“It’s a risk we’ll have to take,” I said. “At least we killed all of them, so they didn’t get a chance to report back. Are you sure it won’t stick out if I’m dropping by your office to tell you what I know?”

“We can arrange some meetups, but to every casual observer, you’ll just be a wizard or demon hunter visiting the great Hidden Kingdom for the first time. Then, if we find out one has a succubus on their shoulder, you use that sword of yours to dispatch the demon, and we’re all good.”

Beatrix didn’t seem to buy it. “That’s a big ask. But I think Mr. Winters has made up his mind.” I nodded, confirming it. “That’s why I think we all should go.”

“Really?” Jenna glanced around the room, and everyone nodded.

The Brit continued, “Yes. We can be a group traveling together and look into anything. All of us are capable in our own rights. If he’s supposed to be a tourist, it will add to the cover. And, on top of that, Juniper and I can continue his training and provide additional protection.”

“If you’re all sure, I know I’ll appreciate the help. It’s been a couple months since I was there, and there’s no telling who I can trust. But I know everyone here is safe.”

“Then we’ll be there.” I gave her my best reassuring smile.

“I’ll arrange the flights, then. It’ll be expensive this late, but I’m sure I can figure it out.”

“If we’re not supposed to be connected, I’ll pay for it. That will look more legitimate,” I said. I pulled out my wallet and tossed her a credit card. Hell, I was technically a billionaire. Might as well splurge a little, right? “Go ahead and buy the best seats you can. Really sell the fun vacation side of this if anyone looks into us.”

“Not to be a total downer,” Juniper said, “But what about our classes? We’ve still got a month left until finals.”

“I can handle that,” Jenna said. “When I bribed my way into this job, I laid the groundwork for cover if Ace came back with me. I’m sure my connections can smooth everything over for you all. You might need to do some make-up tests, but I think we can just have you passed.”

“Sounds good to me!” Rory grinned.

There were still more specifics I needed to know. “If we can’t meet up right away, where should I start?”

Jenna nodded. “I prepared a bit of a brief. You’ll want to ditch it at the airport before heading to the Hidden Kingdom, but it’ll give you a little more of a run-down. Basically, my three brothers have been serving the Kingdom in different roles, just like me.” She handed me a small folder while she continued.

“Oliver, the eldest, runs the bank. The last four Kings and Queens all came from there, which is why we all thought he was the pick. He should be the most protected, but he’s also the most likely target.

“Noah’s one year younger than Oliver. He served in our army for five years, and then moved to run the Armory. It’s a large building where we keep weapons and defenses for potential invasions. There hasn’t been a real attack on the Hidden Kingdom in over one hundred years, so it’s important, but not what it used to be.

“Finally, Lucas is six years younger than Noah, and just thirty years old. He runs the Grand Market, one of the major attractions for tourists. It’s a mix of fair, boardwalk, and rotating trade show. He’s ambitious, so it’s been growing for the last few years, but it’s about as far from the center of power as possible.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll read the rest before we leave.”

Jenna smiled sadly and started for the exit. She stopped at the door and looked back at us.

“Thank you all for this. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Don’t worry about it, Jenna. It’s my job.”

She smiled and walked out the door. We sat in silence as the jingling bell faded away.

“Looks like we’re going on a trip.” I finally broke the silence.

Rory hopped up and snatched my wallet from the arm of the chair, since I’d forgotten to put it away.

“Hey!”

“Oh, we’re going shopping. If we’re taking a trip, we have to look good. Come on, girls.”

She dragged Via and Juniper out, following Jenna. Beatrix just shook her head and returned to her store room.

I laughed. I guess it wouldn’t be all work.


Chapter Twelve



Jenna made everything as easy as possible. She emailed me the tickets, and I realized I wouldn’t see her again until I was actually in the Hidden Kingdom. Our plane would leave the next day, letting her arrive earlier and make the rest of the preparations.

We had first class tickets, which since the flight was over thirteen hours long, felt almost necessary. Luckily, we all had passports. Rory, Juniper, and Beatrix took a trip to a coven in Ireland when they were in high-school. Via and I both applied for ours when we debated studying abroad, but the only affordable places didn’t sound too fun.

A van picked us up from the Veiled Volumes and drove us on the long trip to LAX. The hectic airport and crowds were almost overwhelming, but when we checked in, a clerk escorted us to a private first class lounge where we were served sparkling wine and appetizers.

The only issue was my sword — but I was able to check it without too much pushback. I would have preferred to have it on me, but it wasn’t realistic. Via also suggested bringing the foam roller sheath, which I did. Supposedly the sword wouldn’t stick out in the Hidden Kingdom, but it wouldn’t hurt to have the option while traveling there. It all cost an arm and a leg, and I tried to ignore the big dollar signs and remind myself I was actually rich.

Eventually, the clerk returned to let us know when our flight was about to board.

We each had our own little cubby, and I sat down in mine. Looking over, I noticed that Via was sitting across the aisle from me. She gave me a look. “What?”

“Déjà vu.”

“Oooo, fun. From your vision?”

I nodded. “That’s right.”

“Cool! You should have mentioned we had such awesome seats.”

“I guess so.”

Rory popped her head over the divider between her and Via. “Whatcha talking about?”

I was about to explain when I noticed someone approaching. I shushed Rory, who nodded. The stewardess came around and greeted us. She was cute, in her early thirties. When she walked by, Rory leaned out and checked out her ass. “Nice.”

“I feel like we unleashed a monster the other night.”

“Don’t lie. You love it.”

“Maybe.”

We left it there as the plane started to take off. The previous afternoon, while the girls were out shopping for outfits for our spy mission slash vacation, I’d read through the rest of the briefing in between working on repairs for my mental defenses. I figured it was safer to do that and leave it in my dorm, than risk it blowing my cover on the flight.

There wasn’t much to add to the highlights that Jenna gave us. I found it interesting that the mix of people in the Hidden Kingdom was very diverse. While there was a significant Maori population, thanks to the location, there were large, permanent teleportation portals that had fallen out of use with the invention of the airplane. But before that, it allowed people to visit from all over the world, and many decided to stay.

When it came to the princes, Oliver did seem like the heir apparent, but the Hidden King never made him the Crown Prince. According to the files, rarely did a ruler wait that long. I did think that Jenna downplayed her own role — she might be younger than the others, but her role in their spy organization seemed more important than Lucas’s job, and maybe even the Armory that Noah ran.

Plus she was connected to the Celestial Convocation. A little history in there explained that they were long allies of the Hidden Kingdom. It made me wonder if there was something about Oliver that made the previous Hidden King hesitate, and maybe Jenna was a back-up option. But she so vocally didn’t want it, I doubted that anyone would vote for her except as a protest vote.

The ritual itself was interesting. Jenna didn’t include what powers the Hidden King received, but the ritual would bind the soul of the monarch to the Hidden Kingdom. One section stood out to me in particular.

In the olden days, before 1,000 A.D. or so, the Hidden Throne was not passed down through bloodlines. It was instead an open competition. The ritual takes an hour to complete. Before our current processes were set in stone, all contenders for the Hidden Throne would gather in the Throne Room.

The ritual would start, and they would battle for dominance. Sometimes this would be to the death, but often contenders would yield when they realized they were beaten. The Hidden Throne is impossible to take without the ritual, so there was little worry of betrayal and most challengers lived after the fight.

It surprised me how violent the process was. When I thought about it, I realized it probably wasn’t that much worse than other monarchies from the same time period.

Once we reached cruising altitude, Beatrix joined me in my seating area. She leaned against the wall and looked around. Almost everyone near us was part of our group, and the rest had headphones or sleeping masks on.

“I am concerned about your defenses, Mr. Winters.”

“I know. Actually, I forgot! We figured out something that worked fairly well the other night.” Describing the pipes that Juniper suggested took a few minutes, but Beatrix seemed impressed with the general idea. “The thought I had was to spend some time in my mental interior and build something permanent. I don’t know if that’s possible, but it might keep me from being distracted.”

“Hmmm.” She considered the concept. “It has been done before, if rarely. Normally that would be a quick way to burn yourself out or even die. Even if you had a reliable way to turn it on or off. But you have a quite stupid amount of power to access. No offense.”

I laughed. “None taken. So it’s not a bad idea?”

“No. It might be kind of genius. You’ll still need to cast the spell each morning, as it won’t work while you sleep. But this is a good idea. Spend the flight working on that, and we can test it when we land.”

“Okay.”

She gave me an encouraging smile before returning to her own seat. Sighing, I pulled the eye mask on and reclined my seat. Somehow I ended up with homework even when I skipped school. But I pushed that out and tried to focus on my core. Even with the noise of the plane, I quickly reached my warehouse.

I wasn’t entirely sure how to do it. Deciding that I would just make something quick and dirty, I mentally pictured pipes and wrenches, and they appeared on the ground around me. I picked up a few and walked to the source of my power.

It was a shelf near the middle, filled with boxes that were glowing. It had grown repeatedly during my Challenges, and I still was impressed by how much power I had. Each box contained a ball of energy bigger than a basketball. According to Juniper, she was considered relatively powerful for her age, and she only had one ball that was slightly larger.

Opening one of the boxes, I saw a glowing white orb. I reached out and touched it, feeling warmth and power surging through me. I pinched it and managed to pull a piece off that kept a loose connection to the orb, like a string stretching from it.

I dropped the piece, and it slowly wound back into the orb of magic. Setting to work, I started building a pipe that ran up the walkway. I just bracketed the metal to the floor, keeping it visible. It didn’t take as long as repairing the fence, but it still took a while. By the time I had a pipe stretching from my power to the wall near the door, I was beat. I opened my eyes and took off the mask.

Via was yawning, maybe waking up from a nap. She smiled at me. “Any idea how long we’ve got left?”

Glancing at the screen in front of me, there was a picture of the globe with our plane following a dotted line across it. I saw we were less than halfway. “Seven hours? Maybe more.”

She looked towards the rear of the plane. “Ugh. How do they do it in those uncomfortable seats back there? I can’t imagine flying this long, not in first class. Am I spoiled now? I think I’m spoiled now.”

“That’s okay. I don’t mind spoiling you a little.”

Rory peered over her seat at us. “Not that you don’t mind the benefits.”

I laughed. “There’s some upside, for sure. I forgot to mention that I like both of your new outfits.”

“Thanks, babe.” Rory blew me a kiss.

“You never told me what you two were talking about during the meeting with Jenna.” Via looked between the two of us. “Spill!”

“We, uh, had a little fun.”

“Ace is downplaying it. We had a threesome. He totally banged me and Junebug at the same time. He totally rocked my world.”

“And you… you know?”

“Ate Juniper out? Oh yeah. It was awesome, right babe? The benefit of a bunch of girlfriends.”

The stewardess took that moment to arrive with our meals. She froze, looking between Rory and me. Via hid her face and tried not to laugh at the woman’s surprise. When the woman finally realized she was hovering with food, she set them down on our trays and rushed away.

“Oh man,” Rory said, watching her go. “I don’t think you’re in there anymore, Ace.”

I rolled my eyes and ignored her comment. The blonde turned to eat her meal. I did the same, and when I was done, I looked over at Via. She’d finished, and clearly was thinking about something.

“What’s the Hidden Kingdom like?” Via lowered her voice.

“The brief didn’t say anything about that, actually. And it’s not like I can just hop on Wikipedia or something.”

“You don’t know what it’ll be like?”

The sense of vertigo of reliving my dream hit me hard. But I shook it off and looked back at Via.

“No, no idea.” She looked for the stewardess, and when the coast was clear, Via crossed the aisle and sat down on my lap.

“I’m excited! I can’t believe I’m getting to go.” Via snuggled into me. I put my arm around her, having the strongest déjà vu of my life. It was nice to have her there. And, just like in the vision, very quickly, I felt her breathing slow as she drifted off.

I wanted to keep cuddling her, but I actually needed to use the restroom. So as carefully as I could manage, I stood and gently set Via on the chair. My muscles were stiff, so I decided to stretch my legs and head to the further restroom.

Stepping through the curtain, I bumped into the stewardess. She blushed and looked away, but stopped. She turned and gave me a concerned look, so I ducked into the restroom to avoid her judgment.

The rest of the flight went smoothly. Instead of joining Via, I took her seat and returned to my mental warehouse.

A string from the orb easily fed into the pipe. I walked to the far end and saw it poking out.

“Nice,” I muttered, before remembering anyone walking by would hear me. I might be in my mental world, but my body was still on a plane somewhere over the Pacific Ocean.

I summoned a drill and made a hole through the wall. A pipe easily slotted in. I walked outside, and continued the work. It took another two hours, but soon I had the pipe at where I thought the shield would be.

The trouble was: I didn’t know how to connect it. Well, it was kind of my imagination, right? So I thought about a “Spell Fuel Connection” and one appeared. It looked like a cross between a fire hydrant and a power meter. I stuck it in the ground and connected the pipes.

A screen flickered to life. It read, “This Spell Fuel Connection is located in your ‘Shield’ area. Would you like to charge the Shield?”

I flicked the switch to yes, and the device glowed with white energy. The screen shifted and read, “The Shield spell will be powered the next time it is cast.”

Beatrix’s warning echoed in my head. I might have almost limitless energy compared to some people, but that wasn’t infinite. I looked for an emergency off switch, and one appeared with a handy settings dial. I set it to turn off if I ever dropped to 20% of my maximum magic.

With that done, I came back to reality. Everyone was snoozing or watching movies. I was beat. And since we’d left in the afternoon, I decided to try and catch a little sleep before we landed.

I woke up with a start as the wheels touched down. We’d arrived in Auckland, and had to go through customs. I expected an interrogation about the sword, but the big guard just laughed.

“Cool sword, bro. You here to find Mordor?”

“Something like that.”

“Alright, bro. You have fun.”

And with that, we were in New Zealand. It was the middle of the night, so we all tried to get a few hours of sleep and adjust our internal clocks. Bright and early, Beatrix knocked on our hotel room and ushered us back to the airport, where we caught a shorter flight to Christchurch.

Reaching the Hidden Kingdom for the first time wasn’t easy, but luckily Jenna had the connections to get us in the door. She’d arranged for us to take a tour by boat of one of the rivers with a company that only took people back and forth from the Hidden Kingdom.

When I was worried about the connection to her, she assured me it would be clean. Her uncle managed it, and the Celestial Convocation was the name on our invite, although I wasn’t sure if they knew that.

The boat left that afternoon and took us up the Waitaki river. It was a nice trip, on a boat that felt more like a ferry, with plenty of food service and places to sit. There were only about twenty other passengers, and the ship could easily hold triple that.

We sailed up it for a few hours. Then the boat turned and aimed straight at a rocky outcropping.

“Uh, what’s happening?” I asked. One of the crew laughed.

“First time? You’re in for a treat.” He walked off.

I looked at Via sitting next to me. “That didn’t really explain anything, right?”

But there wasn’t time to talk. We were getting closer and closer. I gripped the rail worried. Then, the boat smashed into the wall — except there was no crashing or noise. We passed through it, entering an underground channel.

Electric lights lined the ceiling. The tunnel was clearly man-made. It was uniform, and cement and carved stone was placed every few hundred yards supporting the roof.

“Whoa,” I whispered.

The boat picked up speed, moving faster than I expected it to be able to, especially against the water flowing against us.

Thirty minutes later we passed a waterfall that seemed to be the source of the water. We passed it, and I noticed the water flowed in both directions — we’d been going uphill, and were now descending into the earth.

A few of the passengers seemed just as interested as I was. We all gathered near the front. I put my arms around Via, and she leaned against my chest. Rory and Juniper stood nearby, giving me happy grins whenever our eyes met.

I’d been fighting demons for half a year. But this… This felt like an adventure!

The boat continued to pick up speed as we traveled. The tunnel continued on for another hour. In the distance, I saw more light appear.

“I think we’re getting close,” I whispered in Via’s ear.

“I can’t wait!”

I was right. The light was actually a large opening. As we approached, we could see a city built entirely underground.

The cavern was brightly lit, and easily a few miles wide. A lake sat on the side closest to us, with multiple docks near the city. Beyond that, the city was a mix of design and structures. While lots of the city had more modern construction, there were buildings that looked ancient, reminding me of pictures I’d seen of medieval European buildings. Except there were influences from all over — not only Europe, but China, India, Greece, and the Middle East were clearly represented. There were even more that I couldn’t place.

A gigantic castle sat on the far side, on a rise above the rest of the city. It had walls surrounding it, and looked like it could withstand almost anything. It was really quite impressive. I was jealous that Jenna grew up here.

Beyond that, I spotted a wide area of small stalls and buildings that I thought was the Grand Market closer to the docks. An impressively expensive looking marble building with wide stain glass was off to one side, and I pegged it as the bank. That left a large Brutalist structure on the opposite side as the Armory.

“We’re kinda high, right?” Juniper asked.

I realized she was right. I had such a good view of the city because the river was still hundreds of feet above the ground. And it wasn’t sloping fast enough for us to descend in time.

A thunderous sound reached my ears.

“It sounds like a waterfall,” Via said. We’d just passed one, and she was right. It sounded similar.

“Hold on, bro!” one of the crew members shouted.

The boat practically shot out of the wall, while the water dropped below us. We were a quarter of a mile up in the air, and all of us shouted in alarm.

But we didn’t fall. Instead we kept gliding, and the boat started circling. It slowly drifted to the surface of the water over ten minutes or so. Then it rumbled back to life and steered towards one of the large docks.

We were all panting, scared but excited. Well, except for Rory, who cackled like a mad woman. “Wooo! That was awesome! Let’s do it again.”

I had to join her, laughing in joy. We’d made it.

We were in the Hidden Kingdom.


Chapter Thirteen



The immigration and customs officials were both more and less chill than the New Zealand officers. They didn’t bat an eye at my sword, and a quick look around confirmed some of the guards had similar weapons. Most had a long dagger strapped to their side, but a couple had battleaxes on their back. There were also plenty of guns in sight as well.

We generally didn’t use guns, as Rory explained that while they might be better at killing, especially from a distance, they had some drawbacks. Primarily, they would draw the attention of cops if we were in an extended gun fight. That meant most demons avoided them in public, and so did we.

But here the people who dealt with demon attacks were the police force, so of course they’d have all the options on the table.

The difficult part of our entrance came when they checked our stamps. I’d told everyone about our invite, but I didn’t know what would happen.

We were waved over by an officer sitting behind a glass barrier that wouldn’t have been out of place in any airport in the world.

“Welcome to the Hidden Kingdom. Can I ask who invited you here?”

“The Celestial Convocation. Uh, Mei. Zhou Mei.” That earned a second look from the officer. She studied me for a moment before returning to the letter. She read it again.

“Are you here for business?”

“Vacation, actually. Brought my girlfriend and her coven for a really special experience.”

“Mhmmm. Which one of you is the girlfriend?”

Juniper and Rory spoke at once. “Me!”

The guard glanced at them, then back at me. Great, less than a minute into my career as a mystical spy and I’d blown my cover.

I tried to stutter out an explanation. “It’s actually both of them. We’re poly. But I don’t know how comfortable the Hidden Kingdom is with that sort of thing.”

She laughed. “You’re not the first who’s worried about what’s okay here. Normally it’s someone who’s gay, not your sort of arrangement, but the concern is real. But there’s none of that here. At least for long-time residents. You see enough humans married to demons and you stop caring about what anyone gets up to in the privacy of their own home, you know? My husband’s actually a demon, truth be told.”

“That’s cool.”

My awkwardness seemed to do the trick, and she stamped our passes and waved us through. “Have a good time. Not too good, though.”

“Oh, we will,” Rory shouted over her shoulder as we left the office. I saw the woman shake her head at Rory’s less than subtle agreement.

While I’d ditched the briefing, I kept the printouts Jenna left for me. We had a reservation at a hotel a few blocks from the docks. It was apparently a common place for first time visitors to stay, as a few of our boat mates headed the same way.

There was plenty of activity around the city, but I noticed that the flags were all at half-mast. Some of the workers and clerks wore black armbands on their upper arms. I wondered if the mood would be different elsewhere.

We waited in line behind a handful of humans and demons. When we reached the front, a nice older woman welcomed us. She was clearly a demon, with light blue skin and horns that cascaded down the back of her head like hair. They were softer than normal horns, shifting slightly when she moved. And my sense of déjà vu returned — I’d seen this in my vision.

“Welcome to Macy’s Inn. I’m Macy!”

“Hi, Macy,” I said. “Zhou Mei put a reservation in for us. Ace Winters.” We’d decided to stick with our real names — in fact, most of our “legend” as Jenna called it was as close to reality as possible. The big difference was our connection to the Celestial Convocation, as well as omitting the whole Chosen part of my life.

Macy typed at her computer for a minute. I knew that the Hidden Kingdom wasn’t backwards or technologically deficient — I’d seen plenty of modern conveniences even in the short walk to the hotel. There weren’t many cars, but there were some, as well as golf carts that everyone seemed to use.

“Ah, I’ve got it right here. Three rooms with a view of the lake. Very nice.”

“Great.”

“They’re ready. Let me just get you your keys.”

The keys were actually key cards, and I requested a few extras for each room so we could come and go however we desired.

As we walked to the stairs, Macy called out “The Wi-Fi Password is ‘ilovemacy’ — all lowercase, all one word.”

“Thanks, Macy,” I replied.

Our rooms weren’t spectacular — on short notice, even with my budget, we had to take what they had. Beatrix took the one closest to the stairs. To give her at least a little buffer from any activities we might get up to at night, I took the furthest from her. Via joined me, and Juniper and Rory took the room in the middle. Although the four of us had a key to both rooms, so we would definitely change that up at some point.

My room had a king bed facing a wide picture window. A small table in front of the window had a small bag of chocolates and a bottle of wine waiting for us. The booking mentioned it was a romantic trip, and Macy had left it there as part of the package.

“This is incredible!” Via ran to the window. It looked out on the lake. The tunnel we arrived through was visible as one of four matching waterfalls. Each led in from other areas of the island.

It was the evening, and the light was dimming. While the roof of the cavern was solid stone, sunlight still came through due to ancient magic inscribed on the surface. I was impressed with how quickly I forgot about the fact I was underground. I felt like I could live here and not miss as much as I thought I would.

I dumped my clothes into a drawer and let Via unpack. While she did, I cast the shield spell. It slotted into place, and I could feel the pipe I’d built starting to charge it. It didn’t feel like too much of a drain. In fact, I might not even notice it as long as I wasn’t having to cast a lot of other spells.

Next, I pulled on the amulet and the watch. We’d packed them away in case the Queen Succubus had an agent in customs. They might notice them, but it would be much more suspicious if I wore it in. Finally, I slid the ring on. It would only work when I was close to Beatrix, but it was something.

With that, I was protected as I could be.

While we are still a little tired from our journey, I could sense the excitement in Via to get out and explore. And since that was what tourists like us should do, I decided to go for it.

Via and I gathered the others and headed out into the city. Macy gave us directions to a nice restaurant, and we wandered through the streets of the Hidden Kingdom.

Streetlamps flickered to life as we walked. Outside of the stone ceiling a mile above us, it was easy to think of the city as any other place. Well, outside of the demons. About a third of the people we passed were clearly not human. But no one spared them a second glance, and so we tried to do the same.

“This place is so cool,” Rory said. She gripped my arm and pulled me close.

“Right? Oh, man, look at that bookshop.” Juniper pointed across the street. The sign advertised modern spell books, and judging by the window, they were printed and bound like any textbook — only they were filled with spells and information hard to find in the world above. “We have to check it out. Do you think we can take them home with us?”

“I’ll look into it, dear.” Beatrix was almost as excited as Juniper, but hid it well.

“Forget that. I’m going to need another suitcase for all the clothes.” Rory laughed and I saw the dress shop she was looking at. The styles in the window were nice, but could have been a store in New York or London.

A sense of tension settled over me. While the ladies laughed and chatted, I felt a faint tingle at the back of my head. I tried to glance over my shoulder without making it obvious.

The street behind me was still crowded, and no one stuck out. Easily thirty people might have been following us, but we were moving with the flow, so I couldn’t say for sure.

My knowledge of spy craft came from movies and T.V. shows, which meant I didn’t know anything. I did my best, trusting my sense. We passed a store that sold various close combat weapons, and I stopped at the window.

The display had a handful of swords, sheaths, and shields sitting on racks. None held a candle to mine, which was comfortably resting on my hip, but it was a handy excuse. I studied the reflection, looking for anyone who stopped.

A few people did, not all at once.

“Whatcha looking at?” Via stepped close to me.

“Just some window shopping.”

“Those are nice, but give me six months and I’ll make you something even better.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

Everyone who stopped when I did had started walking again. Some were already past me, while others walked into stores. The last person standing was a demon with walrus-like tusks and a beard. But he laughed and hugged a woman who met him, and they both walked back towards our hotel. Whatever set off my sense was gone.

As far as I could tell, we were clear.

For now.

The restaurant was only a block further. The hostess sat us immediately, and we settled in for a delicious dinner. It was a Vietnamese restaurant, so I shared some shaken beef noodles with Rory and Juniper, and had a banh mi with spicy garlic chicken and peppers.

Full and satisfied, we turned back for the hotel.

The trip back didn’t have any pings on my demon sense. I wondered if it was just a false alarm. I hoped so. If someone made us on the first day, we’d never figure out what we needed to know.

Back at the hotel, we all started for our rooms. Beatrix stopped me in the hallway.

“Oooo, someone’s in trouble,” Rory teased before she disappeared into her room with Juniper and Via.

Beatrix rolled her eyes. “You’re not in trouble, Mr. Winters.”

“Are you sure?”

She snorted, then recovered her composure. “Well, not with me. I had a thought while we were at dinner. You need to continue your work, and I worry that you may have more demands on your time if you stay in your current arrangement.”

“What do you mean? I don’t think it’s fair to kick Via out and make them all share a bed.”

“No. I mean you should stay with me. We can work on your defenses, and once I am satisfied, you can return to the others.”

I chuckled.

She looked at me over the rim of her glasses, questioning. “What?”

“I was just thinking about what Rory would say to that. I have to stay in your hotel room and can’t leave until you’re good and satisfied.”

“My word.” She laughed, then lowered her voice. “Please don’t tell her that. I’ll never live it down.”

“Your secret is safe with me.”

“Good.” She rested her hand on my arm. “Now, how does that plan sound?”

I’d been looking forward to an evening with Via since we checked in. But Beatrix was right — whatever my intentions, if I was in a room with one of the other women, inevitably I’d end up spending more time having fun than practicing.

“Not great. But you’re probably right.”

“Good. I will leave the door propped open for you.”

She retreated to her room. I went to mine and gathered my stuff. Then I stopped by the middle room to explain the plan to Via and the others. They weren’t happy, but they understood. I was happy to see they seemed to be getting along well, so at least Via would have some friends. I’d wanted them to spend time together, and now it looked like they would. Hopefully they’d bond some more.

Beatrix’s room was the same as mine — Juniper and Rory had the only room with two queens. I glanced at the bed. “How are we doing this?”

“Oh, Mr. Winters. We’re adults. Surely, you’ve shared a bed with a friend.”

“Occasionally.” Via and I had shared rooms when we’d gone to comics conventions or other trips.

Beatrix smiled knowingly. “And how did that end up?”

“Well, now we’re dating.”

That stopped the Brit short, but she recovered quickly. “Well, then. I’m sure we have nothing to worry about.”

I looked over at her, seeing she was already in her sleeping attire. Not that I expected lingerie or anything, but she wore a sweater and loose pants. But they still gave an impression of her plentiful curves.

“I’m sure,” I lied.

And so I spent the night working on my mental control and defenses with a sexy British brunette in a hotel in a kingdom under the earth.

If you ignore the threat of a terrible demon invasion, it was pretty nice.


Chapter Fourteen



Iwoke up the next morning surprised at the sunlight streaming through the window. Well, magic sunlight, I guess. My sleep fogged brain remembered I was in an underground cave, but not that magic let it feel like being above ground somewhat.

As I came to, I glanced over at the other side of the bed. After a productive training session where Beatrix found my shield to be satisfactory, if not impressive, and it held up decently well under her attempts to pull my attention. The new pipe wasn’t perfect, but it felt like a game changer. After that, she had me work on repairing my defenses. That didn’t require her attention or help, so she went to sleep on the far side of the king bed.

It was harder for me to fall asleep, mostly because I was sharing a bed with a gorgeous older woman. The other hang up was that we all realized our phones still worked — there were towers in the Hidden Kingdom, apparently.

Via, Rory, and Juniper spent all night teasing me about my new room arrangements.

Rory: What are the odds we have a new harem member by the morning?

Via: Once she sees him undress, fifty-fifty.

Juniper: I don’t know.

Juniper: Bea is tightly laced. I say ten percent, and only if Ace really goes for it.

Rory: I think she had this planned all along and as soon as he’s done practicing, she’ll show him some of her own lessons.

Via: She is pretty sexy, right?

Via: In that librarian way.

Rory: Don’t let her hear you call her a librarian. I saw one guy do it while we were at dinner one time, and she threw him out.

Rory: Physically lifted him and tossed him out of the restaurant.

Rory: But yeah. Bea can get it.

Juniper: Very much so.

Juniper: But now that I think about it, I’ve never seen her date anyone, and I don’t think she’s going to start now after making Ace stay with her, so he isn’t doing that.

Rory: What a waste!

Via: For real!

It continued in that vein for an hour, and I eventually hid my phone under a pillow on the couch so the light wouldn’t keep me awake. When I dragged myself out of bed, I dressed quietly and checked my phone — there were another hundred messages before they gave up.

To be fair, they weren’t wrong. Beatrix — even in sleep mode — was very attractive. She was curvier than any of the other girls, and her maturity added a definite sexiness. It was why practicing with her was so hard, even compared to my two girlfriends teasing me. She was the unknown. The sexy unknown.

And despite feeling her shifting throughout the night, she’d remained that way. If the three had made a bet, Juniper would have won.

I pushed all of that out of my mind and decided to start my investigations. It was early, but I had energy and a good cover, so I figured there was no harm in it. I sent them a quick text to let them know what I was up to, then, as quietly as I could, I slipped out of the room and made my way down to the lobby.

Macy was behind the desk and gave me a big grin when she saw me.

“Heya! Sleep well?”

“Definitely. The beds are great.”

“Glad to hear it. Let me know if there’s anything you need.”

I leaned on the counter. “Actually, I was wondering about a good place for breakfast.”

“We’ve got coffee and some pastries over on that stand, but if you want something more substantial, you should try Felsanor’s Fried Food. It’s a stand on the beachfront, a few blocks that way.” The demon pointed, and I thanked her before leaving.

The travel and late night had taken a toll on all of us, so while I was the first to wake up, the city was already humming with activity when I left the hotel. The area we were staying in definitely felt touristy, and I saw a few different groups of people wearing swimming clothes and making their way to the beach with coolers, towels, and chairs. I followed the stream, and before long started to smell something incredible.

Felsanor’s Fried Food was easy to spot. There was a long line of demons and humans standing at a small building near one of the parking lots. While it was jammed, they worked fast and the line was moving.

I joined and studied the menu while I waited. They served a lot of normal food, although generally with some part of it fried. I ended up settling on a breakfast sandwich with egg and ham that was then fried all at once.

At the window, I met the proprietor, Felsanor. He was a squat demon, almost as wide as he was tall, and balding. He playfully bantered with each customer, and I was no different when I reached the counter.

“Hey, sword boy, what’re you having?”

I smiled. Most people at the beach weren’t armed, although no one had even spared a glance at the sword on my hip.

“I’ll take the number four.”

“Good man. That’s a classic. It’ll put hair on your chest and grease in your heart.”

I paid and waited for my food. As I did, I scanned the area. There were a dozen tables, all full as people grabbed any empty spot. Nearby, a few families had kids playing in the sand, while others were already working on their tans. No one looked familiar, and I didn’t feel anyone watching me, but it wouldn’t hurt to be careful. When my food was ready, I took it to go and wandered up towards the big market I’d seen before.

The food was delicious, and I stopped caring about anyone finding me while I ate it. I debated going back for more, but knew that was silly. I wasn’t actually on vacation, after all. But I knew once we solved the problem with the Queen Succubus, we’d definitely make a return trip to have some fun here.

The narrow streets lacked the planning of modern cities. In places they were almost a grid, and in others they weaved and turned in unexpected ways, but signs in a handful of different languages kept me heading in the right direction. Soon I heard the distant sound of hundreds of people talking and moving around, and I came around a corner to find the entrance to the Grand Market.

A large gate on the side of the street welcomed people walking in under a massive bronze sign. Even early, all of the stalls were full and shoppers were searching through the different vendors or trying to haggle for their purchases.

I’d been to a few flea markets and even one large one at the Rose Bowl in California, and this was similar. A painted map near the entrance labeled all the sections of the area, and judging by the size, a small college campus would have fit in the space the Market took up.

There were six main sections: Clothes, Furniture, Food, Weapons, Ingredients, and Magic. A few smaller sections were also there, notably a potions area right next to the ingredients.

I decided just to wander through the Grand Market. It would be exciting and believable that I would do that, and hopefully I could figure out exactly what I was looking for. Jenna mentioned her brother Lucas was in charge, but I didn’t think walking up to him and asking if he had met any succubi recently was the right way to go. Instead I wanted to look for anything out of the ordinary or suspicious.

Of course the same reasons that made me a good investigator for Jenna — namely no connection to the Hidden Kingdom — made this job harder. I was in a giant market filled with demons and magic. Everything was unusual.

But in other ways, it did feel normal. There were tourists and visitors shopping for souvenirs or items they couldn’t buy back in the regular world. Others I thought were locals had more of a game plan, avoiding most stalls and bee lining for their goals. The clerks varied between aggressive hucksters and bored workers, with everything in between.

I browsed a little, but mostly just kept my ears open for anything people said. I also tried to change up my path so if anyone was following me, I’d notice.

It turned out that I wasn’t very good at it.

After spending a few minutes admiring the throwing knives on display in one stand, I decided to head for the Ingredients area. But as I stepped out of the tent, I bumped straight into a man wearing a police officer’s uniform.

I’d seen a few of the Hidden Kingdom’s cops. They wore gray slacks and white shirts with the flag of the Hidden Kingdom on each arm. (The flag had two stripes — blue and gray, with a crown inside of a mountain in the middle.)

“Mr. Winters, right?”

He had a smug look on his face, and a hint of the New Zealand accent, although not nearly as pronounced as Jenna’s. I pegged him somewhere around forty, with dark hair and eyes. My demon sense didn’t tingle, so I knew he was human.

“That’s right,” I said. “Can I help you?”

The crowd kept a cautious distance around us as we talked. “Possibly, possibly. I’m Officer Mike Sainsbury. You recently arrived in the Hidden Kingdom, did you not?”

“Yeah. I’m here with my girlfriends on vacation.”

“Interesting. Most people don’t vacation here on their first visit.” He was staring at me, watching my reaction.

I thought I kept my cool fairly well. “I guess I’m just lucky. Is there a problem?”

“Not yet. And yes, you are lucky. Which of those four women is your girlfriend?”

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

“Mr. Winters… You’re a guest in our Kingdom. Why are you so hostile? What’s wrong with a few questions?”

“I don’t like your tone, Officer.”

“And I see you have a handy little sword there. Say, it looks familiar. Did you buy it in town?”

“Family heirloom.”

“Of course. Of course.” He studied me a little longer. “Well, I just want to say, you never know what can happen here. We’re not a lawless place, but this isn’t topside. So keep your eye out for danger, and stay far away from it. Understood?”

“Yeah. I’m just here to relax.”

“Good. I think you’ve chosen wisely.”

He turned and walked off. It was unnerving, and I didn’t miss his choice of words. There was a chance that at least someone in power knew who I was, really. I hoped I was wrong, but it cast a pall over my visit to the Grand Market. That shouldn’t affect our plans, although it might make it harder.

Whether he was just an interested party or a minion of the Queen Succubus, I didn’t know. I hoped it was the former.

Properly nervous, I continued with my plans so I didn’t look like I had anything to hide. I wandered to the Ingredients section. It was packed full of stalls with all sorts of goods, both fresh and in jars and other packages. The smell was overwhelming — like walking into a perfume store that had been sprayed with a dozen different air fresheners and had a hundred incense burners going.

The only thing I knew I wanted was the hair of a Yil-Aer demon. They were shaggy, feral creatures that weren’t all that dangerous. But their hair was the main component in a protection device that would stop a single death blow. I’d used one to save Rory’s life when she’d been kidnapped by Pallatrox.

Unfortunately, they weren’t all that common. But I did have some luck when I stumbled into a stall advertising the hair.

An old woman sat on a stool in the back. The front table was filled with different demon components. Horns, hair, skin, teeth. You name it, it was there. If that bothered any of the many demons nearby, they didn’t let it show.

I didn’t see what I was looking for, so I asked the woman about the hair.

“Oh, yeah. That’s the good stuff. It’s back here.” She patted a trunk next to her with a sturdy padlock. “It’s been a while since the last migration. I have two strands for sale.” She looked me up and down. “You’re American, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She chuckled. “Yes ma’am. I like that. Okay, forty thousand American dollars for one, seventy-five for both.”

My surprise must have been very apparent, because she just laughed some more. “Too rich for your blood? I don’t haggle.”

I almost said I wouldn’t take them. But there wasn’t a price you could put on saving the life of someone I loved, so I shook my head. “No. That’s fine. I’ll take both.”

She muttered to herself as she opened the trunk. “Great, I hook a whale who doesn’t even argue. Should have charged more.”

It took her a few minutes to dig through the trunk and find what she was looking for. She pulled a small leather bag out and set it on the small table near her. She pulled a pair of tweezers out and dug around in the bag. When she pulled them out, there was a thick hair pinched between them.

She gently set it down on a mat, then pulled a second out. “There you go.”

They looked like horse hair — thick, almost shiny, and about a foot long. One was black, the other a deep brown.

“Is there a difference in the color?”

“No. Just different demons.”

“Okay, looks good to me.”

She slid the hairs back into the bag, tying the opening tight. I handed her my debit card, thankful once again for my Grandfather’s wealth. As she worked the machine, I asked, “How come these are so expensive?”

“The last migration was a decade ago.”

“Migration?”

“What? Did you just fall off a truck?”

“Something like that. Why don’t you just, you know, summon one?”

She barked a laugh. “This kid. Summon a Yil-Aer. Hey, Gina, this kid says we should just summon a Yil-Aer.” The clerk at the next stand just shook her head and went back to her customers.

“I didn’t realize,” I said.

“No, no, I shouldn’t tease. People learn new things every day. Even if it’s baby things. The Yil-Aer are one of the few demons that travel between the worlds.”

“How? I thought that was impossible.”

“All things are possible with magic. They’re intrinsically magical. That’s why their parts are so valuable. That means if you try to summon one, you’re more than likely going to end up with a different demon who will be mad. When they die here, they return to their home in hell, and slowly make their way back. Then, over the course of a month, they burst onto earth.

“They get hunted, obviously. But we never know where they’ll appear, so it’s a scramble. They’re relatively harmless and just eat plants, but they’ll run or fight back if you try to kill them. This migration is actually late. It’s been too long since the last one, so people think that they might have popped out in the ocean, and are either deep underwater, or they all drowned and we’ll have to wait again.”

“That would suck,” I said.

“Yes. Yes, it would.” She handed me back my card and the bag. “But, between you and me, I think it’s just late. The world has been weird lately. Things are changing. I can feel it in my bones. They’ll come. Eventually.”

That rang true with me. Between Galliyae being trapped, Culcate waking a Sleeper, and Pallatrox trying to break into hell, I knew first hand that there really were changes happening. I just hoped it wasn’t too bad, or I could stop it if so. “Thanks for this, ma’am.”

“Thank you. Come again after the migration and I’ll give you a much better deal, kid.”

“I might do that.” Smiling at her, I added, “Or maybe I’ll go on the next hunt, and you’ll be buying them from me.”

She cackled. “I hope so.”

I walked off, the bag tucked carefully into my pocket. Through all of my exploration, the only unusual event was meeting Officer Sainsbury.

That all changed when I passed by a small potion stand wedged in the corner of the small offshoot.

I couldn’t tell you what made me suspicious, but something about it stuck out. They sold a few different healing potions, as well as others they claimed were for concentration or to boost your magical connection. They even had a decent number of potions for defense against dark magic. All standard fare that half the surrounding stalls offered.

The prices were cheaper than their neighbors, but not extravagantly so. Three people worked there, all humans.

Except when I really looked at them, my demon sense flared up. All three were demons in disguise. I realized I hadn’t seen a single demon in disguise since I entered the Hidden Kingdom. There might be any manner of reasons, but it still felt wrong.

It might be nothing, but I filed it away to tell Jenna. If it was normal and I’d just missed it, so be it. But if not, it might at least be a lead.

I realized I’d been staring for a while, so I stepped forward and purchased one of the defensive potions. The workers didn’t make much small talk, and I paid with cash. I walked away, feeling their eyes on me until I was out of sight.


Chapter Fifteen



My phone was blowing up with text messages by the time I left the Grand Market. Rory started a group chat with everyone, and I stood out of the way of the flow of people to read and respond.

Rory: Morning, babies! We’re in a crazy magic kingdom. What’s the plan?

Via: Is it early or late? My body still isn’t sure if it’s in New Zealand or California.

Juniper: I’m hungry, for sure.

Beatrix: Indeed. The hotel owner pointed me in the direction of a quick place that they recommended.

Rory: Count me in.

The others all agreed, and it turned out they were heading to Felsanor’s Fried Food. I changed direction to meet them there, while still catching up on their messages.

Rory: Is Ace awake?

Rory: Or did you wear him out, Bea?

Juniper: Rory!

Beatrix: He was tired after our work last night, but he was gone when I woke up.

Via: Think he’s okay?

Rory: He’s the Osen-Chay. He’ll be fine.

Juniper: Pig Latin doesn’t work on text, Rory. If we’re being monitored, I think they can figure out that code.

Ace: Hey. I went to the Grand Market.

Ace: Picked up a few things, and did my first round.

Ace: I’ll tell you all about it at lunch.

Rory: Isn’t it breakfast?

Rory: Feels like breakfast.

Beatrix: It’s noon, Rory.

Rory: Yep! Breakfast time.

Via: I think that makes it brunch.

Rory: Even better!

By the time I arrived, they’d already ordered and taken over a table near the edge of the seating area. I sat down between Juniper and Via, getting a warm welcome.

Well, except for Rory. “I cannot believe you went shopping without me. It’s like you hate me or something.”

“It wasn’t exactly a pleasure cruise out there.” I filled them in on what I saw, including the cop and the odd stand. That still didn’t stop Rory from pouting, but thankfully the more mature member of our group kept us on track.

“It’s nothing concrete, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said. She was giving a skeptical look at the fried sausage she’d ordered. “But it’s at least something. Our friend will appreciate it, regardless.”

“I did buy one, to see what they were selling.”

“That was wise, Mr. Winters.”

“I can test it,” Juniper offered. “There’s a pretty basic ritual for it.”

“Awesome. I was hoping that was the case.” I reached over and stole a hash brown from Rory’s plate.

“Hey now!” The blonde pulled her plate out of my reach, but gave me a flirty wink.

“I also bought two strands of Yil-Aer hair.”

“Really?” Both Beatrix and Juniper froze, surprised.

“Yeah. Is that bad?”

“Just pricey,” Juniper said.

“Can you make a couple more of those bracelets?” I slid the bag over to her.

“Once we’re back home, definitely.”

Beatrix nodded. “I can give you most of the other supplies you need. It will be nice to know at least some of you have the protection.”

The conversation shifted from my explorations and purchases to our plans for the day. Since I’d already been to the Market, we would rather not push it any farther.

Rory decided she wanted to go shopping, so she took Via and went to scope out the Grand Market. I hoped that they’d find something more than I did, but it was doubtful. Juniper, Beatrix, and I returned to the hotel.

The first thing we did was test the defensive potion.

“What should this even do?” I asked. “It feels like a video game.”

“That’s not far off,” Juniper answered. We were in Beatrix’s room, and they pulled the small table away from the window. Beatrix closed the curtains while Juniper set up. “We don’t use alchemy all that often.”

“You made that energy brew for me when I faced Pallatrox.”

“Yeah. And it took hours. If we wanted to make it last longer, like this one is bottled, it would take more ingredients and way more time.” She looked at the potion. It was in a small flask, maybe only four ounces total. It was clear, but had a murky blue hue to it. “This should work similar to your shield spell, but for all magical attacks.”

“So if I drank it and you hit me with the fire spark spell, it would bounce off.”

“Or absorb it.”

“Junebug is glossing over the details, but it’s a satisfactory explanation considering your level of understanding, Mr. Winters.”

“Thanks. I think.”

Beatrix gave me a teasing smile. “There are definite benefits to alchemy, but the main drawback is time and skill. I’ve found it easier to buy from a professional, like what you have found here.”

“Well, that makes sense. I can see how it would be helpful, but low on our priorities list.”

“I purchased mine from a nice coven in the Rocky Mountains, up near Boulder. Really, it’s more of a trade, as I tend to track down books they desire in exchange.” Beatrix pulled a small book out of her suitcase and handed it to Juniper.

They both stopped talking at that point. Juniper flipped to a section of the book, while Beatrix pulled out some chalk. She traced a simple circle on the table, laying the flask in the middle. She made a few small marks around the edge.

“Here we go,” Juniper said. She passed the book back to Beatrix. She made a few more marks on the outside, then wrote a few words in Latin around the potion. The two worked in tandem well — it was clear how much time they spent together like this.

When she was finished, Juniper took the book and chanted a short spell. The flask rattled, then shifted to one of the words.

“Oh, my,” Beatrix said.

“I’ll need some explanation,” I said. None of this made sense to me, and I couldn’t read the Latin.

“Of course, Mr. Winters. This spell highlights the different attributes of the potion, as well as letting you know if it’s safe. It does look like a defensive spell, and probably would help with some attacks. But this area means it actually opens vulnerabilities. We need to check a few more things.”

The two women erased the words and added new ones. The process repeated three times, each one taking longer than the last as they had to look up new details. I gave up observing and laid down on the bed. Pulling out my phone, I checked in with Rory and Via.

Ace: Bought all the clothes yet?

Rory: Not even close.

Via: She’s certainly trying, though.

Via: This woman is probably single-handedly raising the GDP of the Hidden Kingdom.

Rory: Enjoy it, Via! We’re on vacation.

Ace: Yeah. Have a good time! Remember, it’s all on me!

Rory: This is why I love you!

Ace: The only reason?

Rory: Wouldn’t you like to know.

I left it there, as the results of the ritual were finally clear.

“That is definitely not good,” Beatrix said.

“How bad are we talking?”

Juniper glanced at Beatrix. “Pretty rough. This stops physical attacks, but it does the opposite for mental attacks. Drinking one would be the equivalent of throwing the bank vault open and putting a big sign over the door. But it’s well hidden from the person who drinks it, so you wouldn’t realize until it was too late.”

The Brit nodded. “Yes. Mr. Winters, this was a good find on your part. Our friend will need to know about this when you meet with her. Not only would this make you more vulnerable, but it seems to be extra effective for the magic and influence of succubuses. Without my personal library, we can’t get more specific, but I would imagine it’s designed specifically for the Queen and her progeny.”

I blew out a breath. “Yeah, that’s definitely bad news. No wonder they were cheaper — they didn’t care about making money, just selling more.”

“When are you meeting our friend?” We’d all agreed to try not to mention Jenna’s name. There was no telling if someone was listening in, even if it wasn’t likely.

I shrugged. “We couldn’t plan it. She said she’d find me when she knew she was free.”

“We just have to hope it’s soon.”

It was alarming to think that there was a vendor manufacturing potions that would make it even easier for a powerful demon to take over. The fact that they were in disguise made it clear they knew exactly what they were doing, too.

“In the meantime, Mr. Winters, I believe you should return to your mental practice.” Beatrix pointedly looked at Juniper.

“That’s my cue, I guess,” the redhead said. She bounced over to me and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Good luck.”

Once she left, Beatrix and I sat on the bed facing each other.

“You’ve made very good progress, Mr. Winters. Our foe here is stronger than anything I can throw at you, unfortunately. And they will use anything they can to break your concentration.”

“And the pipe won’t help?”

“It’s a start. But think of it like an actual building. If there was an earthquake and the foundations shook, the pipe might spring a leak, bend, or even break. You’ve held up well to my attempts, so now I want to step it up and try and see if we can stress test it.”

“And that means what?”

She smiled. “Oh, we can’t ruin the surprise, Mr. Winters. Where would the fun be in that?”

I chuckled. Fun, indeed. She was still wearing her clothes from earlier — almost the most casual thing I’d seen her wear. She had on shorts that showed off surprisingly toned legs, and a shirt that showed just a hint of her cleavage.

I knew then that I was in for some trouble.

“To start, we’re going to move on from the thief spell.”

“How come?”

“For one, I don’t want you running into the hallway every time it fails. I can cut it off, but you’re quite fast, as you know. And mostly, it’s not very strong, no matter how much power I put behind it. Instead, I’m going to try and send you an uninvited mental image. I can add more power, and the image itself might open up its own way in.”

“How does that work?”

“Good question.” Beatrix leaned back on her hands behind her, pushing her breasts up. I wasn’t sure if it was intentional, but I did my best to keep my eyes on her face. All of our time together had made me much more aware of the Brit’s body and what was hiding under her clothing.

“It’s anything I want to imagine. If you knew it was coming, you could accept it. It’s a form of communication, but when used maliciously it can cause confusion or even be an outright attack. Before we left, I studied up on how succubi work, and this is likely to be similar to their manipulations.”

She thought for a minute. “Actually, why don’t you lower your shield? You can feel what it is without protection.”

“Doing it raw?”

I froze, forgetting I wasn’t with my girlfriends who would appreciate the joke, but a stuffy British woman. I felt my face flush, and it probably turned as red as Juniper’s hair.

“Ha!” Beatrix cracked a big grin. “You should see you right now. I’d say that’s inappropriate, Mr. Winters, but with what we’re facing, it won’t be that out there. So yes, let’s do it raw.”

She smiled and started casting the spell. It was a quick one, and at the end she said, “Igi mamu!”

Suddenly, I wasn’t sitting on the bed, but standing on the beach looking at a bunch of girls in bikinis. I didn’t recognize any of them, and when I focused on them, my eyes would shift to the next. They all giggled and waved, saying “Hi, Ace!” I could hear the surf, smell the salt, and feel the sun on my skin. Just as quickly, I was back in the hotel.

I shook my head to clear it. “Whoa. That was weird.”

“What did you see?”

I told her. She nodded. “Good. Now you know what it feels like.”

“Okay. So, shield?”

“Yes. Go ahead.”

I went through the motions to cast the shield. I felt it connect to my permanent pipe. After Beatrix’s warning, I also tried to focus on keeping it charged as a back up for whatever surprise she had in store.

“Ready.”

“Good. This will be harder, Mr. Winters.”

She cast her spell. Before, when she or Juniper used the thief spell, it felt like a rock being tossed against my shield. This time it felt like a wave of water slamming into a levy. I felt like I physically rocked back from it. And it wasn’t just for a second. The spell swirled around me, trying to push its way in.

I worried that my shield wasn’t up to the task. But after a minute, the feeling of drowning faded and the shield held. The vision didn’t hit me. Beatrix smiled. “Good! Great, in fact. You stopped it the first time.”

“It felt like a big one.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t put much power behind it. I’ll up it a little bit, but I want to focus on making you lose concentration. You need to be able to keep the shield running even while fighting or facing a succubus.”

“It lasted so much longer,” I said.

“Yes. This spell is designed to send you that message, so it will last as long as it has the energy, unless I drop it early. Like that vine spell you’ve used.”

“Okay. So you’ll make it last longer next time?”

“Exactly. And I will try and shake your foundation, so to speak.”

I swallowed, a little nervous about what she had in mind. She clearly knew that I was vulnerable to seductive moves, and that’s what the succubi would use.

While she started casting her spell again, I focused on reinforcing my shield. It needed to last longer and stand up to her wiles. As far as I could tell, it was as firm as I could make it.

Beatrix finished casting the spell, and I felt the wave crash into me again. It didn’t surprise me as much. The Brit studied me, then reached up and pulled the collar of her shirt lower, revealing more of the top of her pale, smooth breasts.

The magic flowing to my shield faltered — at least the part I was manually sending. The pipe I’d built stayed functional, and while I felt my defenses lower, it survived the crashing waters until I could focus on sending more to it. This time it lasted almost two minutes before the attack flowed away.

“That was very impressive, Mr. Winters. You’ve made a lot of progress. If we didn’t have this looming threat, I would be overjoyed.”

“Thanks. I’ve really been working hard.”

“And it shows. Very well done.”

A warm feeling rushed through me. Beatrix was never cold, but she wasn’t easily impressed. This wasn’t just my gifts from Galliyae, but my own hard work. And I liked that she noticed and appreciated it.

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I filed it away. While I might have the hots for teacher, and Rory and Via definitely encouraged it, there was no way that this sophisticated woman would be interested in me.

“Is it alright with you if I step up my attempts to break your concentration, Mr. Winters?”

“Uh, yeah. That’s why we’re doing this, right? Do whatever you need to.”

Settling back, I checked the shield and focused again while Beatrix started casting the spell. She really did have an advantage to try and shake me. The spell trying to work its way in without her needing to focus on it let her do whatever she wanted.

She finished the spell, and once again I felt it crashing around me. This time, Beatrix stood up and stretched. First, she arched her back, clearly knowing exactly what that did to push her bountiful bosom forward. Then she turned and did a toe touch. In her shorts, I had a great view of her ass, which was pretty incredible. I even caught a peek at her panties, and couldn’t help but wonder how she would look naked.

Then, all of a sudden, I was standing back on the beach with a bunch of women waving at me and laughing. Knowing it was the vision, I shook myself out of it and came back to the hotel room.

Beatrix had a faint smile on her face. “Something broke through.”

I nodded. “Uh, I had a thought that was off-topic and that did it.” I needed a break, so I hastily added, “Let me check on the pipe itself.”

A few deep breaths steadied me enough that I could visit the warehouse. The pipe inside was fine, but when I followed it to the wall, I saw the problem. It was bent slightly. She’d literally shaken the foundation, and since there wasn’t any room for the pipe to move, it pinched together.

Summoning my tools, I cut a wider hole in the wall. Then I removed the damaged piece of pipe and replaced it. There had to be places that dealt with similar issues in the real world, so I planned to look it up. But since I was creating everything in my mind anyway, I imagined a cushion that would shift and protect the pipe if the building moved.

It appeared, and I installed it around the conduit. It all looked good. I checked the rest, and there wasn’t any more damage.

Opening my eyes, I returned to the hotel to see Beatrix watching me.

“Everything okay?”

I told her what happened and what I did.

“That’s very clever, Mr. Winters. When we are not under so much pressure, we should experiment on other creations you might make that would help you. You have so much raw power that you could use to make your life easier. The potential is nearly limitless.” She looked at the curtain, deep in thought. I cleared my throat, bringing her back to earth. “Right. Let us begin again.”

We returned to practicing. Beatrix took it easy on me for another few rounds. She escalated slowly, trying to find my limit. I survived another toe touch.

The biggest wobble came when she started to remove her shirt. But she stopped, apparently deciding that was too far. While I was grateful that she didn’t push it that hard, I couldn’t say I wasn’t disappointed.

As we both grew more tired, she was running out of options that didn’t involve stripping. Instead, she slid closer to me on the bed.

After one more spell, she was sitting directly next to me. Heat radiated from her body, and I would have felt like I was on stormy seas even without the spell crashing around me constantly.

But I held out.

She sighed and took off her glasses, setting them on the nightstand. “Okay. I think we’re both tired, so let’s do one more. Try not to falter so we can end on a good note.”

She cast the spell, and it hit me a little harder than before. Whether that was expectations or Beatrix leaving it all on the dance floor, I wasn’t sure. But my shield stayed up.

Then Beatrix took my hand in hers. That pushed me close to the edge, but I calmed down and pushed more power manually to the shield. The pipe was holding, but only barely.

Her warm finger reached up and touched my cheek. She turned my face to hers. I was looking directly into her dark eyes, no longer hidden by her glasses. Her pale cheeks were flushed red, standing out against her hair.

My eyes were drawn down to her full lips, only inches from mine. She leaned forward, and we were kissing. Chaste, but still a kiss.

And just like that, I was standing on a beach. I ignored the women in their bikinis and gasped. I’d just kissed Beatrix. That was crazy.

Once I’d calmed down, I pulled myself back to the hotel. She was still sitting close to me, watching, our lips only inches apart. When she saw me return, she smiled. Then what we did hit her the same way it hit me. She jumped to her feet.

“Well, that’s enough for one night. Good work, Mr. Winters.”

She rushed off to the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. I flopped onto the bed, my head spinning from exhaustion and excitement.


Chapter Sixteen



This time it was Beatrix who was up first. I woke early, but she was already gone. She left a note, saying she wanted to check out a few book stores for more help, but I couldn’t imagine any of them were actually open that time of day.

I laid in bed for another half hour, my mind racing after what happened. Did it mean anything? Surely she was just helping me, trying to push me further. That was the only thing that made sense. And what would the others say? It was fine to joke about it, but kissing her, or, at least, getting kissed was another matter.

A knock at the door finally motivated me to climb out of bed. I opened the door to see Juniper standing there. I gave her a big kiss.

She sighed, then frowned. “Morning breath.”

I laughed and covered my mouth. “Sorry, sorry. Come on in.”

She took a seat while I went and freshened up. When I came back, I joined her at the table. She’d opened the curtains and was carefully brushing off the chalk so it wouldn’t be obvious what we did.

“How are you?”

The redhead smiled. “Good. Rory and Via went down to the beach. To ‘investigate.’ Considering they took towels and sunscreen, I think they just wanted to lay out for a bit.”

“Sounds like them.”

“How about you?” My face fell, and my girlfriend could read me like a book. “What happened?”

I told her the truth. “While she was trying to mess with me, Beatrix kissed me.”

Juniper’s mouth opened in surprise, her eyebrows making a race for the back of her head. “Whoa.”

“I know. It definitely shocked me, that’s for sure.”

“Was it good?” She leaned in, clearly interested.

I had to laugh. “It was quick and almost as soon as I realized what was happening, the spell broke through. But, yes, it was nice.”

“That’s exciting.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “Oh, yeah. Rory and Via are really on team Beatrix.”

“And what about you? I’m not saying it will happen, but it definitely won’t if you don’t want it. I know how close the two of you are.” I watched Juniper’s reaction carefully.

“I can’t say the idea isn’t interesting. She’s already a part of this weird family, so I don’t think it would make things awkward.”

Settling back in my chair, I sighed in relief. “Okay. I was a little worried.”

“Why? We all know you’ll be dating more people, eventually. I’ve already watched you add two girlfriends.”

“And you approved them both beforehand. You, Rory, and Via are the most important people in my life. I don’t want to hurt you, ever. I love you.”

She blushed and looked out the window, a little overwhelmed by the emotion. “I love you, too, Ace. And we know you wouldn’t ever do anything to hurt us. I think we’d all want a say in who you date, since they’ll be a big part of our lives for probably a long, long time.”

“Yeah. I’m not really a hit it and quit it kind of guy.”

“If you were, we’d be having a different conversation. If we even got together at all. But you’re not. You’re a good man, and I know you care about us. And, because this is clearly awkward, I just wanted to make something clear. If you did want to date Beatrix, all three of us would be okay with it. And, as far as that goes, Wren would be okay, too.”

“Wren? Really?”

“There’s obviously some tension there, Ace. Don’t try to deny it.”

Obviously I found Wren very attractive. But it felt like we were constantly at odds whenever we interacted — even if we both were always there to help the other.

“I guess maybe you’re right.”

“Of course I am.”

She stood up and moved over to me. Sitting in my lap, she wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a deep kiss. When we pulled apart, she added, “You’re doing great with all this. We just want to make it easier for you.”

“Thanks.”

“So, what’s on tap today?”

“I wanted to swing by the bank and see if anything stuck out.”

“Did you have a plan?”

“Yeah. I’m super rich, babe. Banks are all about that.”

She giggled. “That’s true.”

“What about you? Don’t you want to go do some touristy things with the others?”

“Yeah.” She kissed me again. “I just wanted to say hi first.”

“Well, go have fun. I’ll see you for dinner, yeah? You guys pick and text me a place.”

“Okay!” She hopped up, a big smile on her face. Walking to the door, she turned and gave me a flirty wink before disappearing into the hallway.

Her visit was a relief for part of my concerns — but now it added the pressure of making Beatrix an actual potential date. The girls liked the idea, and I definitely saw the appeal, but would it make things weird with the closest thing to a mentor any of us had? I decided that it would be Future Ace’s problem. Fighting a demon was more of a priority, and a little less worrying.

After she left, I dressed and headed out for the day. It was late enough in the morning that I thought the bank would be open, but I meandered around, stopping in a small bakery. I purchased a croissant stuffed with ham and cheese, which was pretty good. Munching on it, I wove through the streets, checking out the various stores.

While there were a few smaller branches around, the main bank was located outside of the tourist areas, and as I travelled, the stores changed. Most of the magic shops were near the lake, probably since so many people came here for those types of stores. The next district focused on the locals, with groceries, less flashy restaurants, and even a golf cart dealer.

I debated buying one to get around faster, but decided to just rent a cart when I returned to the hotel. Macy would probably know where to do that.

The buildings grew taller — not reaching the levels of Manhattan or Downtown L.A., but still stretching into ten or twenty stories. Outside of the rock ceiling a mile above us, I would have felt totally at home here. It was just a normal city. Underground and full of demons, but still pretty normal.

The people walking around wore suits and ties, even the demons. Well, at least the demons that were human shaped. I saw a round blob roll through automatic doors, and a group of demons walking on all fours that wore a wrapping around their groins, but otherwise were nude.

I reached the bank. The buildings near it were all shorter, letting it dominate the street and be visible to the boats entering through the river. It was close to a hundred feet tall, feeling more like a cathedral than a financial institution. The doors were wide open.

A few guards stood outside. One was by each door, and another pair strolled around the perimeter. Most were human, but I saw a couple demons. One was a Velatoc, a kind of demon I’d run into before. They were green, with tentacles growing out of their heads.

No one stopped me when I entered, even though I had a sword. A few other patrons were armed, but the guards inside were kitted out for war, so it made sense they didn’t stress about a few small weapons. The nearest human guard had on full tactical gear, with a semi-automatic rifle slung on his back.

The interior was spectacular. Most of the building was an open space, with ceilings soaring above me. Stain glass windows lined the upper levels. The floor was marble, a pattern of tiles that alternated light blue and white. Counters and desks were positioned around the room, some clearly partitioned so the riff-raff couldn’t walk right up. A lot of money went into this place, and not just the vaults.

Along the wall on the right were glass barriers and a line of tellers, all working quickly to keep the long line moving.

And it was all familiar to me. This was clearly the room from my vision. Thankfully there wasn’t a succubus sending a wave of humans to attack me, but it did make me think that I was on the right track. I wasn’t sure where to go, and a helpful woman stepped near me. She was short and mousy, with blond hair cut into a curly bob.

“Hi, I’m Leigh. Welcome to the First Bank of the Hidden Kingdom. Can I help you?”

I nodded. “Yes. I was hoping to open an account here, and transfer a large amount of money in.” There was no telling what would happen with the Queen Succubus, but I had a feeling I’d be back in the Hidden Kingdom if things went well, so it made sense to open an account.

Leigh took another look at me, whatever appraisal she needed to do running in her head. “Of course, Mr.…”

“Winters.”

“Mr. Winters. Let me speak to the manager and see who can help you. If you’d like to have a seat over here.” She led me to a section of comfortable chairs. “Would you like some water or coffee?”

“Water would be great, thank you.”

She quickly darted away and returned with a glass bottle of still water. She set it on the table in front of me along with a small cup, then excused herself.

I poured myself some, and sipped it as I looked around the room. I didn’t sense any demons in disguise. It all felt normal. A few minutes later, a man in his late thirties approached me. He was black, and I instantly saw the relation to Jenna — they had the same nose and eyes, and a definite regal bearing.

“Mr. Winters, I presume.”

“Call me Ace.”

“Of course. I’m Oliver Holmes.”

“The prince?”

He laughed. “You’re well-informed for a first-time visitor. Yes, I’m one of the Princes. But let’s not make a big deal about it. What do you say?”

His manner was easy and relaxed, and I liked him immediately. His accent was also milder than Jenna — I was starting to wonder how real hers was, or if she’d spent more time in New Zealand.

“That sounds good to me, sir.” We shook hands, and he led me back to his office, dismissing Leigh as we walked.

“Leigh said you wanted to open an account. How long have you been in the Hidden Kingdom?”

“A few days.”

“Oh, and already opening an account. Planning on staying long?”

“No, but I’d like to come back and forth. I’m with my girlfriend’s coven, so I thought it might make sense to open an account if we wanted to order things as well.”

“Very smart.”

We reached his office, and he held the door open for me. It was nice, but not nearly what I expected for the Prince and expected heir. He had a large mahogany desk, a computer, and a few pieces of art on the wall. One bookshelf in the corner was half full, with a few pictures on it. I saw one of a younger Jenna and Oliver, along with two other men I guessed were the other brothers.

He sat down, and I took the seat in front of his desk.

“I’ll be honest, Oliver, I didn’t expect the prince to be helping me. And, I should say, I’m sorry for your loss.”

Oliver froze, only for a beat, then nodded. “Thank you. It’s been a difficult time. And there are a few other managers who could have helped you, but it’s a slow day and I’ve been trying to keep busy. It helps.”

I nodded, finding myself repeating what I said to Jenna. “I lost my grandfather a few years ago. He basically raised me, and it was hard. I threw myself into school and hobbies.”

“Right.”

I decided not to push it.

He smiled, suddenly all business. “Now, how about we open your account? How much would you like to transfer over?”

We worked through the process — surprisingly mundane. I ended up transferring over a million dollars. That size seemed to put him at ease. To him, I was just some rich dilettante having fun, nothing more. Probably a dime a dozen in the Hidden Kingdom.

When it was finished, he escorted me out to the lobby.

“Thank you for your business, Mr. Winters.”

With that, he turned and disappeared back into his office. I took one more moment to look around the room. Nothing jumped out at me. The only detail that even felt a little unusual was the lack of demons — I’d grown used to them. Wracking my memory, I didn’t remember seeing any in the management area. Even the guards inside were human.

I didn’t want to hang out for too long, but I took one more look around. The workers were heavily skewed male — outside of Leigh and a couple of others, they were all men.

It might be nothing, but I filed it away to report to Jenna.

The return trip was easier, since I knew where I was going. I rented a golf cart from a stall on Macy’s advice, and then spent the afternoon repairing my defenses. The group met up for dinner, and then we retired for the evening.

It was a little awkward, at first, with Beatrix, but we eventually warmed up. She practiced with me for a while, but never pushed it as far as the night before. Then, yawning, she said I should work on my repairs so she could recharge.

And another day was done in the Hidden Kingdom. I wondered what we’d find with the next.


Chapter Seventeen



One of the benefits of having three amazing girlfriends was that they were willing to help me out with my spy work. After visiting two of the three places I needed to investigate, I decided it would be better to lie low.

I’d come face to face with one of my targets, and if Oliver was under the influence of a demon, I needed to be careful. Plus, with Officer Sainsbury already crossing my path, it made sense that visiting the workplaces of all three princes in a short time might raise some more interest. So Rory and Via volunteered to check out the Armory.

Juniper and Beatrix stayed behind, and it was looking like another long day of repairs and practice. We all could see how much progress I was making — impressive, according to both of them.

It wasn’t enough.

“The succubus will hit you harder and in unexpected ways, Mr. Winters.” We were all tired after a long morning of work.

“Is there anything we can do, then?”

The Brit sighed. She took off her glasses, wiping them clean. “We’re doing what we can. What we have to hope is that you do not draw the attention of the demons, and our friend is able to stop it without needing your immediate assistance.”

That seemed to be the order of the day. I stood up. “I need a break. Actually, lunch sounds good.”

“Ooo, there’s this sushi place I wanted to try a few blocks over.”

“That would be delightful, Junebug.” Beatrix and Juniper gathered their things, and we made our way out of the hotel. Macy gave us a chirpy greeting, and even called ahead to put our name on the list.

The restaurant was close enough that we didn’t need to take the golf cart. We strolled along the main street. It ran parallel to the lake, with only a few small buildings on the side of the water. Some tourists were paddling around in rented boats, and as I watched, I saw a big ferry shoot out of the wall.

It floated down to the water, barely sending a ripple out when it landed. I still remembered the mix of terror and excitement when I did the same only days earlier.

I hoped the magic would never become dull to me. The world I found myself in was so exciting, and I wanted to keep that feeling forever.

A street to the side was clearing out. I glanced down to see why, and I saw a handful of people walking through it. They had on uniforms, but unlike the police officers, they wore bulletproof vests and all of them were well armed. A demon in front held up a flag of the Hidden Kingdom, proudly waving it above his head.

“What do you think that is?” Juniper whispered.

“No idea.”

Near the back of the group, I spotted a familiar face. Jenna’s eyes met mine the same moment I saw her. She shook her head, so I looked away. But we stayed to see what was happening. It seemed like nothing more than a show of force. The leader of the group didn’t stop or shout. They just marched through the street, announcing their presence. Once they passed by, civilians resumed whatever they’d been doing before.

We waited for them to walk by. As they neared us, Jenna shouted at me. “Hey, no littering, asshole.”

The princess broke free of the group and got in my face. “I saw you drop that.” She pointed to a bottle that I clearly didn’t drop. But I played along.

“Sorry, officer.”

“That’s Agent. What are you doing here?”

“Eating sushi.”

“I don’t see any sushi.”

“We were on the way —”

She grabbed me and spun me around, pulling my hands behind my back. She was surprisingly strong, although not enough to actually do that without me letting her. I felt cuffs click on, and she started pulling me with her.

“I’m taking you to the station. We’ll see what we actually find out.”

I glanced over at Juniper and Beatrix. They looked appropriately worried. I hoped it was an act on all sides. “Go to lunch,” I told them.

“Shut up.” Jenna shoved me, keeping me moving forward.

She led me through the streets to a small station a few blocks from the lake. I got a few stares and curious looks, but she didn’t let us linger.

The building she pushed me into wasn’t a police holding cell or office. There was a solitary woman at the desk of an otherwise nondescript room.

“Any of the cells free?”

“All of them,” the woman answered.

“Good.”

Jenna opened the door. Beyond it, we entered a hallway with six cells, three on each side. The doors were solid, with a thick glass window at eye level. We went to the last one on the right.

Inside was a small, rusty table with two folding chairs. Jenna nodded to the far side, and I sat down, the cuffs clinking on the metal surface.

“What’s going —”

“Not yet.” She flipped a switch on the wall, and a soft buzz filled the room. Jenna pulled a small glass orb out of her pocket. She whispered something inaudible to it and it glowed. She lowered her hand, and it floated in the air.

“Okay, there we go. Sorry about the theatrics, Ace.”

“What the hell is going on?”

“Long story. I wasn’t sure how to meet with you, and my uncle suggested we parade through this area in honor of the King. The demon in charge of this station had made the request a few times, so it felt convenient. We can talk freely here. The rooms are soundproofed when that switch is flipped, and the orb will keep out anyone on our side who knows the security protocols.”

“Whoa.” She’d come prepared for the meeting.

“Now, we might not have long. I want to hear everything before anyone comes by asking questions.”

“Right, right.” I filled her in on what I’d found so far. She listened intently, pausing only to ask clarifying questions. When I finished, she nodded.

“Good. That’s a good start.”

“Does any of it help?”

“Yes. I’m not sure what Officer Sainsbury’s deal is, but I’ll put someone on him. See what it shakes loose.”

“And the market?”

“Demons aren’t supposed to be disguised in the Hidden Kingdom. It’s a long story, but a century ago, there was a rash of impersonations, and we outlawed it. You can get a permit, but they are hard to come by. Three demons selling cheap potions wouldn’t be able to afford them, and the Market should have checked them out.”

“Why?”

“You don’t want demons selling garbage and then pretending it wasn’t them. Or humans, for that matter.”

That made sense to me. A safety regulation. “So Lucas approved them?”

“Or they replaced the original owners. Either is possible. I’ll pull the files and look into it. If Lucas approved them, then he’s probably the target. And he’s already compromised.”

It was a sobering thought. One of the princes captured by the Queen Succubus. I wanted to fix this for Jenna, but I didn’t know what else to do.

“What about the bank? Oliver seemed nice.”

“He’s definitely a people person, aye. I don’t know when he started seeing VIPs in person, though. And there’s nothing wrong with an all human staff, but it’s also alarming. I’ll keep digging.”

“Do you have any other ways? Or should I go back?”

“No, you’ve risked enough there for now. We’ll run the names and pull the files on any employees with a record. Maybe there’s someone we can strong-arm.”

We sat there for a moment, neither speaking. I reached my hand across the table and patted hers. It was a bit awkward, since I was still in handcuffs, but I thought she appreciated the gesture. “How are you holding up?”

“It’s tough, Ace. I didn’t expect to be thrown into the middle of all these political shenanigans right away. But there are factions upon factions, all angling for their own candidate. I was actually glad to be part of the march, since it gave me an excuse to dodge the meetings Members kept trying to make with me.”

“And you don’t want it?”

“No. I’d do it, if they asked. But I don’t know that I’m the right person for the job.”

“Maybe. But you might be.”

She gave me a grin. “Oh, hush. You’ve only known me for a minute.”

“And you’ve already arrested me. Seems like a smart move.”

“Now, it looks like no one has come to check on us, so we’ll wait a few minutes, then you can meet up with your friends.”

“Thanks. I hope they ordered something to-go for me.” My stomach rumbled to emphasize the point.

“Sorry about that.”

“How do we meet up again? Red tape in the window?”

She laughed. “Now that you’re here, it’s a little easier. I can say I had a few more questions for you. Let’s meet in two days. There’s a bookstore on High Street. Not magical, just regular things like fiction and magazines. You’ll see it, it’s the only one. I go there on my lunches once or twice a week, so I can bump into you without anyone thinking it’s out of the ordinary. Meet me in the romance section.”

“Romance?”

“Say you’re buying a book for one of the girls.”

I sighed. “Okay.”

“You’ve met Oliver and have cops looking into you. You need to lay low, but I still need you to check out the Armory. Any idea how you’ll pull that off?”

I grinned. “Actually, that’s already in progress.”


Chapter Eighteen

Rory Silver


Rory was feeling good and living large. She was on an awesome vacation with her boyfriend, her best friend, and two other fun people. She’d especially enjoyed getting to know Via — they clicked in a lot of ways that Rory didn’t expect. There was plenty of shopping, sights to see, and she was literally in a magic kingdom and on a first name basis with the princess. Life was good.

Sure, there was a big demon threatening to ruin everything, but she’d been dealing with stuff like that since she was a teenager. No big.

After a morning of shopping with Via — window browsing, mostly — they turned their attention to the goal of the day.

The Armory.

At first, the cheerleader wasn’t sure how they’d even make it inside. But that ended up being the easiest part of her whole mission. A brochure and helpful explanation from their hostess Macy told them that while it was a working defensive building, it also was a tourist attraction, and they could walk right in as long as they purchased a ticket.

So they did.

The complex was sprawling, with large areas hidden behind imposing fences. Right in the middle, looming large over the entire surrounding neighborhood, was the primary building, the actual armory. It was a stone building right out of a fantasy game — almost too large to believe it was built centuries ago.

Massive wooden doors on the front stood open, and there were small, narrow windows near the top, along with battlements.

A friendly sign greeted the two of them as they walked up. They joined a line, already filled with a handful of people.

“This place is pretty impressive,” Via said.

“Yeah, totally,” Rory agreed. “I bet they’ve got some pretty awesome weapons in there.”

“You have no idea.” A short demon in front of them turned around. Rory thought she looked like a nerd — big glasses, green hair that could use a long brushing and some product, and a backpack over one shoulder. Outside of that, she was short — just an inch or so taller than Rory, and pretty slim. Rory was pretty sure she could take her in a fight without breaking a sweat.

“You’ve been here before?”

The demon nodded. “Oh, yeah. I love this place. I’m a big battle buff, and the Hidden Kingdom has some of the best histories of demon-human wars in the whole world. You have to go to hell to find better records, really.”

“That seems like a tough trip to make for some research.” Rory gave Via a knowing smile.

“Yeah, but it’s the return trip that gets ya,” the other demon said with a laugh. “I’d tell you my name, but it’s basically unpronounceable and the last human I told had their ears start bleeding. So you can call me Linds.”

“Hey, Linds, I’m Rory and this is Via.”

“Nice to meet you.” Via shook the demon’s hands.

“Where are you two from?”

“California. We’re part of a coven that’s visiting for the first time.” Rory did her best to stick to the story. She didn’t lie terribly well, but it was close enough to the truth that she didn’t struggle. Either way, Linds didn’t notice.

“That’s so cool. I mostly live in India. There’s a lot of really amazing historical sights there. Some old wizards and witches who’ve done a great job keeping records. But I try to visit here every few months. I’m working on a book.”

“Nice,” Via said. “You must know a ton about the Armory, then.”

She lowered her voice and whispered, “More than the tour guides, that’s for sure.”

Rory saw her opportunity. “Do you think you could show us around, then? We’ll buy your ticket.” It was a small price to pay to make friends with someone who might know what was different here. Plus, Ace was paying, since she’d nicked a credit card while he wasn’t looking.

Linds thought about it for a minute. Then they were at the front of the line and the clerk called for the next visitor. “Okay, deal.”

Rory paid for three tickets, and they walked into the front area of the Armory. It was a wide open courtyard, with the doors directly in front of them. On the right side was a low, long wooden building, and the other side had a more modern looking two story structure.

While Linds had initially hesitated to take them up on the offer, once they were in, she started talking a mile a minute.

“Okay. That building to the right is the stables. It was burned down during the last war, and since the defenses have been moving away from cavalry, it wasn’t rebuilt until thirty years ago. It’s neat, but there’s not much of interest there. You should look at it on the way out, though.”

Linds started walking to the entrance, and Rory and Via hurried to follow her. “The building on that side is just for administration. I had to meet someone there to get my research pass last time I was here. I’m not sure whether I’ll do that this visit. I mostly came to take some pictures so I can describe everything correctly.”

As she said it, she took a few pictures of the entrance and the facade of the main building.

“When was the last time you were here?” Rory asked.

“Oh, six months. I normally am here at least that often. They’re starting to recognize me.” Linds giggled.

Walking through the front doors was an experience. Rory didn’t know what to expect, but she was taken aback. The lobby was awe-inspiring. Huge stone columns jutted up from the floor, connecting with the ceiling a hundred feet above. The room itself was nearly fifty yards long, and just as wide.

Exhibits in display cases line the walls, with historical posters placed throughout the room. The far wall had a handful of doors leading into other areas.

“This is just… wow.” She looked at Via, who just nodded.

“I love seeing the looks on people’s faces the first time they come in.” Linds smiled at the two of them, then took a deep breath as she admired the lobby too.

“It’s cool. Very cool.” Via seemed to be struggling as much as Rory.

Rory had never been one for historical sightseeing, but if there were other places like this, she could make an exception more often.

“This was a rally room for the soldiers. They could gather a few hundred here to brief before invasions, as well as arm them.” Linds was clearly excited to share what she knew about the place. They strolled around, examining some of the exhibits, while she talked their ear off. Mostly it was useless, at least as far as Rory was concerned, but it was still nice to talk with someone so enthusiastic.

They eventually left the lobby, and Linds led them into one of the side rooms. On the way, they passed a guard leaning against the wall who looked pretty bored.

The next room was the original weapons storage. There were racks of swords, crossbows, and shields along the wall for a few feet, then it shifted back to displays, with pictures and illustrations of what the room would have looked like during a time of war.

“This room is a little boring,” Linds said. “If you’ve seen one sword, you’ve seen them all, right?”

“Now, hold on a minute,” Rory shot back. “Let’s not be too hasty.”

She enjoyed reading about the different fighting styles, and seeing the weapons that went along with it. Because of the limited space and access points, the Hidden Kingdom naturally used a style of combat similar to the legionnaires from the Roman Empire. Their shields locked together, and they pushed enemies back.

They fought in four lines, and when the front line was exhausted, they would retreat, with the next taking their place. It lasted longer than similar styles of warfare in the known histories, because the big counters weren’t as useful in their tighter space.

Once she was thoroughly informed, Rory allowed Linds to lead them onto the next room. They trudged up some stairs and reached an overlook of the rest of the complex. There was a barracks to one side — a modern construction. The new weapons storage was in its own building as well. A few smaller buildings were the command center and radio rooms, according to Linds.

She didn’t know where the soldiers were, and Rory decided it was finally time to try and pry for some information.

“Is this your first time visiting this trip?”

“Yeah,” Linds said, taking a few pictures of the empty workout area.

Rory noticed a guard ambling down the stairs. She waited until he was gone to ask the next question. “How does it compare to the rest of the visits?”

“What do you mean?”

Rory nodded to the grounds in front of them. “It looks pretty barren out there, you know?”

“Oh, yeah. I guess.” Linds took a minute to actually look at the buildings and wide open space. There were only a few soldiers around, most walking without much purpose. “You know what… You’re right. It does seem unusually quiet.”

The demon checked her phone, looking at the time. “This time of day, you’d expect to see some training happening.”

“Maybe it was rained out,” Via joked. Linds cracked a smile. Rory gave her a thumbs up when the demon wasn’t looking — it was smart to try and keep her at ease.

“That is weird. And honestly, it looks like they need some more repairs.”

“How come?” Now, Rory was genuinely interested.

“Well, the fence between this building and the actual used space has some obvious holes in it.” She pointed, and now that she knew where to look, Rory agreed it wasn’t ideal. Someone could sneak in and out easily. But she didn’t know if that was truly out of the ordinary.

Linds continued, “There’s not nearly as many guards around as last time. I don’t know why, but that’s a little peculiar. And the ones that are here look a little bored.”

“Not the best soldiers for the job?”

“Exactly. But it’s not like there are a lot of other jobs for them to be doing, since there isn’t a war happening.”

The three women watched the functional part of the Armory for another few minutes, but nothing changed.

Rory felt bored before the others, and decided they should move on. They continued the tour, and most of the information was the routine historical stuff. When Linds brought them back to the front, they thanked her and exchanged information. Rory offered to buy her lunch, but the demon wanted to make another loop. She’d been moving quickly so they could see everything, but there were more pictures for her to take.

They bid her farewell.

Once the two of them were alone, Via whispered, “What do you think?”

“I think it’s time to get into a little trouble.”

“Oh, boy.”

The courtyard was mostly clear, with one guard lazily patrolling. Rory waited for him to reach the end of his route, when he was as far from the building as possible. She pulled Via around the corner, landing them near the damaged fence.

“What are we doing?”

“Looking for more evidence.”

“And what if we get caught?” Via was clearly nervous, although Rory felt alive and excited.

“Then we make up a story. I was trying to get you alone and have my way with you.”

Via’s cheeks turned red. She’d heard about what Rory and Juniper did with Ace, and Rory thought she was picturing herself there.

“Don’t worry about it. You saw the guards. Or the lack thereof. This will be easy.”

They snuck along the fence, thankfully clear of any other people. The hole they’d seen from above was easy to find, and even bigger in person. She held it back so Via could slip through, then followed her.

Rory held a finger up to her lips, letting Via know to be quiet. They jogged in a crouch across the open area, to the door where the weapons storage supposedly was. It had a large window on the door, so Rory pulled out her phone and held just the camera up while it was filming.

She scrolled back through the footage, and saw that the next room was clear. The door wasn’t locked, so they stepped in and pulled it shut behind them.

“We could be arrested, Rory,” Via hissed.

“You didn’t have to come.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that before we broke into a military base?”

Rory shrugged. “This is fun. Come on.”

The room they entered was small, with a dusty metal desk and a filing cabinet behind it. There was one door, this time with no windows. Printed in big red letters, a stenciled sign on it read “Weapons Storage. Authorized Entry Only.”

“You stay here,” Rory said. “Wish me luck.”

“What if someone comes?”

“Hide and whistle.” She looked around the room. Even the floor was dirty, and she didn’t see any footprints besides theirs. “I think we’ll be fine.”

She pulled the door open, listening for an alarm, but nothing came. Then she walked in. She found herself in a warehouse, with shelves and racks in rows down the middle. A cage to the far side hung open.

And everything was empty. There wasn’t a single box, gun, or sword in sight.

“Well, shit. No wonder there’s no guard.”

A faint whistle came from the front room. Rory ran back in, and saw Via ducking under the desk. The blonde dove and rolled under right as a shadow filled the window. Via was shaking, and Rory squeezed her hand to reassure her.

“You’re wrong, Bob. No one’s here. Look for yourself.”

A gruffer voice answered. “I swear I saw something.”

“Really? You sure you haven’t been sneaking some drinks from your flask already?”

“Hey. That’s medicinal.”

“Sure it is.”

“Should we go in?”

Via froze, her face filled with fear. Rory pulled a knife out from her back pocket. It was small, but would get the job done.

“Are you going to kill them?” Via mouthed.

“Only if they are demons,” Rory answered as quietly as she could.

The first voice finally answered. “Nah. You know the bosses said to ignore this place. They’ve got their own protections for it.”

“You’re right. Alright, let’s get out of here.”

The two women waited, practically holding their breaths, until a few minutes had gone by. Then Rory crept to the door and peered out the window.

“The coast is clear,” she said.

Rory and Via hurried back to the main area, and soon were out and lost in the sea of people on the streets.


Chapter Nineteen



Taking a break from training, I visited Rory and Juniper in their room. Rory was sprawled on her bed, while Juniper stood near the window looking out of it.

“Bored now,” she said.

“We know,” Rory shot back.

“I just want to be more useful.”

“We can try that,” I said. “I’ve got some ideas. If only I knew what was going on.”

I stepped closer to the redhead, smelling her vanilla perfume. She smiled at me as I looked out the window. The world was still spinning, and no one below seemed stressed out about the dangers we knew about. I guess I could take a minute to relax, too. I kissed Juniper’s neck, but she pushed me back.

“We don’t have time for that, Ace.”

A knock at the door came, and Via let herself in. I still hadn’t heard what they found, so they filled us in once Beatrix joined us. It was alarming, but there wasn’t anything we could do until I saw Jenna. It made me think that Noah was the most likely candidate to be under the Queen Succubus’s thumb. Unless everyone already knew about the missing weapons, of course.

Then the Brit suggested resuming our work. I sulked but followed her back to her room.

The next two days crawled by.

I desperately wanted to find Jenna and tell her the new information, but we had to wait for our meeting. That meant I stayed in the room — outside of meals and a few cover shopping trips. I spent the time repairing my own defenses, with occasional tests from Juniper and Beatrix.

At least I made good progress there. The North fence was entirely fixed. Since it was all in my mind, I wasn’t sure if the giant hole was actually a big opening, or just representative of how weak my defenses were. I decided to try and fix that next, and leave the smaller holes for when I only had a little bit of time.

I managed to build two segments onto either end — each around six feet long. There was still a long way to go to being completely safe, but it was coming along. Our original plans were probably right on the money. If we’d been able to wait until the summer, I would have been able to fix up most of my own natural defenses.

But we weren’t that lucky.

Finally, the time came when I could meet up with Jenna. The others went out to lunch, and I walked towards High Street and the bookshop where we were supposed to talk.

People thronged the busy shopping district. I stopped and ordered a taco to go, eating it while I casually ambled down the road. A few times I stopped to check the reflection of store windows, but no one stuck out as specifically following me.

The book store was easy to find, and reminded me more of one of those chains than a small independent shop. A few hellos greeted me when I walked in. I’d arrived a few minutes early, so I browsed the sci-fi section first. With the wild changes in my life, I didn’t make much time for reading, and I missed it. But nothing jumped out at me, so I just picked up an old collection of Asimov stories.

Making my way to the Romance section, I stopped at a table display of local history. One of the covers mentioned a history of the royal family. It had a portrait of an older Hidden Queen on it, and I could see a lot of Jenna in her. Not only her bearing, but her eyes, and the confident smile were the same.

I browsed the bodice rippers, seeing a mix of classic paperbacks covers. They were mostly in English, but I saw Spanish and Mandarin mixed in as well. My phone buzzed with a message.

Juniper: Anything?

Ace: No. She’s late.

Juniper: Give her time. Maybe something came up at work.

Ace: Probably. I’ll just look around a little more.

Juniper: Okay. Good luck!

I put my phone away. Loitering in the Romance section started to make me stand out. But I didn’t know what else to do. I picked up a couple of books at random to add to my collection, then started reading the back of one.

I felt another buzz, and checked my phone. There wasn’t a message, so I realized it must have just been a phantom vibration — I wanted an update so bad I was practically making it happen.

A few minutes later, one of the workers walked down the aisle. She stopped when she saw me.

“Am I in the way?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No. I was just asked to give you this note.”

She handed me a folded slip of paper. I read it.

“Too many eyes right now. I’m in the alley behind the store. Exit through the back.”

The worker was still watching me. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said quickly. “Is there a restroom or something?”

“Of course. Right there.” She pointed to the rear of the store.

“Thanks.” I put the note in my pocket and walked that direction. As soon as she was out of sight, I set the books I had down and searched for the exit. There was a narrow hallway with a “Staff Only” sign on the door at the end.

Ignoring it, I stepped through. This was clearly the shipping and receiving area. It was forty feet deep, and as wide as the store. Tall shelving units lined the walls. A pallet of plastic-wrapped cardboard boxes sat in the middle. I didn’t see anyone else, thankfully.

My phone buzzed. I checked it, but again, no messages. Where was Jenna?

“Good, you came.”

A woman stepped out from behind the boxes. She was tall, with dark hair. Her angular face was gorgeous, and would have fit in on the walkways of Milan. Her body was another matter — sexy, but with amazing curves. Large breasts, wide hips, and I had to imagine an ass that was out of this world. She made my body tingle.

I tore my eyes from her. “Who are you?”

“The real question, Mr. Winters, is ‘who are you?’” She smiled and licked her lips. “Can I call you Ace?”

When she said my name, a shiver went down my spine. There wasn’t anything sexual about what she said, but the tone and energy screamed what she wanted to do to me.

I felt the buzz again, but ignored it to deal with her.

“That’s fine. But I still don’t know who you are.”

“Do you want to get to know me? It would be an experience that you’d never forget.”

“I’m busy right now.” I shook my head. What was I saying? It didn’t matter that she was hot and throwing herself at me. “My girlfriend wouldn’t like it, anyway.”

She frowned, her full lips pouting. “That’s too bad. It’s more fun when you don’t fight it.”

“Fight what?”

My phone buzzed again, and then I realized it wasn’t my phone. It was the watch. Something was hitting my defenses, and once I realized it, I could feel the tendrils or power prodding my shield. That also explained the tingle when I saw her — it was my senses going off that she was in disguise.

“You’re a succubus,” I realized. “Did the Queen Succubus send you?”

She smiled. “Oh, dear. Now you’re definitely not leaving.”

Her form shifted, and horns sprouted from her head. Wings appeared behind her. The demon held a hand up, the palm pointed at me.

With all of the practice I’d been doing, I was very familiar with something colliding against my shield. The thief distraction spell felt like a small stone, the vision felt like a wave of water. Whatever the succubus did hit my shield like a dump truck driving full speed.

I staggered back, my mind throbbing. The shield held, barely. I doubted it would have if I wasn’t already alerted thanks to my watch. The amulet around my neck grew warm, and I could see the light faintly shining through my shirt. Both of the protective items were working overdrive. Nothing came from the ring — I was too far away from Beatrix to benefit.

“Hmmm, impressive,” the succubus said. “Maybe I should just drain your power for myself. No one will bat an eye at a visitor going missing. We can take your coven apart later.”

That was a bridge too far. I grabbed the hilt of my sword and shouted, “Kešda!” My sword connected me to my magic in much more powerful ways — like comparing a faucet to a fire hose. Vines shot out from the ground and grabbed her, yanking her back.

“Oooo, kinky,” she purred. “If I knew you wanted to tie me up, I would have suggested it.”

She wiggled in the vines, and somehow her shirt slipped loose, freeing a breast. It was pert, big, and perfect. And it surprised me enough that I froze.

The demon took advantage and threw another attack at me. This time I saw a half dozen versions of her dancing around the room, all in various states of undress. I wasn’t sure what was real, or if this had made it through my defenses.

I pulled my sword free from the sheath and slashed through the nearest demon. It vanished in a puff of pink smoke. I dispatched another, before I realized I should take care of the source of the attacks. I cast my shield again, letting my sword handle the hard work, then turned to finish off the succubus. But she’d clawed her way free.

“My turn,” she said with a grin. She clapped her hands together and I staggered back. This time I knew she hit my shield, and I felt it falter.

Then it fell.

In an instant, I was no longer in the back room of the book store. Instead, I stood in a cave, with lava running down one wall. The succubus loomed in front of me, taller than in life.

“Now, let’s see who you really are.”

She grinned and waved her hand. I stumbled, and suddenly, I was in my dorm room in college. I was writing a paper. The demon leaned over my shoulder. I couldn’t fight it — it was like I was trapped in my own memory.

“Well, it looks like your name is really Ace Winters. Hmmm. This is boring.”

I felt air as her hand waved, and then I was in the woods of the park. It was dark, and I was walking through the brisk air. A light, like a flashlight passing trees, winked in the darkness.

“This is interesting.” The succubus appeared beside me, glowing with her own inner light.

A scream echoed through the woods, and I knew what night it was. My body rushed through the woods, breaking into the clearing to find Juniper scrambling backwards in a frantic crab walk. She lifted a hand and a light flashed out at her attacker.

I remembered the demon clearly — it was the first one I’d seen, after all. The demon was humanoid — two legs, two arms, a head. Its skin was a sickly gray, with flaking scales.

“An Iskalik. This should be interesting.”

“Where did you come from? No, that’s not important. You need to run!” Juniper held out her hand and flashed the light at the monster again, and it stumbled back. This time, without the fear of death and confusion, I actually heard her say the spell I’d come to learn later. “Mul.”

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

“Rrrrrarr!” The creature lunged forward.

I slammed a hand out to shove it back. It rocketed backwards, tumbling as it rolled back through the trees. At the time, I wondered if it was fake, or a decoration and I was just drunk. But now I knew that the scrawny demon probably weighed close to four hundred pounds, as its bones were metal.

“Holy shit,” the succubus whispered. The memory froze. She paced around me, looking into my eyes. “What are you? If you were a demon, my powers wouldn’t work on you.”

I didn’t answer, thinking I was still frozen. She sighed. “You can speak.”

My body unfroze. I grinned at her. “I’m the Chosen.”

Her eyes went wide with shock. It must have been a doozy, because we snapped back to the storage room. I was standing exactly where I’d been before, sword still in hand. Her hand was on my forehead, and she flinched back. I didn’t hesitate, slashing across and cutting her cleanly in two.

She howled in anger, her body collapsing to the floor. The demon thrashed around as her body burned up from the inside. It took only a few seconds, and only ashes and a few char marks remained.

I staggered back, rubbing my head. A headache pounded, but I couldn’t stop now. I quickly cast the shield spell. It felt like it connected, and the pipe was running. Twice it had fallen in a short fight — Beatrix was right, I really needed to improve.

It was amazing no one had interrupted us, and I didn’t want to push my luck, so I took the back exit. The note — which by then I’d figured out was from the succubus — also lied about the alley. The back of the store butted up another street, with a small parking area. A worker smoking and eating lunch gave me a curious look as I walked out, but I ignored them. Instead, I sheathed my sword and ran for the street.

Once I was there, I just tried to blend in with the other pedestrians.

The walk back to the hotel was tense, and it took everything in my power to not just stare in every direction for other people following me. I knew I would just stick out more if I did that. I made it back without another encounter, and immediately collapsed onto the bed.

Shortly after, Beatrix and the others returned, eager for an update. I told them about my run in with the succubus, and how it had almost taken me out.

“Oh my god, Ace,” Juniper gasped, her hand over her mouth.

Even Beatrix looked worried. “These are powerful demons, and now you know exactly how strong they are. We need to be careful.”

“But at least you showed her who’s boss.” Rory grinned at me.

“What else can I do? Is there anything, Beatrix?”

She shook her head. “We’re working on everything we can. I’ll help you discharge the amulet so it’s ready soon. The best thing for you was feeling their power. It’s easier for them when you don’t anticipate it, when you don’t know what’s happening. Now, you’ll have a sense for it. That should help. I hope.”

“At least we know there’s a succubus,” Via pointed out.

“If only we could warn Jenna.” Juniper glanced at me, nervous. “What do you think happened to her?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s not like her to abandon us,” Beatrix said. “She struck me as a reliable sort.”

“Maybe I should go back to the station, and ask around.”

Before we could get further into planning, we were interrupted by a firm knock on the door. “Who could that be?” Rory whispered.

“Jenna?” Juniper suggested.

I wasn’t sure. If she was here, it meant our connection was totally blown. Cautiously, I approached the door. The peephole revealed a woman I didn’t recognize. She was probably forty, forty-five, Chinese, with a no-nonsense ponytail and a business suit on. At least my demon sense confirmed she was human.

I opened the door. “Yes?”

“You’re Ace Winters?” I hesitated, and she continued. “No use lying. Macy downstairs confirmed it. I was only being polite.”

“I’m Ace.”

“Good. I’m Zhou Mei. Now, I want to know why you’ve been walking around town telling everyone I invited you here.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the room. The women held their breath while she stared daggers at me. “I guess you are owed some explanation,” I finally stuttered out. “Come in.”

She walked in, and I checked the hallway. No one else was out there. I locked the door. Our guest took in the room then crossed her arms.

“This had better be good. The Celestial Convocation doesn’t like people interfering with our business. And we don’t like people pretending to be us or affiliated with us.”

“Uh, Miss Zhou, if I can explain,” Beatrix said.

“You can call me Mei.”

The Brit nodded. “Mei. We are here under the invite of a certain member of the Hidden Kingdom’s government. They needed to cover, and you were the most convenient source.”

“That’s what you’re going with?”

I could tell she wasn’t buying it. But since I wasn’t getting a demon tingle from her, and Jenna worked with them, I decided to go for broke.

“I’m the Chosen.”

It was the second time in less than an hour that I’d shared that little secret. Mei took it better than the demon. “That’s rich.”

“I am. Jenna Holmes requested my help dealing with a succubus problem, and found me thanks to connections with your organization. We’re here undercover so that we can investigate and assist without raising political threats during this time.”

Mei considered my words for a few moments. “Well, I appreciate the honesty. We know she was looking for the Chosen. So you’re really him?”

I nodded. “It was a bigger shock for me, let me tell you.”

She didn’t smile, but I thought she relaxed a little. “Alright. In the future, I would love to ask you some questions, to see if what our own histories show is true. But, for now, I should be honest as well. While Jenna did not inform me she’d actually found you, I was aware she was looking into something. If you said succubus, that means the Queen Succubus is back. Am I wrong?”

“No. At least as far as we know.”

“Then that clarifies a few things for me. Two hours ago, Jenna and her uncle were arrested.”

“By who?” Juniper leaned forward, concerned.

“I don’t know. They wore police uniforms, but no one would dare arrest an heir until the Hidden Throne situation was settled.”

“Unless they were under orders from another heir. Or a demon’s power.”

Rory grimaced. “Or an heir under a demon’s powers.”

It made sense — maybe we’d rattled the nest and they were making their move, or maybe since succubuses seemed to only work well on men, they were removing one of the main obstacles. I explained what we’d learned to Mei, and that Jenna suspected one of the heirs was compromised.

“Which one?”

“We don’t know. At this point, it could be any of them. It’s hard to tell what’s incompetence, what’s greed, and what’s actual malice.”

“Damn. Officially, the Celestial Convocation is neutral in this matter. But we won’t allow the Queen Succubus onto the Hidden Throne. The powers she would gain would threaten everything.”

“What powers?” Jenna hadn’t been particularly forthcoming in that department.

“The Hidden Throne is a magical artifact that both imbues the owner with increased power and abilities — similar to what happens to the Chosen, according to our records. The Throne also amplifies their natural magic gifts.

“If the Queen Succubus had control of the heir before they performed the ritual, she would be able to use those powers as well. She can consume the heir and sit on the throne, ruling the Hidden Kingdom for all eternity. And the increase to her powers will let her control the minds of anyone she chooses, not just lusty men. A million people would be mindless slaves within a day.”

“Geez,” Via whispered.

“Yes. So, you must stop this. Figure out which one it is, and remove the threat. There is a ritual that can remove a succubus’s influence.”

Beatrix nodded. “I know of it. Would any stores have a book with it?”

“We don’t need it,” Juniper said. “I know it. Saidra taught it to me. But I need more details on the Queen Succubus, so anything about her origin or history would be helpful.”

“There are a few manuscripts that should have what you’re looking for. Check Xander’s. Tell him I sent you, and he’ll find it for you. I must report back to the Celestial Convocation and prepare a contingency plan.”

“What does that entail, Mei?” Juniper watched the woman carefully.

“Nothing good. You need to succeed for all our sakes.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. If it was worse than what I had to do, it would be a disaster. “Where should we start?”

“That’s tough. Oliver is the obvious choice, but anything can happen, so I would —”

A loud siren blared, drowning out her words. More echoed the first. It sounded like a tornado or air raid warning.

“What is that?” I shouted over the noise.

Mei just shook her head. We opened the curtains and looked out at the street. There, everyone was covering their ears and appeared just as worried as we felt. The siren ended, slowing and dropping off gradually.

Then, a voice came out of a speaker. “We have found evidence of traitors in the Hidden Kingdom. Be on the lookout for Ace Winters, a young man pretending to be part of a coven. I repeat, we have found evidence of traitors.”

The message continued on a loop. Mei looked at me, worried.

“Who knows that you’re here?”

“No idea, Mei. Officer Mike Sainsbury. I’ve visited the bank and the market.”

Beatrix groaned. “Mr. Winters killed a succubus this morning. One that found him where he was supposed to meet up with the princess.”

“Then they already knew who you were by then, and now they know their secret is blown.” Mei paced the room, quickly spouting out orders.

“You must go. Now. Take only what you need, and exit down the back stairs. I will tell Macy you were not here, and hopefully buy you some time.” She started for the door, then stopped. “There is a building on 8th. Three stories. Green door. The second floor has white shutters. If I find out where Jenna is, I will close the shutters. On the roof will be instructions. Now go.”

We scrambled to grab a few things and throw them in backpacks and purses and Mei left. In less than a minute, we were running down the back staff stairs. We stepped out on the street with no idea where to go next.


Chapter Twenty



The five of us walked in a quiet, nervous clump — we had no direction, and no real destination. Around us, people whispered nervously. I was thankful Via suggested bringing the foam roller sheath. My sword fit snugly in it, and it helped deflect attention, I thought. We looked just like any of the other worried folks around, heading out for our plans but concerned.

“Where are we going, Ace?” Rory whispered.

“I don’t know.”

None of us expected this, least of all Jenna. There weren’t any other back-ups or places to run to. It felt like all of our plans had been blown out of the water, and we still didn’t know who the target was. We didn’t even have fake IDs, so booking a room would be impossible, especially if they were looking for any of the ladies.

“Let’s put some distance between us and the hotel.” I made the decision, knowing that we needed to start moving. “Then we can take a breather and figure out what to do next.”

They all agreed, and we headed away from the lake. The tourist area stretched for a few blocks, before shifting into a mix of residential and more local focused shops.

As we crossed one main street, I glanced down. At an intersection to our right, I saw a handful of police officers stopping pedestrians and questioning them. In the other direction, I thought I saw another group even further away. We’d lucked out, but I didn’t know how long that would hold for.

Out of the tourist district, the streets were less crowded, but I heard more people talking about the warning. Snatches of different conversations reached us as we continued our flight.

“Do you think there’s another invasion?”

“It can’t be happening again, right? This is the modern age.”

“It’s just one guy. How much damage can he do?”

“Of course they timed it for the Hidden King’s death. We don’t have anyone on the Throne!”

“Maybe they should put someone on there sooner.”

“That sounds like a good idea to me.”

I realized that I might have played right into the Queen Succubus’s hands. The fear spreading through the city would accelerate the need for a new Hidden King. With Jenna arrested, there wasn’t actually a truly safe choice left. They needed her to at least warn them of the real threat. We needed her, too. I hoped that Mei would find the information.

Two cops strolled along the opposite side of the street. Juniper was walking with me, and I felt her grip my bicep.

“Just keep your cool,” I whispered, as much for me as for her. We weren’t talking much, and I realized that might help us blend in on top of calming everyone down a little. “Rory, did you manage to buy any fun dresses?”

I looked over my shoulder at her. She was surprised, but quickly realized what I was doing. “Oh yeah. I bought three. One’s a little strappy number I can wear on a date. The other two might require my boyfriend to take me out somewhere really fancy.”

“I think he could manage that. Maybe there’s another trip in our future. Where would everyone want to go?”

“Oooo, Fiji! Or Cancun! Somewhere with a beach, warm water, and lots of sun.” Rory grinned, imagining the trip. She nudged Via. “What about you?”

“That would be nice. But I’d love to go to some of the cons this summer. I’ve always been jealous of the VIP passes, and now I can afford it.”

“Oh, you can afford it, huh?” I teased the gamer girl, who just smiled back.

“Yeah. You haven’t seen the bill for my work yet.”

“Ha!” Rory threw her arm around Via. “That’s my girl. Get paid.”

“What about you, Juniper?” Via tossed the question up to the witch.

“I’ve really wanted to spend some time in Ireland, actually. It looks like a fun place to visit.”

“And…?” Rory gave her a look.

“Alright, fine. There’s a small coven that keeps a library that other witches can visit. I’ve always wanted to see it.”

“Ha, knew it. Even when you travel you want to be nerdy.”

“I like what I like. Beatrix, what about you?”

The Brit was surprised by the question. “Me? I don’t think I’ll be joining you.”

“Come on,” I said. “You stuck your neck out for me here. Least I can do is give you an actual vacation, right?”

She tsked at me. “Mr. Winters, that is not necessary.”

“Oh, come on,” Via chimed in. “We’re just dreaming. Is there anywhere you want to go?” Rory joined in, waggling her eyebrows at Beatrix.

“Alright. I would enjoy visiting England again. It’s been quite some time since my last trip.”

“Boooo!” Rory gave Beatrix a big thumbs down.

“What?” The Brit looked to the others for support, but only received disapproving shakes of their heads. “What did I say?”

“That’s not exciting. You’re from England. This should be a vacation! Pick somewhere more fun.” I led us across another street. We’d made it past the two cops, and I hadn’t seen any others for a few blocks. I decided we’d stop after the next big intersection.

“Alright. Alaska.”

“Really?” Rory expressed the same disbelief I thought we all felt. “Alaska? Why there?”

“The nature. The scenery. I’ve always wanted to visit Denali. Maybe rent a cabin and just have some peace for a couple weeks.”

“Okay, I’ll allow it,” Rory said. “Now, Ace, what about you?”

“These all sound fun. If I had to choose, I’d want to visit some of the places my grandfather mentioned in his journal. It would be cool to put some visuals to his stories, see what’s still standing. I’ve been making a list.”

“That’s a good idea,” Beatrix said.

We reached the next crossing, and I led them to the opposite side. There, I turned so we were walking parallel to the lake below us, now half a mile away. From where we stood, I could see the castle’s walls looming in the distance.

“It looks clear,” I said. As far as I could tell, no one was paying us any attention.

“What now?” Juniper glanced at me, concerned.

“We need a place to lay low until we can figure out what to do. Where to do that, though, I have no idea.”

“Where are we supposed to check for Mei’s sign?”

I looked at the street signs. We were walking down Sixth Street. “It’s close, but no idea where on the street it’ll be.”

“May I offer a suggestion, Mr. Winters?” We all turned to face Beatrix. I nodded, and she continued. “Why do we not walk down 8th, find the house, and then try and find a place to hide nearby? That way we can check it more easily.”

“I like it.”

Rory patted the Brit on the back. “This is why we pay you the big bucks. You’re not just a nice rack, but a big brain as well.”

Beatrix sighed, but her idea was solid. So that’s what we did. At the next crossroads, we walked up to 8th. The streets in this area were more residential, with only a few restaurants, markets, and bodegas located sporadically around. Eighth Street was even sleepier, with hardly any people out and about. It took about half an hour to find the house. The white shutters were still open.

“Too much to hope that she’d already found it, huh?” I complained.

“It seems so.” Beatrix took the lead, and we soon left the house behind. It wouldn’t do to stand around too long, as we stood out like a sore thumb. Our clothes were all mismatched, and we had backpacks with us.

The street was filled with three and four-story houses, all built right next to each other, like some neighborhoods in New York City. Two blocks from the house, there was a small alley with a ladder leading up to the roof. I spotted it right away.

“This way.”

We climbed it quickly, luckily managing it before anyone noticed us. The roof was cramped, with a single door leading down into the house below. There was some furniture in a clump, all under a dust cover that was filthy. It didn’t look like the residents came up here all that often, but we still needed to be cautious.

“We need to stay quiet, and keep our movements to a minimum,” I whispered.

The group sat down on the floor, all trying to keep low in case someone on another roof could see us. The next three hours crawled by. I was tense, wanting to keep a watch, but knowing it wouldn’t help. I tried to focus on my repairs, but there was only so much I could do. Via and Rory ended up falling asleep leaning on each other, while Beatrix and Juniper both read through a spell book that Beatrix brought with her.

After three hours, I decided it was worth checking the house. A whispered debate followed.

“I think I should go,” I said.

“Mr. Winters, I do not know if that’s the wisest course. We can assume that the rest of us have been identified, but they might not have a good description. You are a wanted man.”

“Let me do it.” Everyone glanced over at Rory. “Come on. I’m in the best shape of all of us, so I can climb up and down quickly.”

“And you can hide easily.” Juniper gave the blonde a warm smile.

“Is that a short joke?”

“Maybe.”

“I’ll get you for that.” Rory stuck her tongue out at Juniper.

I stepped in to keep them from teasing each other. Our emotions were running hot, and while it felt playful, I didn’t want it to bubble into something else. “It makes sense to me. She did great at the Armory, so Rory will check it out. Just make a wide loop so it’s not obvious where you’re coming from, okay? I can’t come rescue you if they find us.”

“Got it!”

She crouched and walked to the ladder. Rory was gone for fifteen minutes, then she reappeared over the top, dropping down to the floor. She shook her head, and we all sighed.

After that, she went to check the building every three hours. The third excursion had to be delayed an hour when we saw a group of cops walking down the street, not doing much, but worrying us that patrols were starting up.

When night came, we decided to only go once. It might be easier to get around without being seen, but she’d stand out more. The five of us slept fitfully, all keyed into every noise on the street.

The second check the next morning finally resulted in something. She returned with a big smile on her face. “The shutters are closed,” she whispered.

“Did you check for the message?” Via asked.

Rory shook her head. “No way up, that I saw. And I didn’t want to risk breaking in.”

“I can do this part,” I said.

“Are you sure?” Juniper looked worried.

“Nothing has changed, Mr. Winters. You’ll be spotted on the street.”

“I won’t be on the street. I’ll be as subtle as I can. Just be ready to go when I come back.”

I’d been considering the options while we waited, and I had a good idea how to reach the roof of the other building. Walking carefully, I crossed to the next roof, which was even with ours. The next few went well, but then I reached a house that was a story taller. I had to jump and climb up — it wasn’t difficult in and of itself, but it was louder, and I worried my cover would be blown. The last thing I needed was someone calling in that there were people walking around on top of their house.

Picking up the pace, I jogged to the next roof, dropping down. It took me a few minutes to reach the house where Mei left her message — but it was across the street. For once, I was grateful for the narrow, European style streets. I couldn’t have pulled this off back in California.

I walked to the edge of my current roof on the side opposite where the message was. Sprinting, I crossed the roof quickly and then leapt out into the air. For a moment I dangled in the sky.

But it was enough. I crashed down to the roof, knowing that someone had to have heard that. The roof wasn’t too crowded with stuff. I looked for the note, and saw that Mei left it under a potted plant near the door that led downstairs.

Ace,

Jenna is being kept out of the system. No official reports have reached the main offices. That ruled out the main prison. I’ve tracked her down to a small station. I’m still not sure where her uncle is, but as an heir, she needs to be your priority.

Be careful approaching the cells. They have a handful of guards, but if you can get her free and clear, there shouldn’t be any blow back. I hope.

Take care,

Zhou Mei.

She included the address and what to look for. I pocketed the note.

Suddenly, a powerful voice spoke into my mind, and I felt the energy of the goddess Galliyae touch me.

Stop the Queen Succubus, Ace Winters. Save the princess and the Hidden Kingdom.

This is your Third Challenge.

“I will, Galliyae. But I need help.”

You have everything you need. And everything I can give you.

Good luck, my Chosen.

Just like that, the voice faded and I was alone. It didn’t change my plans, but it did add some urgency. I couldn’t fail this Challenge. Now it was time to return to the others.

Reaching the roof had gone well, but I didn’t want to risk it again right when we would be abandoning our current hiding spot. So I gave the door a try. It was unlocked.

I snuck into the house, following the stairs down. The house was quiet, with the only noises I heard coming from my feet.

The top floor had two shut doors and one open on. It was a bedroom, with the bed made. I continued down, passing another floor with doors all shut except for a small bathroom. The bottom floor had a kitchen and a living room area. I crossed it, thankful to have avoided any of the residents.

I reached the front door and tried it. It was unlocked.

I sighed. “Of course she left it open for us.”

Letting myself out and only feeling a little dumb, I quickly descended the stairs to the sidewalk. I turned and walked back to the hiding space. When I reached the top, they all looked relieved. I filled them in on the note. There wasn’t much time for discussion, so I led them back down the ladder so we could move to a new hiding place. We’d been there too long, and I wanted to move closer to our goal.

Now that we knew what to look for, I found us a roof a quarter mile from where they were holding Jenna. This one looked like it was used more frequently, since there was furniture out all with clean cushions. There was also a small fridge. I raided it, taking some water and the half dozen cartons of yogurt that were still good. I passed them out to the others after we crossed to the next roof.

This one was almost barren, with enough cover that if the neighbors walked out, they wouldn’t see anyone.

“What’s the plan, Ace?” Via stopped eating for a minute to hear what I had to say.

“I think this place looks safe. I want you all to stay here, keep your heads down.” They nodded, accepting that. “Galliyae told me this is my third Challenge. So I’m going to go and free Jenna.”


Chapter Twenty-One



The roofs fell away behind me as I jogged over the tops. I’d moved quietly until I was a couple of blocks away from where the others hid, and now I wanted to move more urgently. There was no telling what was happening now that

I was able to stick to the tops all of the way to the building where they were keeping Jenna. It wasn’t near enough to jump to, unfortunately.

It was a squat building across a larger thoroughfare from where I perched. I grinned like an idiot. We might be in a lot of danger, but I felt like a superhero, and I was on a mission to rescue a princess.

Not a bad vacation, really.

I looked at my potential approaches to the building. The front had two human guards standing in front of it. The buildings next to it were far enough away, I wasn’t sure how easily I could get in. From where I stood, I could see the small alleys on either side had fences blocking them off, and I assumed there was a similar one where I couldn’t see in the final alley.

Well, that looked like my best bet. I found a spot to climb down, and went wide around the streets, coming at it from the far side. I was right, there was an alley that led to the back side of the building, and it was blocked off with an eight-foot-high chain link fence.

I waited until it was clear, and scrambled over. It wasn’t the most graceful I’d ever been, but I made it and ducked down low before anyone on the street had a chance to see me. I crept along the back alley and found a door at the rear of the building. It was locked, but there was a window to the side.

Peeking through, I saw the back room was empty. I put my shoulder against the door and tried to force it open as quietly as I could.

With my strength, the hardest part was keeping it quiet. The wooden frame splintered, but I thought it wasn’t as loud as kicking it down, so that was something. The back room was dim, with an overhead light no one had turned on. It looked like a mix of storage and emergency exit.

The next door was unlocked and led to a hallway. I didn’t hear anyone, so I headed away from where I guessed the front door was. It turned out to be the right direction, because I quickly came across a cell.

Sprawled out on a cheap cot was Princess Jenna Holmes.

I tapped quietly on the bars, until she rolled over.

“Ace?”

“Come on, Princess. I’m here to rescue you.”

“Great. Do you have the key?”

I shook my head. “Can I just rip the door open?” The bars didn’t look that strong.

“No. We keep demons in here, remember? It’s magically reinforced.”

“Right. Makes sense. Okay, where’s the key?” I looked around, but there wasn’t any obvious spot for the keys to be kept.

“One of the guards has it.”

I reached for the hilt of my sword. She shook her head. “They’re under the influence of a succubus. Don’t kill them, if you can help it.”

Right. The guards were as much victims as anyone else. Suddenly, my job became a lot harder. “Okay. How do you know?”

“One of them was with the guards when they locked me in. She tried to manipulate me, but it didn’t work.”

“Is she still here?”

“Maybe. I haven’t heard anything since they left me here.”

“Shit. Okay, stay here.”

“Where would I go?”

I grinned, realizing my mistake. Shrugging, I snuck off down the hallway. The offices were deserted. A set of stairs near the front offered another floor to check. The two guards by the front door were visible outside the window. I didn’t hear anyone else.

Upstairs it was.

I crept up the stairs, careful to be as silent as possible. When I reached the top, I heard the murmur of voices coming from a door ten feet away. It was cracked open, so I looked in. Three guards — all men — stood perfectly still. I could see a dark head of hair with curved horns sitting on the couch.

“Now, uh, form a pyramid.”

Two of the guards knelt down onto all fours. The third climbed on top, making a small pyramid.

“We have done as you asked, Mistress.” The guard at the top bobbled, but held the position.

“Ugh, this is so boring. I should just kill her and leave. But then momma will be mad.”

This was clearly the succubus in charge of the station. I slid my sword out of my sheath and double-checked my shield. Beatrix had emptied my amulet once before, and I was glad to have the added protection.

“Alright, do the chicken dance. On one foot!”

The guards all groaned, but obeyed. As they started dancing and clapping, it covered my steps. I darted in and thrust with my sword.

“Look out, Mistress!” One guard noticed me in time to warn her.

She started to her feet, but my sword pierced her side. She shrieked in pain.

“What the hell? Where did you come from?”

The demon clutched her side and staggered to her feet. “That fucking hurt.” She waved her free hand at me, and I felt her powers come for me. I couldn’t give her the time to break through.

“Mul!”

I pointed my sword at her. The spell was only a spark or ball when Juniper cast it. With my sword, it shot out as a crescent of flame. It sliced through her chest. The demon smoked and burned, falling to the side. Then her body glowed, turning into energy. It flew at my sword and disappeared into it.

At the same time, I felt a small surge of power. I’d taken the demon’s essence, and killed her permanently. I just hoped it would help with my mental defenses. Maybe that’s what Galliyae meant.

The three men were still standing, but they looked confused and dazed. They turned to each other, mumbling.

“God, I thought I’d never be free,” one said.

I stepped up, and they looked back over at me. “Hey, I’m happy to help, but I need something from you.”

“Thank you, man. Who are you?”

“Ace Winters.”

They all nodded, unsurprised. “No wonder they were looking for you. You’re here to kill the succubi?”

“That’s the plan. First I need to let the Princess out and take her to safety.”

One of the men pulled a key out of his pocket. He threw it to me, and I snatched it out of the air.

“Go. These succubuses can all communicate telepathically. They’ll know she’s dead soon enough.” I started for the door, then turned to the men. They were pulling out their weapons.

“What about you?”

“We’ll hold them off here as long as we can. Just go.”

“Thanks.”

I ran down the stairs. The two guards at the front were worriedly talking to each other with the same dazed look as the guards above. But neither looked at me as I ran back to the cell. I heard the recently freed guards running down the stairs as I rounded the corner.

Jenna jumped to her feet as I approached the door. The key slotted in easily, and unlocked with a loud click. I pulled it open and she rushed out.

“Where should we go?” she asked.

“Let’s go out the back. No idea how long the guards will be able to buy us time.”

She nodded. We went back to the storage room. Out the back door, we ran down a different alley. I boosted Jenna over the fence and followed her over.

“Do you have a hiding place? I could hear the announcement from my cell.”

“We’ve been camped out on roofs.”

“That won’t last long. If they were smart, they’d already have people up there.”

“I guess that’s karma for sabotaging the defenses.” Neither of us laughed at my joke, knowing how serious everything was.

We slowed down when we reached the street. I turned to move away from the prison before finding a place to climb up. “Any suggestions?”

“One sec. Do you have any money? Cash, not cards.”

I pulled out my wallet and handed her what I had — not much, but I’d changed some currency just in case the first day.

“Thanks.” She stepped into a bodega and bought a hat and a couple of bottles of water. She immediately started drinking from one and pulled the hat over her head. “Thanks. They didn’t bring me anything. Alright, let’s go meet them. I’ve got a safehouse that should be clear. Only my uncle and I know about it.”

A fire escape on the side of a building let us reach the roof. We crossed over, and it seemed like Jenna was well versed in moving across the rooftops.

“You do this a lot?”

She laughed. “As a kid. It was the only way to ditch my guards and go have some fun, you know? A princess can’t stay trapped in the tower forever.”

“There they are!”

A handful of guards climbed onto the roof behind us.

“Run!” Jenna took off, and I followed her. I leapt to clear a gap, and misjudged the angle. I slammed into the wall of the neighboring house, sending a wave of pain through my shoulder.

“Get up, we gotta go.” Jenna checked to make sure I stood, then ran ahead. She jumped across another gap. Looking behind me, I saw the guards still heading in our direction, now little more than shadowy figures.

Keeping up the speed, I wondered how we would lose them. Jenna doubled back, dropping to a lower level of house. I heard the men run off in the opposite direction.

We reached the street we needed to cross to make it back. I was about to ask what her plan was when the sounds of fighting reached us. Looking down, I saw the five guards were lined up in front of the building they’d kept Jenna in. They had clubs and truncheons out, and another dozen cops were walking forward, all armed as well.

The groups clashed, smacking and bashing each other with abandon, but the ones I had freed were definitely on the losing side. It was only a question of how long they could hold out.

“Damn it,” Jenna growled.

“We need to make it worth it and move. Can you cross this gap? We need to hurry.”

She shook her head, then started moving towards the castle. “This way.”

We crossed another few blocks. She was able to jump the narrow streets well, and clearly knew where she was going. The main street narrowed slightly, and we found ourselves on a slightly taller apartment building. It might have made it possible, but the building across from us was matching.

“What’s the plan?”

“Hold on, hold on.”

She looked around the roof, mumbling to herself. Then, near the far edge, there was a busty green tarp covering some lumber. “Yes. Still here. Grab an end.”

Jenna ripped the tarp off, and we picked up a long slab of wood, eight inches across, two inches thick, and almost twenty feet long. She peeked over the edge of the building, and decided it was clear. We lowered it, and it thumped down, with just a few inches on either side. I could hear the guards in the distance shouting out.

I noticed there were two metal nubs on either side of the wood, keeping it from sliding.

“What is this? Teenagers built it?”

“Smugglers. But teenagers use it, yeah. Come on.”

She hopped up. Finding her balance, she ran across without a wobble. I followed her.

The ground looked particularly far away. I shouldn’t have looked down, but I did. Somehow this was worse than just jumping it. I tipped slightly, but managed to right myself. Soon, I was across.

“Pull it over here.”

We dragged the wood back. She didn’t bother to hide it. “I just don’t want anyone seeing it on the street. As long as they don’t realize what happened, they’ll check the other direction.”

“Right.”

I’d gotten turned around, and told Jenna roughly where we were hiding.

The princess surveyed the area. “I know the way. Follow me.”

Impressively, she did know how to get there. We moved across the tops of the buildings, now clear of the following guards. The rooftops were like streets for the princess. She easily found the most narrow areas for her to jump across. She might not have the powers I had, but she got us back faster than if I’d just run and jumped without a care in the world.

When we got back, the others were excited to see us.

Rory jumped to her feet first. “You saved her! Nice.”

“Did it go okay?” Juniper sighed in relief.

“Mostly,” I answered. “But we need to get to safety, and then we can figure out what to do.”

“And do we have somewhere safer to go, Mr. Winters?” Beatrix sounded worried. Looking around, I could see the tension and fear had taken its toll on all of the women. I glanced at Jenna.

She nodded. “I’ve got a place. Let’s hurry.”

This time, we descended to the ground. Jenna led us through back alleys and side streets, carefully avoiding anywhere large groups of people would be. It took an hour, but soon we were safe. For the moment, anyway.


Chapter Twenty-Two



The safe house was a fourth floor apartment in a small building in what felt like the poorer part of the Hidden Kingdom. The entire street was in desperate need of repairs, and a couple of the streetlights were broken as well. The apartment took up the entire floor, and there was only the roof above us.

At least it was furnished. The furniture looked cheap, but there was a couch and a couple of chairs in the living room, and the bedrooms had places to sleep. There was even an old laptop sitting on the kitchen table. It might not be amazing, but I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, that’s for sure.

“Homey,” Rory joked.

“It had to look like the area,” Jenna said.

“Make sense.” The blonde plopped down onto the couch. “What’s next?”

“We need some alarms.” She gestured to a small lamp on an end table. “The front door of the apartment building will make this turn on when it opens. It gets annoying, but at least you know if someone comes or goes. And if it stays on, it will be a sign to get ready.”

“Beatrix and I can set a few wards.” Juniper yawned, but then stifled it. “I think we can even distinguish between different types of demons. Right, Bea?”

The Brit nodded. “Yes. But let’s do it quickly.”

The two witches set to work. They drew a diagram in chalk on the front door, chanting a few phrases over it. After that, they moved to the windows, adding a small one to each. Finally, they had us move the coffee table.

There they drew a much larger pentagram. Juniper glanced over at us. “This will let us know if a succubus or someone under their power comes within one hundred feet.”

“That’s complicated magic.” Jenna was clearly impressed.

“It’ll only last for a day, maybe two. If we’re here longer, we’ll need to redo it.” The redhead returned to her work. It took them another half hour, but when it was finished, we all relaxed.

“Now, I need to know what you found out,” Jenna said.

I filled her in on everything we learned. I summed it up with the final grim fact, “Basically, any of the three might be the target.”

“All of the weapons moving is bad news.” The princess paced around the room, filled with nervous energy. “But you’re right. We can’t rule out anyone.”

“There were cops everywhere.” Via leaned forward in her seat. “They publicly announced that Ace was a traitor. You’ve been in a cell for two days.”

“That’s a good recap, Via.” Rory grinned at her.

“No, I mean, that’s all happened. It looks like the Queen Succubus is really flexing her might. There are dozens of guards and cops under her power, at least. And by the looks of it, high enough to mobilize a lot of power. If we didn’t know what was going on already, we’d think something weird was up, right?”

“What are you getting at?” Jenna studied the gamer girl.

“Would this be weird? Do you often have crack-downs like this?”

“Yeah, nah, this would raise all sorts of eyebrows.”

“Then why haven’t any of the brothers raised a stink? Parliament is meeting to vote on making them the Hidden King, but as far as we can tell, no one is fighting. Sure, we’ve been hiding on a rooftop for a bit, but as far as I can tell, there’s not a single cop fighting back.”

“Shit.” Jenna finally stopped walking and dropped into a seat.

“Can someone fill in the blanks for me?” Rory looked between the two.

Instead, I answered. “It’s probably safe to say that all three have been compromised. Otherwise, at least one of them would push back. We’d have heard real fighting. If they weren’t already, then they took them when they made their moves.”

Via nodded, and Jenna sighed. I glanced at the princess. “What about Parliament?”

She shrugged and stood. Grabbing the laptop, she opened it.

“Should we be worried about being tracked, Princess?” Beatrix raised a good point. Jenna was the only resident of the Hidden Kingdom, and the rest of us had no idea what sort of technological capabilities they had.

Jenna grimaced. “No. This laptop is clean, and I’m running a VPN. If, somehow, they knew about it, they’d still see it as being on the other side of the city.”

We all waited while she read through a few news stories. I hovered over her shoulder, reading what I could. There were a few stories about me, including a picture from my passport. They mentioned there were women with me, but didn’t include any details, thankfully.

As for Parliament, there was no real news. “They haven’t mentioned it at all. They’re still going ahead with the plans.” Jenna closed the laptop. “The makeup is sixty-five / thirty-five men to women. We can probably assume that the Queen Succubus’s invasion is much further along than we originally thought.”

“Why not just install herself on the Throne now?” I asked.

Jenna sat back, rubbing her head in frustration. “She could. But if she’s not totally confident in her hold, that would make people start asking questions. Sticking to the normal plan will mean she can just sail right in.”

The room was silent for five minutes as we all pondered what that meant. We were maybe the only real resistance left in the Hidden Kingdom. Outside of our most recent acquaintance.

“Zhou Mei found us,” I said. “She knows. Will the Celestial Convocation be able to help? Now that we have you, I mean.”

“I don’t know.” I could tell that it was all starting to get to Jenna, and her regal facade was cracking.

“She mentioned a back-up plan, that they wouldn’t let the Hidden Throne fall into the hands of a demon.”

Jenna rubbed her forehead. “That’s not good.”

I sighed. “No. It didn’t sound good.”

“Why don’t we put you on the Throne?” Rory asked. “You’re a kick ass lady, and I’m all about that girl power.”

“I’m not supposed to have the Throne, Rory. My brothers were all trained for that. I’m young, I don’t have any preparation.”

“But you don’t have a demon living in your mind, so that’s a big plus.” Rory gave her a big smile. “At least, in my books.”

Jenna laughed, a bitter, short laugh. “Fair enough, I guess. But I’d rather save my siblings. And that also means relying on winning a vote that might already be decided.”

“We can’t take that chance, that’s for sure,” Beatrix agreed.

“Then how do we handle this?” Rory stood up. “Come on. We’re not just going to let some bitchy demon take over. What do we need to do?”

I joined her, nodding. “Rory is right. Juniper has the ritual that can clear them, right?”

“I do.” The redhead frowned. “And I taught it to Beatrix, at least the basics. But I need more details on the actual demon. There are star signs, hell signs, power signatures. The raw ritual will work, but take longer without all of that.”

“How long?”

“Hours, for each person. The more we know, the shorter I can make it. At least Mei told us there was a book with that info.”

“Yes. She thought we could find one, anyway,” Beatrix said. “It’s a risk to get it, though.”

“I’ll go,” Juniper said.

“Really?” Rory and I spoke at the same time.

Juniper blushed. “Yes. I’m the one who knows the ritual best, and I know what to look for, and I’ve been out the least, so maybe I’ll be able to sneak around more.”

“That’s a start, at least.” Jenna seemed to be warming to the idea. I was glad to see that she wasn’t totally lost in despair. It can’t be easy, thinking about losing the Hidden Kingdom and all of her family at once.

“We need it before we can plan anything else.” Juniper glanced at each of us. No one argued. “Then I should go now.”

With that decided, she got as ready as she could. She pulled her hair into a ponytail and pulled on Jenna’s hat. We didn’t have much in the way of disguises, but anything more might stand out.

I walked her to the door.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “I can do this, Ace. And it’s not like the succubus can really influence me.”

“Right. Okay. Well, be safe.” I gave her a kiss, and then she was gone.

We waited in the living room, and it felt like time stopped while she was gone. I knew she could handle herself, and there wasn’t much reason to worry, but that didn’t stop me. Via and Beatrix managed to go to sleep, sneaking off to the rooms. But Rory, Jenna, and I didn’t leave the living room.

Every time the lamp’s light winked on, I wondered if we’d hear her steps coming up the stairs. Almost an hour went by before we finally did.

“Thank god.” I let her into the apartment. The redhead was carrying two bags — one had the book wrapped up inside, while the other was stuffed with food.

She shrugged when she saw me look into it. “I was hungry, and figured we all could eat.”

That was smart on her part. We’d only had snacks since fleeing, and everyone was feeling it. I took over the food making duties while Juniper and Beatrix read through the book. Grilling some chicken and making some rice, I listened in on their discussion. While it didn’t have everything, they both thought it would be enough.

The biggest drawback was that it would take ten or fifteen minutes to make the ritual work. It was much faster to just kill the succubus controlling the human, as I’d found out. But there was no guarantee that they’d be near the Princes, so we had to be prepared.

“Oh, no, that’s not great.”

“What is it?” I looked up from the pan to see the two women both frowning.

Juniper waved apologetically. “It’s not terrible. But the victim will fall unconscious for at least a day or more after the ritual. The longer they were under, the longer they’ll be out.”

“Oof, yeah.”

The Brit took her glasses off and leaned her head to the siding, cracking her neck. “At least they will not be immediately vulnerable to another succubus. They are safe while they recover. It basically creates a shell like your shield, Mr. Winters, cutting off all access.”

“Well, it’s what we’ve got. But time for you two to take a break. Dinner’s ready.”

They set the book aside while I served up the food. It wasn’t anything special, but we all dug in. It was mostly silent while everyone chowed down, and they even cleaned out the extras I made.

When we finished, I leaned back. “Now, we need a plan of attack.”

“It’s easy, right.” Rory pulled out her knife and made a stabbing motion. “Bye bye succubuses.”

“That’s the most direct route, Rory.” Beatrix clearly was used to Rory’s more violent tendencies. “But if Ace just charges in swinging his sword, he might be overwhelmed. And we need to decide what order to go in.”

“I might have something to help with that,” Juniper said. She stood up and rushed over to the book. She flipped through the pages. “There was something the book mentioned that made me think… Right, here it is.”

She started to read out from the newly acquired tome. “The powers of a succubus are derived from their lineage. They are connected, and within a realm, the eldest member of the line will be in charge.” Juniper looked up. “That’s the Queen.”

“We already knew she was in charge, yeah?’ Jeanna gave her a look.

“I know. But listen to this. ‘When the eldest member of a line is slain and sent back to hell, all of their descendants are damaged in the process. Their hold over people is broken, and must be reestablished.”

“That is great news,” I said. I stepped over to the witch and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “If we can kill the Queen, we’ll free everyone. And any succubus we kill has the chance of shaking free more people.”

“Oh, shoot.” I glanced at Juniper, who’d continued skimming the section.

“What now?”

“It’s not all great.” She started reading from the next page. “Certain succubuses with extensive lines have gained additional power. They can influence people their spawn have controlled, and can even transfer the control to themselves. In these cases, there have been rare examples of killing a controlling succubus and not releasing all of their victims.”

All around the table, faces fell. Via spoke first. “Only some, right? It sounds like there will still be some people freed if Ace takes one out.”

“But not the princes.” Jenna said what we were all thinking. “There’s no way she’d let them slip out of her claws.”

“Don’t worry, Princess.” Beatrix reached over and patted Jenna’s hand. “There was always the chance that the Queen Succubus controlled all three directly. We have the ritual to free them.”

“Here’s what we’ll do,” I said. “We’ll kill the controlling succubuses, and grab them and free them. We’ll do it for all three, and then we’ll find the Queen and I’ll end her forever. All we need are the details.”

Jenna laughed. “You’re pretty confident, Ace.”

“Uh, guys.”

We all looked over at Juniper, but she wasn’t looking at us. She was staring into the living room.

There, on the end table, sat the lamp. And it was on.

Then the symbols on the floor started flashing.

“They found us.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Via Wilson


Juniper’s alarmed face barely had time to register for Via. She looked to Ace for guidance. He patted her shoulder, comforting her, but that was all he could do.

“How did they find us?”

Juniper shook her head. “I don’t know. I didn’t see anyone following me.”

Jenna groaned. “My uncle. I should have realized. They must have turned him.” The group all knew what that meant — the succubus used their powers on him.

“What do we do?” Ace was pulling her sword out. Via didn’t have a weapon on her, and she wondered if she should rectify that.

The princess leapt to her feet. “We run. The roof. They might not know we’re here, and are just checking all of the safe houses.”

They grabbed their belongings as quickly as they could. The group rushed out the door. A banging from the bottom was followed by shouting. “Open up in the name of the Hidden Throne.”

Moving as quietly as they could, they made their way to the roof. Via was starting to get sick of roofs. She knew it was unreasonable, but she felt like the stone ceiling above them would fall down at any moment. She never considered herself to be claustrophobic, but now she was reconsidering.

Jenna ran to the edge and glanced down. When she returned, she bobbed her head side to side. “Looks like they’re going door to door. Maybe he destroyed the exact details before they took him, or is fighting back somehow. He was always a strong guy. Anyway, we only have a few minutes before they’ll see the room and think to check up here.”

“Do you have anywhere else we can go?” Via rubbed her arms, suddenly chilly. Ace stepped next to her and wrapped his arm around her.

“Maybe. There’s a women’s spa being renovated near my old apartment. If the workers aren’t there, we could sneak in. It’s going to be difficult to get all of us there. We’re a big group.”

“We should split up,” Rory said. She looked at the group, thinking for a second. “Jenna, take the three of us —” she pointed at Juniper and Via. “With you. Ace and Bea find a different place to hole up.”

“Are you sure?” Ace asked. She leaned against him, happy for the safety.

“Yeah. We’ll look like a group of girls out for a walk. You two will be able to sneak around easier, and Beatrix can help you with your whole defense thing.”

“Then what do we do?” Jenna looked at them all, clearly concerned.

“I’ll hit the Armory in the morning.” Ace said. “It’s the most secure, right? Maybe the Queen will be there and we can handle it. If they’re making moves, she’ll have to be around somewhere. By then, they’ll think we’re running, and maybe will let their guards down.”

“It could work.” Jenna didn’t seem convinced. “It’s risky. But Noah does live there, so you’ll have a good chance to find him.”

Via decided to step up. “We need to move, right? This is a plan. We’ll figure out the next part after.”

“Right.” Ace gave her a smile, and her heart fluttered. She was sad to see him go, but knew they’d have a better chance blending in without him around. So it would be safer. As long as they didn’t get into a fight, of course.

“Okay. Let’s go.” She turned and ran for the next building. Rory blew Ace a kiss, then matched the princess stride for stride. Via and Juniper stopped, looking at Ace one last time.

“Call me when you win,” Juniper said. “We’ll let you know where we are.”

“Got it. Love you both.”

Via flushed. “Love you, too.”

Then he and Beatrix ran in the opposite direction. He grabbed the Brit under her legs and leapt across a big gap. Via watched him sail through the air.

Juniper tugged on Via’s arm. “Come on.”

They followed the other two. The next building was a scramble up, as its sloped roof was a little higher than their current one. The four of them put two more buildings between them and the cops before taking a fire escape down.

Via was glad — she wasn’t sure she could jump to the next building. Thankfully, Jenna didn’t push it.

They walked away from the cops. The next street over was empty outside of a few residents ambling around or sitting on the stoops. Jenna nodded at one, and led them to a major street.

The group weaved across the city, drifting a little closer to the tourist area. They steered clear of any cops — Jenna turned them away before it was obvious they were dodging them. It went well for the first mile.

“We’re getting close,” Jenna whispered when they stopped by a corner.

“Do we need to go back up?” Rory nodded to the roofs.

“No. Don’t look all at once, but they’ve started posting guards up there. It took them long enough.” As they discussed what to do next, Via stole a quick glance and saw a cop at the corner of a building’s roof half a block away. He had a rifle in his hands, and was scanning the nearby buildings, not the street.

Jenna continued, “The problem is that the place we need to go is three blocks that way. And there’s been patrols on every street. At least there aren’t checkpoints. We’re just going to have to risk it.”

“Oh boy,” Rory said with a laugh.

Via couldn’t believe how calm the cheerleader was. She thought she might faint at any moment, but the other woman was almost excited. It was even more confirmation that Via was better suited for a support role.

“We’ll be direct. Just follow me, and be cool,” Jenna said.

She started walking with Rory next to her. Juniper and Via walked side by side. Every person who looked at Via made her want to scream. But she kept it together.

“What’s your next project?” Juniper asked.

“Huh?”

“What’s next after the foam roller?” The redhead lowered her voice. “It’s okay to talk. That’s normal.”

“Right, right.” Via wiped some sweat from her brow — whether it was from nerves or all the walking, she wasn’t sure. “Uh, next. I’m working on some armor. And then I need to make a few costume commissions. I told them I would do it after finals, so I guess it’ll be if we make it back.”

“When we make it back.”

The redhead threaded her arm through Via’s. It felt nice. The two women were so different from her, yet they all loved the same man. And she was starting to like them, and she hoped they really would be good friends before long.

“What about you?”

“I guess I’m missing graduation,” Juniper said with a chuckle. “They’ll mail me the diploma.”

“You’re a senior. I forgot.”

“One more year for you, right?”

“Yeah. Then who knows.”

“I mean, a year ago, I didn’t expect my life to be anything like this. We’re all in the same boat, Via.”

The gamer-girl chuckled. “You’re probably right.”

“Excuse me, Miss?” Two police officers stepped out of an alley. They hadn’t noticed them, and all four of the women froze. Was their cover about to be blown?

The one who spoke looked curious when they didn’t respond. Then Via stepped forward. “Guten tag, Mister Police Man.” She did her best to put on as thick a German accent as she could manage. “Were you speaking to us?”

“Yes, I was.”

“Entschuldigung. Uh, how you say, apologize. I am the only one who speaks English. I do not have many words. Sprechen sie Deutsch?”

The police officer shook his head. He glanced over at Jenna, who had her hat on and tipped low, blocking her face. “We’re looking for two people. Have you seen this man?” He held up a photo of Ace.

“Nein. I mean, no. But he looks like a good roll in the hay, you know.” Via elbowed Juniper, who smiled.

“And where are you staying?”

“Excuse me?”

“Where are you staying?”

“I do not understand.” Via pulled out her phone. She’d turned it off to save batteries, so she turned it on. “One moment. I have an app.” It booted up slowly, and she smiled apologetically at the guards. “It is old. Just a minute or two.”

The second officer groaned loudly. “Come on, man. Let’s just go.”

“Okay, okay. You ladies stay out of trouble.” The two grumbled and walked away.

Via waved at them. As soon as they were out of earshot, the women turned and hurried away.

“Whoa, Via, nice job,” Rory said.

“I can’t believe that worked.”

“I didn’t know you spoke German,” Juniper said.

Via smiled. “Two years in high school. If either of them had actually known any, I’d have been up a creek.”

“Well, you saved our bacon.” Rory held her hand out for a fist bump. Via smiled as she returned it.

“And we’re almost there,” Jenna said. “Let’s go before another cop gets some ideas.”

The four of them rushed off. Via’s nerves were gone — she couldn’t believe she’d pulled it off. Maybe there was something to this demon hunting business.


Chapter Twenty-Four



While the girls went one way, Beatrix and I went the opposite direction. We’d be closer to the Armory, but I also had no idea where to stay. Beatrix ended up handling that for us.

Once we were clear of the patrol, we doubled back to the houses that they’d already checked.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“Easy. A little spot of breaking and entering.”

She found the target, and we ducked back an alley, and Beatrix pulled a small knife from her pocket. With a few practiced motions, she unlocked a window and slid it up.

“Up we go now,” she said. I boosted her up, and then followed her in.

The shabby apartment was empty. It looked like the cops had tossed it, as all of the drawers were open and the doors left ajar. The front door had been knocked open, and the frame was splintered. Clearly the police were being thorough.

I wedged it shut and pulled the couch in front of it. At least now we’d hear anyone else coming. It was getting late, and I looked over at the Brit. “Where do you think the occupant is?”

“On vacation, if we’re lucky.”

I opened the fridge, and it only had a few beers and some moldy take out containers. “You might be right.”

“I need a shower, then you need to practice some more. You’ll have some real fights ahead of you tomorrow, Ace. They will test everything you’ve been working on.”

“I know.”

She dug through the closet and found two towels that looked clean. We alternated, and I showered while she dressed. The small shower didn’t have much water pressure, but it felt nice to rinse the grime and sweat off. I stepped out smelling better than I had in a couple of days.

I didn’t see her in the living room. “Beatrix?”

“Back here.”

I followed her voice to the bedroom. She was laying on the bed, wearing the loose slacks and blouse she’d had on since we went on the run. “I dug out a blanket and a handful of clean pillowcases, so we should be alright here.” I saw a pile of dirty sheets and blankets in the corner.

“Good to know.”

She’d pulled the blinds closed, and had a dim lamp on, casting the entire room in warm light and shadows. The Brit patted the bed next to her. I flopped into it, tired.

“What’s the matter, Mr. Winters?”

“Long day.”

She chuckled. “Well, we’ll just do a little more. Do you have your ring?”

I held up my hand. “Not that it’s done much good.”

“We haven’t been close enough. Line of sight helps, too. Let me see the amulet.”

I pulled it off and handed it to her. It was still glowing, although it had dimmer a little. “Looks like this has helped some, at least. Hold on.”

She gripped it. The light grew stronger, and she grimaced. Then it faded, and the amulet darkened completely. Beatrix stood up and rushed to the bathroom. I heard coughing as she slammed the door. I followed her and knocked.

“Everything okay?”

She didn’t answer, but a minute later the water ran and she walked back out as if nothing had happened. “Apologies. I have a way to disburse the energy, but the succubus’s power was distinctly unpleasant. It clogged up my lungs.”

“Well, thank you.”

We returned to the bedroom. I sat on the edge, and she faced me. “I just need a minute or two to recover myself.”

“Don’t worry about it, Beatrix.”

“Thanks.”

“Want to tell me how you learned to break open a window like that?”

“Would you believe me if I told you it was just a hobby?”

I snorted. “I wondered what you got up to when we weren’t around. Now I know it’s practicing cat burglary.”

Beatrix looked away, her eyes unfocused. “It was so long ago, it feels like a different time.”

“Back in Hull?”

That surprised her. Then she relaxed. “Right. The Princess asked about it. And yes. I wasn’t always such a proper lady.”

“I thought there was a bit of a rebel streak in you, hiding under that sexy businesswoman’s attitude.”

“Sexy?”

I blushed a little. “Well, yeah. You’ve got the whole mature, confident thing going on. Are you going to tell me you don’t know it, when you’ve been using it to break my concentration this whole time.”

She waved me off. “Alright, alright. I’ll let you off the hook.”

I leaned back. “Okay, so tell me about Hull.”

“There’s not much to tell. And a lot to tell, I guess. My father left my mother when I was young, and we never had all that much. I fell into the wrong crowd pretty early. You might have considered me quite the delinquent.”

“That’s hard to imagine.” I thought back to when she came to my rescue at the bar during our fight with Culcate. There she’d brought a lot of firepower and dispatched a strong demon without any hesitation. “Maybe not that hard, actually.”

“Either way, for most of my teenage years, the only money I had was what I could steal. I was quite dexterous, and learned how to pick locks and jimmy windows with the best of them.”

“You were in a gang?”

“Nothing so crass. There were a few peers who would bring me jobs, sure, but I mostly ran solo. And that’s where the trouble found me.”

I settled in, enjoying hearing about Beatrix’s history. Even Rory and Juniper didn’t know much about her time before arriving in California.

“One of my friends recommended me for a job. Someone I trusted. Supposedly it was an easy one. In and out, just grabbing a few specific things and getting paid. I should have realized that there was something else going on when they didn’t want to take the job themselves. But winter was on the way and I didn’t have any other irons in the fire.

“The target was a house on the outskirts of Hull. I’d never been in the area, but it was easy enough to find. I went on foot, and the place looked deserted. I let myself in through the back, and set about to find what they wanted. I even helped myself to some of the silver and jewelry, planning on making a little extra on the side.”

“Sure. You have to look out for number one.”

Beatrix took her glasses off, and her eyes didn’t meet mine. “The items all sounded like weird rich people stuff to me. A book, a dagger, a bag of some odd powder. At the time, I had no idea of the demonic or magical world. But the owner of the house wasn’t eccentric. She was a witch, and a powerful one at that. She was supposed to be in London, but some ward or alarm alerted her. She made it back quickly — I never figured out how, but I assume she used a teleportation spell of some kind.

“She caught me red-handed digging through her jewelry.” The woman sighed, glancing at me before looking away. “I had a knife, and was pretty good with it. You had to, in those days, to keep yourself safe on the street. It didn’t do me any good.

“I pulled it, and she shifted. I thought I was going crazy, but she moved so fast. She slapped me across the face, knocking me to the ground. I dropped the knife and all my goods. I was sure she’d kill me there.

“The only thing I had was a pilfered bracelet. It was thick, silver, and I figured it was worth a few quid, but I liked the look of it, so I slid it on. I slipped it forward and used it like a set of brass knuckles. When I swung at her, they glowed. My hand stopped before I hit her, but she was surprised. And this was not a woman who was surprised often.

“You might have guessed already, but the bracelet tapped into latent magic potential. Normally it was used to test for new members of a coven, not for decking a witch. It served the same purpose, in the end. She offered to train me and take me off the streets in exchange for the information on who sent me there. It was a deal I made gladly, considering how much danger the former friend had clearly put me in.”

She sighed, lost in the past.

“So, since I was expected to rejoin polite society, I had to return to school. She hired a tutor, and trained me in magic herself. It wasn’t all benevolent. Her coven had been lost in a war between magic users ten years earlier. There were rituals that required more people than she had, and it was easier to train me than to find volunteers.”

“What were the rituals?”

Beatrix shook her head. “They were designed to extend her life. Most of those come with a cost. She taught me too well, and I realized that she intended to make me pay that cost. We would swap bodies, and in the confusion, she planned to kill me so I wouldn’t be able to make her change us back. But she wanted me to have a life worth stealing without her having to do all the work, so she sent me to Oxford, and all the education and connections that entailed.”

“And, uh, I assume you survived and aren’t secretly an evil body swapped witch.”

Beatrix laughed, more bitter than humorous. “I killed her first. When I finished my schooling, I returned a day early and caught her by surprise. I stole what I could, spent a few years moving around England. She had friends who wanted revenge and enemies who wanted the things I took, so it was never safe for me. Eventually, I came to the States. An ocean seemed to be enough of a deterrent.”

“Wow. That’s intense, Beatrix.” I put my hand on her shoulder, hoping to comfort her. I’d killed plenty of demons, but taking a human’s life would be a lot, even in self-defense. “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

“Don’t tell the others. I will, in my own time.”

“Of course. It’s your story to tell. Why tell me?”

The corner of her lips lifted as she tried to hide a smile. “There’s something about you. I trust you, Mr. Winters. And it’s nice to get that off my chest.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes, my hand gently rubbing her shoulder. Then Beatrix shook her head, as if shaking away the cobwebs of the past. “Alright. Enough of that. I am ready. So, you’ve made very good progress, Mr. Winters. How are your defenses?”

“Good. I mean, not great, but better. Actually, let me check something.”

I closed my eyes and centered myself. It took longer than normal thanks to all the stress, but eventually, I was back in my warehouse. I didn’t notice anything different inside, so I walked out the door. The fence near it was already fixed, so I checked the next side. I couldn’t be certain, but I thought that one of the smaller holes I was planning on fixing next was gone.

Returning to the room, I told Beatrix. “I think when I killed that succubus, it used some of the power to fix the fence. Not much, but maybe an hour’s worth of work.”

“That is wonderful. If every succubus you kill helps, you might be able to face down the Queen Succubus.”

“Yeah, if I kill about a thousand of them.” My face fell. “There’s not a thousand? Right? That’s way too many.”

She grinned. “Hopefully not. Well, let’s do a little more testing, and then we can sleep.”

We sat across from each other. She cast a new spell, one I didn’t recognize. When it hit me, it felt more like fingers prodding around the edge of my shield, testing it.

“It feels strong, Mr. Winters. You’re doing okay on power?”

“Haven’t even noticed it, to be honest. Even when I cast other spells.”

The Brit rolled her eyes. “Oh, to have such power.”

“What is this spell, anyway?”

“I’m attempting to read the surface level thoughts. All I am getting is the magical equivalent of static. So, well done.”

“Thanks.”

She nodded and stood up. I felt the prodding fingers drop away. Beatrix stretched, arching her back. When she noticed me looking, she blushed. “Excuse me, Mr. Winters. This wasn’t a distraction. My back is just a little stiff.”

“Sure, sure.” I gave her a teasing smile. There was a shyness to her that I hadn’t seen before, but she shook it off.

“Alright, let’s get back to it. I will vary which spells I am using, and you attempt to keep your shield up.”

We worked for an hour, while she sent all manner of spells at me. Some came strong, trying to knock down my shield, while others tried to wriggle their way through, looking for gaps and cracks. After that, we took a break. I had a couple of protein bars I’d grabbed when we left the safe house, and we each ate one. It wasn’t much, but it was better than the disaster that was the food in the fridge.

While we were both tired, it was still early. “Let’s do a little more work. I’ll push you a bit harder, then we can call it a night.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Beatrix sat across from me, and I wondered what she’d do this time to try and distract me. At the start, it was the same things she’d done before — peeks at her cleavage, suggestive winks, and teasing.

When that didn’t break me, she grinned. “Time to step it up, I think.” She reached down and pulled her shirt off. I gasped, getting another smile in return.

Under her top, she wore a black bra. It wasn’t anything especially exciting — more functional than sexy. But I was still looking at Beatrix in a bra, which was more than I expected.

And she was stacked. I knew she had a large chest, but seeing her in just her underwear made that clear.

Beatrix cleared her throat, and I guiltily looked up and met her eyes. “Enjoying the view?”

“I guess so.”

I did my best to refocus on my shield. Beatrix didn’t give me much of a chance, immediately throwing the distraction spell at me. It bounced off, but I felt it more than I would have liked. It was hard to ignore her — our training had been so sexually loaded, and with the craziness of our travels, it had been longer since I’d had sex than any time since Juniper and I got together.

She leaned forward, and my eyes naturally dropped down. I was imagining what she’d look like without the bra when I felt one of the finger-like spells crack through. Whispers of images reached me, and I shook them off.

“Oh, my,” Beatrix said.

“Uh, did you see that?”

“Yes, Mr. Winters. I did. But it’s not like I should be shocked. That is the purpose of what I’m doing.”

“Still. Sorry.”

She smiled. “Apology unnecessary, but appreciated. Now, try to do better this time.”

I recentered myself and reconnected the shield. Once it was up, she ran a few more spells at me. I could tell she’d enjoyed shaking my defenses and wanted to do it again.

She used the message spell, and I felt the swell of magic energy move around me. As a spell started crashing over me, she moved to her hands and knees. The Brit crawled across the bed, stopping right in front of me. Her dark eyes studied me. I tried to keep my gaze there, not on the suddenly closer cleavage just a glance away.

Still, my shield held. She grinned, biting her lip. “Tough one, huh?” I could tell she was enjoying it.

Then her hand reached out and rested on my thigh. I swallowed, but kept my cool and made sure my shield held. Her hand crept higher, drifting up my leg. Still, my shield stayed.

I wasn’t sure where she would stop, and I definitely didn’t want her to. But learning to keep my shield up was more important, and I let out a deep breath, focusing on the spell.

Beatrix’s hand shifted higher, nearing my crotch. When I didn’t falter, her eyes narrowed behind her wireframe glasses. I saw the determination, and then I felt it when her hand gripped my hardening cock through my pants.

Just like that, my shield failed and the spell slammed down. I was back on the beach, surrounded by women all saying hello.

When I returned, Beatrix was already back across the bed, her face flushed. “Well done, Mr. Winters. I think that’s as far as we can push it for the evening. I’ll, uh, keep an eye out. You rest.”

The Brit walked out of the room, more flustered than I’d ever seen her. I felt the same, and flopped back on the bed. My mind was racing, my heart pounding. It took me half an hour to calm down enough that I was able to drift off.

My dreams were restless, moving between demon fights and training with Beatrix. I woke up with a start, not sure what time it was. I looked around, and saw that Beatrix had returned.

She sat by the window. The curtains were drawn, and she stole quick peeks out the edge when she could. When she noticed me looking she shook her head.

“You need some sleep, Ace. Rest, and you can take the second watch.”

“What time is it?”

“Still early. Don’t worry, I won’t do all of it.”

I nodded, and then fell back to sleep. I didn’t dream at all that time.


Chapter Twenty-Five



When Beatrix woke me for my turn on watch, I moved to the living room to give her some space to sleep. It was a boring stretch of time as the late night turned into the early morning. I couldn’t even work on my defenses, as I needed to be alert for anything.

Using a crack in the blinds, I watched the street. Only two cops came by, and they were just ambling around. I guessed they were a routine patrol.

Then a man wearing a dirty jumpsuit stopped in front of the building. He yawned and dug through his pockets, pulling out some keys.

“Oh, shit,” I muttered.

Moving quickly, I pulled the furniture away from the door and ducked behind it. The keys pushed into the lock, but the door swung open since it was broken and unlocked.

“What the hell?”

The man stepped in. He looked around the disheveled room, clearly confused. I pulled a dagger out and grabbed him from behind. I held the blade to his throat and whispered, “Don’t make a sound.”

“I don’t have anything worth stealing, dude,” he complained. “I’m just a night janitor.”

“I’m not here for that.”

“Oh, god, you’re going to kill me.”

“No, ugh, just shut up.”

I pushed him to the back room. When we walked in, Beatrix was already rising. “Who’s that?”

“The resident.”

“What is this?” He looked back and forth between us. “Wait, you’re that traitor person.”

“Somewhat right. Although I don’t live here, so I'm not sure how I can be a traitor. Anyway, we just needed your apartment for the night. Now, don’t fight and we won’t need to hurt you.” I looked at Beatrix, who rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and pulled on her glasses. “Can you get something to tie him up?”

“Yeah.”

I held the man at knife point while she rummaged through the closet. “This should work.” She pulled out some sort of athletic strap made of thick fabric. I bound his hands with one in, then his feet with the other, leaving him hog tied.

“Oh, god, you’re going to kill me, aren’t you?”

“For the last time, I’m not going to kill you.” I sighed. Digging through his clothes, I found a balled up pair of socks and shoved them in his mouth.

“Well, this puts a wrinkle in our plans,” Beatrix said.

“Not really.” I started packing my things and belted on my sword and sheath. “We’ll just go now.”

“And him?”

The man whimpered when we both looked at him. I shrugged. “Let’s call the cops and say we saw me here. It’ll be a good distraction.”

I patted his side and found his phone. It was cheap, with a scratched screen and dirty protective case. It didn’t even have a lock screen and just opened. “Perfect. Let’s go.” I started to leave, then glanced at the man. “Sorry about this.” Pulling out my wallet, I set a couple hundred dollar bills on the rickety wardrobe.

I re-barricaded the front door so it wouldn’t swing open and let a neighbor find the man before we were far enough away. We climbed out the window and made our way to the Armory.

The early morning streets were mostly empty. We moved quickly and kept our heads down, angling to get there before the magical sun rose.

I hadn’t seen the Armory up close, and it was an impressive building. That time of day, the gates and front doors were shut. I didn’t see any guards, but we ducked down an alley with a view of the main building and some of the side structures where Rory and Via said the actual work was these days.

“Now what?” Beatrix studied the fence.

“We need to find the Prince and perform the ritual.”

“There will almost certainly be a succubus nearby to control him and the other men. Maybe more than one.”

“Then I’m glad we did all that training.”

She rolled her eyes. As we watched, two men walked by the outside of the fence. They continued on, not in a hurry, and disappeared around the far side.

“So there’s a patrol.”

“Indeed, Mr. Winters. And they are human.”

“I know. They’re either following orders they don’t know come from demons — and, to be honest, protecting a prince from some weird attacker is a good thing normally. Or they’re under the control of a demon.”

“Meaning you can’t go all out on them.”

“Right. This might not be that easy.”

“The key is killing the succubus. It won’t free anyone they’ve decided to hand off to others, but any unimportant people will be set loose.”

I nodded. This would be tough. I didn’t want to hurt anyone if I could help it. Well, besides the demons, of course.

We waited another twenty minutes, and only saw the one patrol go by. Either they were overconfident, or everyone else was off looking for me. But I couldn’t wait any longer, as the morning was approaching. While they walked, I called the police and reported seeing me at the apartment we’d camped out in overnight. Then I tossed the phone, and watched the guards. As soon as they were out of sight, I started for the fence.

“Let’s go.”

We reached the chain link fence and I boosted Beatrix over. A quick jump let me grab the top, and I pulled myself over. I’d chosen the spot carefully, as a building shielded us from most of the other view points.

A door on the back of the building didn’t have a label, just a number. I tried the handle, happy to find it unlocked.

“I’ll have to tell Jenna they really need to step up security around here,” I whispered.

“Focus, Mr. Winters.”

We were in an office building, coming in through the back hallway. I checked the nearby rooms, but they were all empty. I didn’t see any lights on, and since it was just a single story, we quickly confirmed no one was there. A window on the wall of the front office gave us a clear look at the rest of the grounds.

The large warehouse building across from us was clearly the now empty weapons storage. The old Armory stood on our left. To the right were three more buildings. One was administration, and just as dark as the current office. One looked like a barracks, with a few lights on behind small windows I guessed were communal bathrooms.

The final building looked more like a house. “That one?”

“Most likely, yes.”

“Then let’s do it.” We hadn’t seen any guards inside the complex. The front door was actually locked, but it unlocked from the inside, so we opened it and darted across the grounds.

We reached the house without an issue and ducked down into the shadows on the side. I waited, holding my breath, to listen for any alarms or shouts. Nothing. Silence.

The front of the house had a porch on it, with a small set of stairs leading up. I climbed them, tensing at every creak and groan of the wood. The front door was locked.

“You want to take this one?” I glanced at Beatrix.

She pulled a bobby pin out of her hair, and knelt next to the door. I kept my hand on the hilt of my sword, ready for anything. We were out of the light, but I doubted anyone really looking would miss us.

An eternity later — closer to thirty seconds, really — and the lock clicked. She twisted the handle and we both slipped inside.

“Who the fuck are you?”

A succubus with bright blonde hair stood in the front room, holding a dagger in one hand. She waved a hand at me, but I felt her weak attack just bounce off my shield. My amulet didn’t even need to absorb any of it.

I dove forward, my sword coming free with a hiss. I slashed across, but she managed to bring her weapon up and block mine. She stumbled, tripping over a body on the ground. I saw blood pooling near it. She’d killed a guard.

“Intruders!” she screamed. “Help! Gurrk!”

My sword stabbed into her throat. She died and her energy sucked into my sword, weaker than the previous demon. Footsteps slammed onto the floor above us.

“I believe our cover is blown, Mr. Winters.”

“Yeah. Get ready for anything.”

We were in a small sitting room, with a handful of chairs. To one side was a den with the lights off. Twenty feet ahead was a staircase leading up. I ran for it, ready to try and disarm the guards.

CRASH

Something slammed into my side, knocking me into the wall. We crashed through it, dust and wood flying. Then I felt glass break and cut into my skin as we blasted through a window and to the dirt outside. I rolled to a stop, climbing to my feet.

Hovering in front of me was another succubus. Her bat-like wings flapped, keeping her in the air. This one radiated power — she was gorgeous, full figured, with long horns and dark hair.

“You dare come here?” she growled.

“I take it you’re in charge? The Queen Succubus?” She felt powerful, but I needed to be sure.

She scoffed. “You demean my mother by even uttering her title. No, I was here to feed and give new orders. And I will enjoy feeding on you.”

“Mul!” I slashed my sword forward, casting the spell. The crescent of fire shot out at the demon. She pulled her wings in and dropped down, letting the spell sail harmlessly above her.

“Amateur,” the demon laughed. “But there is power in you. What are you?”

She waved a hand, and I felt a prodding tendril of magic at the edge of my shield. She continued, “You’re human, at least. One of my sisters had a theory that I thought was ridiculous. But maybe she was right. Interesting.”

WHUMP

A stone rocketed out of nowhere and caught her on the shoulder. She yelped and flopped away.

“There’s more where that came from.” Beatrix jumped off the porch, joining us.

“You fools have no idea what you’re interfering with. I’ll enjoy prying all of your boyfriend’s secrets out of his head after I kill you.”

Guards poured out of the house. A few had bruises and limps, and I realized that killing the smaller succubus must have freed some. I was grateful for the delay, at least.

I put as much power as I could afford into my next spell, waving my sword at the guards. “Kešda!” Vines shot out of the ground, tripping and tying the guards. The entire group dropped to the ground.

The succubus just grinned, a predatory smile aimed at me. “Yes. I will enjoy eating all of you.”

“You’ll have to go through me, first.” Beatrix pulled a small piece of metal out of her pocket and chanted something. It shot forward, expanding into a net that fell onto the demon.

I ran at the succubus, trying to kill her while she was distracted.

“Not right now, boy.” The demon glared at me and her power hit me like a truck. I stumbled, my shield cracking under her force. The amulet on my chest started glowing.

Beatrix shouted something I couldn’t hear, and then a thin blue wall appeared in front of me and the attack ceased. I fell backwards, released from the demon’s power. Hurriedly, I cast my shield again, reinforcing it. It wouldn’t do much, but I needed every little bit.

One of the guards had freed himself. Rather than help the others, he rushed at Beatrix. I only saw him at the last minute and shouted, “Look out!”

Glancing over her shoulder, Beatrix saw the attacker. She spun, grabbed his hand as the club swung down. With a twist, she flung the man over and onto his back. His club flew up in the air, and she caught it, bringing it down on his head. He slumped to the ground, unconscious.

“The demon,” she said.

I turned to see the wall cracking. Gripping my sword, I readied to run through as soon as it fell. It vanished with a pop. I shouted “Mul!” and followed the crescent as it flew towards the succubus.

She’d freed herself from the net and pulled a knife out of somewhere. The spell caught her by surprise. The demon ducked out of the way, but it still burnt a long trail along the edge of her wing. She hissed in pain.

I followed up with a hard cut at her neck.

CLANG

Our weapons bounced off each other. She was stronger than the other succubus, but not as strong as me. She stumbled backwards.

Twisting, she slapped a wing at me, pushing me away. I stepped back, looking for another opening.

“Who are you?” she growled.

“I’m the Chosen. And I don’t need to know your name. You’re dead.”

“So my sister was right.” She laughed, and I felt her powers start reaching for me. But then another rock smacked into the back of her head and she stumbled forward. I lunged and thrust my sword into her heart.

The demon shrieked, an ear-splitting sound I’m sure could be heard across the city. She thrashed as she died, slowly turning into energy that my sword hungrily ate up. I felt a rush as the power entered me, but there was no time to check what it had done to my defenses.

When she was finally dead, I turned to Beatrix. “Thanks for the assist.”

“Of course, Mr. Winters.”

“You saved us.” The guards were all dazed, but starting to piece together what happened. I released the spell and the vines holding them vanished.

“Where is the prince?” I asked.

“Upstairs. Sleeping, probably.” I nodded. “Keep anyone who comes here away.”

“Yes, sir. What are you going to do to him?”

“Free him.”

Beatrix and I raced up the stairs. Only one door at the top was closed. Opening it revealed a luxurious bedroom. A man who could have been Oliver’s twin stood in a bathrobe.

“What is the meaning of this?”

“Sorry, Prince, but we’re going to get rid of this demon controlling you.”

He snarled, his face distorting with anger. “No! Never! She loves me and I love her!”

“Oh boy. Uh, Bea, step on it.”

I jumped forward, sliding my sword back into its sheath. He held up his hands like a boxer. I let him swing at me, and caught his hand with my own. Noah blinked in surprise. Then he swung the other, and I caught it with my free hand.

“I won’t let you!” He growled and tried to push me, but he was no match for my own strength. I twisted and forced him to kneel on the ground. He flailed, and I could see he was hurting himself more than me.

“Any time now, Beatrix.”

“It takes as long as it takes, Mr. Winters.”

Looking over my shoulder, I saw that she was carefully drawing a ritual design on the floor with chalk. I held Noah, doing my best to keep him from damaging himself anymore, but I thought he’d have some sore wrists at least.

When she finished, she started chanting. It took ten minutes to finish the ritual, and Noah screamed the entire time.

A wave of energy rushed out from the circle when she completed it. He froze and stopped fighting. I released his hands, keeping my eye on him. Noah sank backwards. His eyes met mine for a moment.

“Thank you,” he whispered. Then he fell asleep.

“Did it work?” Beatrix asked. I’d been blocking her.

“Yeah. He’s clear. And out.”

“With how strongly he felt, she must have had control over him for a while. He should be safe for at least a few days.”

“What do we do with him in the meantime?”

We looked at each other, neither having thought this far ahead. It’s not like we could take him with us — I didn’t want to drag him around while trying to fight.

“The guards?” Beatrix suggested.

“That’ll work for now, I guess.”

We took the prince downstairs, slung over my shoulder. I gently set him down on the porch when the guard that spoke early walked up.

“Is he…?”

“He’s alive. And free of the demon’s influence. We have to leave. Can you take him somewhere safe?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Good. Good. We’re leaving. Try and stay out of sight. He’s safe from the demons until he wakes up, but the rest of you are still vulnerable.”

“We will. Don’t worry. Uh, who are you?”

“Ace. Ace Winters.”

“Thanks, Ace.” He held his hand out, and I shook it. “Good luck.”

Giving him a nod, Beatrix and I turned and ran for the fence. And just like that we were running back through the city.


Chapter Twenty-Six



As we walked along the street, I received a text from Juniper.

Juniper: Are you okay? We saw a lot of police rush across town a little while ago. And heard a weird scream.

Ace: We’re fine. Noah is free, but unconscious. Two more succubi down.

Juniper: Jenna will be thrilled.

Juniper: Also, it looks like it’d be safe for you to join us. There aren’t many guards around, and we can unlock the side door.

Ace: Okay. Great.

Ace: We’ll see you soon.

She sent over the address, and we crossed the town to join them. The city was starting to wake up, and I noticed a lack of guards and cops around, which I hoped meant that my distraction was working as intended.

We found the spa they’d camped out in. Rory met us at the side door, and we quickly ducked inside. The place was small, making use of the limited space as best it could. While the front lobby and some of the small rooms were still being worked on, both the bathroom and a big locker room were pristine.

“You made it.” Rory gave me a big kiss.

“Barely,” I laughed.

The others were sitting around the locker room. I saw cushions and sheets in a pile in the corner — they must have slept in there.

We filled them in on the attack on the Armory. Jenna was relieved to hear that her brother had loyal guards keeping him safe. But that still left us with the question of what to do next.

“We still don’t know where the Queen Succubus is,” she said.

Via patted her on the shoulder. “We always thought Oliver was the natural target. But it’s not all bad news. Now we know we can stop them.”

“Then we should go to the bank now.” Jenna stood up. I saw Rory had given her a few knives, and she gripped one of the handles nervously. “Surprise is still on our side.”

“I agree,” I said. “But we need more of a plan than just running into the bank. They’ll know to be on the lookout now, even if they think we’re across town. And that place had more guards than the Armory did.”

Jenna sat back down, clearly frustrated. “What do we do, Mister Hero?”

“I’ve got an idea. Let me run this by you all.”

While it was only the spark, I thought we would be able to make it work. “I’ll come in through the roof. All I need is some rope, and I can drop straight down into the manager’s area. Juniper, Rory, Beatrix, you three will be ready to throw some assistance out front, to keep the guards from following. Jenna, you and Via will be our distractions.”

We talked it through a little more, and then it was time. The group left the spa and headed for the bank.

The city was finally waking up and coming to life. People were out to breakfast, heading to work, walking their dogs. It all went on as normal, while a secret demon invasion threatened everything. I wanted to shake them and tell them what was happening, but it wouldn’t do any good.

The little details of the plan were worked out as we walked, and I felt confident that we could pull it off. It wasn’t too complicated, and as long as nothing went wrong, we might even get Oliver out before anyone noticed. If I could avoid the fight from my vision, that would be for the best.

We split up two blocks from the bank. I climbed to the roof, scanning for guards. There were two, both in the opposite direction of me from the bank. I crept by, keeping low, and reached the edge of the tallest building near the bank. It was a bit of a leap, but Rory and Via put their heads together and had made a makeshift grappling hook for me.

It was simple. All I needed to do was reach the roof and find a way in. They’d do the rest.

The grappling hook was pretty impressive. They’d cut the foot of a bathtub off, giving it a natural and sturdy hook to tie the rope to.

“Here goes nothing.”

There was a stained-glass window I recognized from near the manager’s area, giving me a good landmark. If I climbed above it, I should be near Oliver. I swung it around and threw it up to the top of the bank. It clanked and clattered — loud to my ears, but none of the guards on the ground reacted. The hook slid down the sloped roof, and I gripped the rope to yank it back if it didn’t catch.

Then it found an outcropping of rock, twisting around it. It latched tight. I tugged on it, feeling the hook hold.

“Score one for the ladies.”

Taking the rope in my hands, I took a step back. Then, lunging forward, I jumped off the edge of the building.

The swing was a thing of beauty. Rory and Via made the hook in a short time, and it held up incredibly well. The only issue was with my own choice of location.

I started above the giant window, forgetting that I would drop as the rope straightened. Instead of hitting the wall ten feet above the window, I realized I was sailing straight at it.

“Oh, fuck!”

CRASH

Sticking my feet out, I broke through the glass, sending a rainbow of shards flying. All of a sudden I was inside the bank, twenty feet in the air, right as I reached the end of the swing. The rope caught on the glass that hadn’t fallen, and I heard a snap.

Then I was dropping.

I smashed into a desk with a loud crunch. “Oh, that hurt.” I groaned and rolled off the desk, struggling to my feet. Apparently I’d landed on Leigh’s desk, and she looked at me with a face full of horror.

“Freeze!” Looking behind me, I saw two of the guards drawing pistols.

“Get down.” I tackled Leigh, taking us both behind her desk as they fired. The bullets hit the heavy wood, thunking into it.

“Are you okay?” I asked the woman. She nodded. “Where’s Oliver?”

She pointed back to his office. I reoriented myself, remembering the rough layout.

CRASH

A rock smashed through the glass door at the front of the room. “There’s more of them!” Screams filled the room, and the guards spun to face the door. I used the chance to run to the back.

“Stop right there!”

A human guard with a truncheon stepped in front of me.

“Sorry, buddy.” I ducked his swing and jabbed him in the stomach. He doubled over with a wheeze. More were running at me, so I grabbed the back of his bulletproof vest and tossed him in their direction. He stumbled and crashed into the leaders.

I didn’t wait to see who else was coming, and rushed back to the offices. Two gorgeous women stepped into my way, their hands already spinning in circles. Then I noticed the horns coming out of the top of their heads and realized they were succubuses.

“Join us,” one said.

“For some fun,” the other added. I felt their power start to prod at my shield.

“No way in hell.”

Pulling my sword from my hilt, I shouted “Mul!” and sent a crescent of fire at the one on the right. She was too surprised to react and it hit her square in the stomach. The fire ripped her in half, burning her.

She was still dropping to the ground, her body already glowing when I ran my sword through the second one. I ripped it free, and they both disappeared into the blade.

Confused shouts came from behind me. I glanced back and saw one of the guards hammer another with his club. I hoped the one getting hit wasn’t one of the recently freed men.

I couldn’t wait to find out. Rushing back, I kicked open the door to Oliver’s office. It was empty.

“Shit. Where is he?”

The hallway wrapped around the back area, so I kept following it. I heard a feminine voice shouting orders up ahead. “He’s back there. Go stop him, you idiots.”

Rounding a corner, I came face to face with six guards, all with clubs in their hands. Behind them, I could see a tall succubus shepherding the Prince away from me. The one from my vision. Maybe I’d finally found the Queen.

“Drop the weapon,” the lead guard said.

“Sorry about this, guys,” I said.

“Get him!”

They rushed me. I used my sword to deflect the clubs, ducking and spinning under the others. I kicked out, catching one man in the side. He went flying into the guy next to him, and both went through the closed door past them.

“Oops.” I needed to watch how hard I hit them.

A bearded guard swung his club at me. I caught his wrist and squeezed. He groaned and dropped the weapon. I shoved him back and grabbed the club. Spinning, I whacked another in the stomach. The last two went down shortly after.

I rushed after the prince and his captor. They were almost to the exit. I flung the club at the demon. It spun end over end and cracked her in the back of the head.

“Who the fuck are you?” She roared, unfurled her wings and leapt into the air.

“A succubus! Run!” Some of the female employees screamed, but most of the men didn’t react at all. I saw a few were unconscious that I didn’t have anything to do with, so it looked like the first two demons I killed didn’t have much sway here.

“Prince Oliver, run and hide. I’ll take care of this threat.” The demon didn’t even look at him when she gave the order. He ran, lost in the crush of workers fleeing and guards looking for orders. The demon didn’t care, and her eyes narrowed as they met mine.

I felt her power slam into me. My shield shook, but I kept it up.

“You will pay for this!” She screeched and dove at me, her hands stretched at me. I backed up, swinging my sword in front of me.

BANG

A bullet cut through her wing and she twisted to the side. Looking at the door, I saw Rory standing over an unconscious guard, holding a smoking pistol. She gave me a wink.

The demon landed near me, and pointed at the blonde. “Get her! I’ll handle this idiot.”

“Uh oh!” Rory fired one more shot at the succubus, which went wide, then ran out the door. A handful of men chased after her.

I wanted to back her up, but I had to trust that she could handle them, along with the others.

Facing the demon, I held my sword in front of me. “Are you the Queen?”

She snorted. “You think I’m the Queen? You are a fool.”

“Where is she?”

“Wherever she wants to be. I won’t tell you, you pipsqueak.”

Her power lashed out at me, slamming into my shield. My amulet started glowing, and the watch started vibrating. I wouldn’t last long if I couldn’t stop her.

The rock that smashed the front door was sitting on the ground near me. It was the size of a softball, so I rolled over, grabbing it as I did. I slung it underhand at the demon, catching her right in the chin.

“Argh!” She flinched backwards. I whipped my sword around, casting another fire crescent. This went straight for her wing, shearing it off just above her shoulder. She screamed in rage.

I rushed forward, trying to fend her off. She spun and backhanded me, sending me tumbling to the side. When she touched me, visions of lust and pleasure flashed through me. I saw piles of bodies writhing together, and her lording over it all, licking her lips. The vibration on my wrist brought me back to earth.

I climbed to my feet. “That hurt. You’re stronger than the last one I killed.”

She glared at me. “That was you?”

“Yeah.” I stepped to the side, keeping my feet moving. Her power seemed to be touch-based, and I wanted to make sure she didn’t get another chance.

Pounding feet came from behind me. I spun and parried a club swinging for my head. The sword cut straight through the wood, and the guard stumbled forward. I stuck my foot out and tripped him, sending him sprawling to the ground.

My neck tingled, and I dove to the side. The succubus’s hand cut through the air right where my head had been.

“Mul!”

I tossed off another spell. She jumped to get out of the way, and the spell just singed her leg. She hissed in pain and stomped towards me. Another handful of guards ran my way, circling around.

Climbing to my feet, I tried to keep them from getting around me, but I was too slow.

“What are you waiting for? Attack him!”

The guards rushed forward. I was faster and stronger than any of them, but they still had the numbers. And they were all human, which meant I couldn’t go all out.

Casting the vine spell, I managed to tangle up a few. I spun under a swing from another guard, jabbing him in the side. He wheezed and dropped, the wind fully knocked out of him.

WHOOSH

A tingle let me duck just in time as the succubus attempted to hit me with her remaining wing. I slashed as it flew above me, scoring a deep cut.

“Aaargh!” Her blood splashed out, sizzling and smoking as it burned away. I kicked out, catching her on the knee. She fell to the ground.

I charged at her, ignoring the remaining humans. My sword cut out, digging into her side at the same moment her hand grabbed my leg.

Flashes of flesh and writhing bodies invaded my mind. I pushed it back and shoved. The sword cut deep, and she screamed. Then, she stopped. The men around me shook and dropped to the ground. The demon’s body glowed and sucked into my sword.

I sat down, feeling the aches and pains. I’d taken a few hits while focusing on the demon, and I was still hurting from dropping onto the desk. But I’d won.

Which reminded me, I needed to find Oliver.

“The Prince? Where is he?”

One of the guards was quicker to shake off the after effects of the mind control than the others. “He ran out the door.”

“Shit.”

I ran for the front, shoving the doors open and standing on the top of the stairs. Breathing a sigh of relief, I saw that the Prince was bound up and Beatrix was already starting the ritual.

Joining them, Via explained, “We thought it would be easier to just do it now, rather than try and drag him kicking and screaming somewhere else.”

“Smart.”

Jenna had her arms wrapped around her, and she was clearly worried. I stood next to her. “Don’t stress. Bea knows what she’s doing.”

“I know. It’s just a shock to see him like this.”

The prince thrashed and cursed us. “No, you can’t stop us. I love her, and she’s going to make us all more powerful than you can even imagine. I have to go to her. I have to go to my Queen.” He continued on, and we all tried to tune him out.

When the Brit finished the ritual, he collapsed instantly. Jenna let out one pained sob, then covered her mouth. Beatrix glanced over at her. “He’s okay, Princess. It looks like the succubus’s influence has been there for a long time.”

“How long?”

“Maybe years. But it’s gone now.”

“Thank you. You saved my brother.”

“There’s still one more brother,” I said.

“Lucas. The market?”

I nodded. “We should go.” Looking back at the bank, I saw Leigh standing at the top of the stairs with some of the guards. I waved them all over.

“Listen, you need to take the Prince inside. Barricade him in his office. Only women in there with him, and the rest of the guards try to keep anyone coming out. Now that you’re free, you’ll have some protection, but I don’t want to risk it.”

“Yes, sir.” A few of the guards lifted the Prince up, starting to carry him back into the bank.

“Who are you?” Leigh stared at me.

“I’m the Chosen. And now I need to save this Kingdom.”

Standing, I looked at the women with me. They all nodded. Jenna took a deep breath, and I saw determination fill her eyes. She smiled at me, a bitter, angry smile.

“Let’s go.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven



We raced across the town, heading straight for the Grand Market. There was no point in being subtle — by this time, the demons knew we were coming. The town was in chaos, since a small but important number of guards and police had been freed and were quickly organizing a resistance. I could only hope that it would be enough.

Only two groups of cops tried to stop us, both smaller than our squad. I just tied them down with vines and we ran on. They wouldn’t be able to catch up by the time they managed to cut themselves loose.

The odd atmosphere permeated the city, and the market was no exception. We reached the gates, and I immediately noticed that way less people were there. A few of the stalls were even closed, right when it should be one of the busiest times of the day. The chaos near the bank hadn’t quite reached here, but it wouldn’t be long.

We stopped at the entrance, and I looked over to Jenna. “Where would Lucas be? I never saw him the last time I was here.”

“There’s an office near the back.” She pointed. “If he’s not there, we can check his home.”

“Let’s go, then. Careful, and keep an eye out.”

The six of us walked forward, with me in the lead. The sparse shoppers gave us a wide berth, and we threaded our way through the various stalls.

“Hold up,” Jenna said.

We were in the weapons area, and she walked over to a booth with a selection of bows, arrows, and quivers. The clerk trembled when he saw her.

“You know who I am?”

“Yes, Princess.”

“I’m going to take a few things. Send a bill to the palace, and add a little extra to make up for the inconvenience.”

“Of course. Whatever you need.”

She didn’t dither, and grabbed a bow that looked good to my untrained eyes. In less than a minute, she had a quiver filled with arrows strapped to her back. We continued on, and she grinned at me. “Feels good to be armed. I want to put one of these arrows right between the Queen Succubus’s eyes.”

“I love that for you.”

A few minutes later, I could see the building Jenna was guiding us to. It wasn’t anything special — closer to one of those mobile home offices at a construction site. But it was the only permanent structure in the Market, so it had to be the offices.

But before we could get there, Officer Mike Sainsbury stepped into our path.

“And where do you think you’re going?”

More police filed out, creating a loose line between us and the offices. His hand drifted to a pistol in the holster on his waist.

“I’m the Princess Jenna Holmes, and I’m here to see my brother Lucas.” She spoke loudly, her accent shifting to a more regal sounding lilt. “You have no right to stop me or my companions.”

I could tell it wasn’t working on Officer Sainsbury, but the people nearby took notice. Most were moving away, but a few stayed close, watching to see what happened next. It wasn’t every day that a princess was arrested, after all.

“He doesn’t want to see you, Princess,” Sainsbury sneered. “Now, you and these outsiders are under arrest.”

“For what?”

“For being a pain in my ass. Does it matter?” The police officer was clearly used to getting his way, and didn’t care about Jenna’s status.

“Yeah, it matters.” A vendor nearby stepped forward. “You can’t arrest the princess.”

“And who’s going to stop me?”

“We will.” On the other side of the aisle, two women stood. One held a cricket bat, while the other clenched her fists, ready to start swinging.

A cop behind Officer Sainsbury stepped close to him and whispered, loudly enough I could just make it out. “We’re not supposed to blow our cover, sir. Those were the orders.”

“We’re also supposed to arrest him. And the Princess.”

The air was thick with tension as Officer Sainsbury’s mind turned, thinking through the different orders he’d been given. I hoped they would just back off for now, but when did I ever get that lucky?

“You can walk away,” Jenna said. “No one is forcing you to stay. This can all be a misunderstanding.”

He gritted his teeth, glaring at us. “You have to come with me.”

“Just let it go,” I said. Looking around, I noticed more people walking up. Most kept a distance, but they were all watching. Some held cellphones up, recording.

“Sir.” The other one realized how compromised they were. “We need to back down. Just for now.”

“That’s the smart play,” Jenna said. “Go back to your boss and get new orders.”

Nodding, I lifted my hand off the hilt of my sword, trying to ease the tension. Sainsbury wasn’t a mindless drone but a mind-controlled victim — he was stuck, and if I could give him a way out, I would. I’m sure somewhere inside was a man desperately wanting to be free of the demon’s control.

The second cop took a step back. One of the others did as well. That seemed to be enough to convince Sainsbury. He glared at us, but his hand moved off of his gun.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Rory said. “Go tell your succubus that we’re about to fuck her up.”

His eyes locked on Rory, and I groaned inwardly.

The crowd whispered, murmurs spreading out. “Did she say succubus? Is that what this is about? Is the Queen Succubus here?”

Sainsbury grinned. “Looks like our cover is blown, boys. That means we’re taking them.”

He was the only one with a gun, so I didn’t give him the chance to draw it. I charged forward, catching his wrist as he reached for the weapon.

BANG

He pulled the trigger with the gun still in his holster. The bullet cracked off the pavement. I squeezed his wrist, feeling the bones grind. He gasped in pain and released the gun.

Then he headbutted me. I saw stars as his forehead connected with my nose. I kept my grip on his hand, pulling him off balance as he tried to reach for the gun.

“Protect the Princess!” The cops had rushed my group, but an almost equal number of bystanders joined in, blocking them. They weren’t a match for the trained professionals, but it bought us breathing room.

Sainsbury struggled, trying to reach with his other hand.

“That’s enough of that, asshole.” I popped him in the jaw, trying not to hurt him too badly. I pulled my punch more than I intended, and he shook it off. He kicked out, catching my thigh.

I might be stronger than him, but it still hurt to get kicked. Yanking on his wrist still in my clutches, I brought him closer and slugged him in the gut.

“Oof!” He was tougher than he looked, and stayed up. “I’ll make you pay for that.”

“Enough messing around.” I didn’t want to hurt anyone I could help, but I couldn’t stay tied up with this guy. I dropped his wrist, and he desperately went for his gun. But I threw an uppercut at him, knocking him a foot into the air before he collapsed to the ground.

He was out cold, and might need a straw to eat for a few months, but he’d live.

“Succubus!” A shriek from the onlookers caught my attention. They were pointing up, and I followed them to see a handful of the demons flying in the air.

“Just kill everyone!” one shouted at the guards.

The tenor of the fight shifted. Luckily, Sainsbury had the only gun in the group, but the others were armed with other weapons, and now the cops were hitting hard, aiming for brutal strikes instead of takedowns.

THWIP

An arrow sprouted in the chest of the lead demon. She screamed in pain and fell to the ground, smashing the cloth awning of a nearby stand.

Tendrils of power reached down from the demons, and I saw some of the male vendors slowing. But the monsters didn’t get the chance to finish their mind control attempts.

“Mul!” Juniper and Beatrix both sent sparks of fire up at the oncoming demons. They swerved out of the way, but it let Jenna land another shot through the throat of one of them.

The dying demons freed a couple of the officers. Based on the small number, I assumed they mostly controlled people not near us, unfortunately. At least the couple released men were stunned and shaken, and the fight was out of them. That started turning the tide, as more of the citizens in the Market managed to disarm other cops.

Ripping my sword out, I joined the women and cast a crescent of fire at the demons. I put a lot of power into it, and it cut two of them in half before they had a chance to react. Their bodies burned into energy before they hit the ground.

“Retreat! Protect the Queen!” One of the demons turned to flee, and Jenna put an arrow at the joint of her wing, sending her into a flapping spiral that ended with the demon crashing through the roof of the administration building.

The last demon dove low, trying to skim away from the group. Rory ran and jumped onto the rickety wooden covering of a market stall. Her hands flashed as she threw knife after knife at it. At least one hit as the demon cried out.

A blade cut into the demon’s neck and the life went out of her. She crashed to the ground, but I knew she was dead.

“The building,” I called.

All of the cops were restrained or freed from the control of the demons, so we left them to the helpful citizens. I ran up the cheap stairs and kicked the door open.

“Rarrr!” The wounded succubus lunged for me, her claws aimed at my throat. I felt her powers reaching out for me and only meeting my shield.

SNICKT

Unfortunately for her, I had my sword out, held low, and she impaled herself on it. Blood poured freely from the wound. She struggled, unable to do anything but die.

“You won’t stop the queen. You’re already too late.” The demon gasped as dark blood poured out of her mouth.

Then she turned into energy and vanished into my sword. I felt the rush of power, but ignored it, trying to figure out what she meant.

“Lucas!” Jenna pushed into the office, but it was clearly empty. There was a small front area with three desks, and the back room where the Prince might have worked was opened wide.

“Where is he?”

“I don’t know, Jenna. Where does he live? Where would he stay?”

“His home is nearby, maybe he’s there.”

“Uh, guys…” Via called out from the entrance. I heard worried sounds and shouts.

“What now?” I rushed to the door. The ladies were near the stairs. Beyond them, I saw the crowd all looking up into the distance. Different voices cried out in fear.

“Why are they doing it now?”

“What’s happening?

“Did we win or lose?”

“Someone needs to stop this!”

What had everyone on edge was obvious. I looked up at the castle. A blue light shone out of every window, and balls of energy swirled around the outside walls.

Jenna covered her mouth.

“They’ve started the ritual. To anoint the next heir.”

“I think we know where Lucas is.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight



“There’s still time to stop it,” Jenna shouted as we rushed to the castle. The princess led the way, since none of us had been there. Not that we would have had trouble locating the source of the light show.

“What do we need to do?”

“The last ritual was before I was born, so everything I know is from lessons when I was young. If I remember right, we have until the light turns white. Then there’s no stopping it, and someone will be anointed.”

“We won’t let it get that far.” I tried to sound more confident than I felt.

The streets were thronged with civilians, all wondering what exactly was happening. Rumors of the Queen Succubus were spreading faster than we could run, and fear went along with it. I wanted to reassure them, but there wasn’t time.

Our route took us first to the walls. We turned to run to the main gates, and I was impressed by the huge stone defenses. The wall was easily sixty feet high, with a tower at each corner. No guards were present, thankfully.

The gates stood open, but forty guards stood in lines near the entrance. They were a mix of soldiers, police, and regular folk — all men. I tried to feel for the tingle to sense where the succubuses might be, but it just pointed at the main keep on the opposite side of the courtyard. If I wanted to find them, we’d need to make it there.

We stopped before we were obviously in sight. Jenna kept running, but I grabbed her arm, pulling her back.

“What?”

“We need to prepare.”

“What’s there to prepare? We go inside and kill the demon.”

“I have to refresh my shield. Hang on a second.” While it was still there, the repeated prodding from the demons at the Market made the shield feel weaker. But I’d also absorbed power from the succubi, so I took a moment to visit my internal space.

Running quickly, I stepped outside and checked the fences. Many of the holes had been fixed. Not everything, but hopefully it would be enough to help with the fight.

When I returned, I saw Jenna frowning. I gave her a thumbs up and she nodded. I recast the spell, feeling it return to its full strength. The amulet was glowing, not as bright as possible, but close to full. I showed Beatrix. “Can you empty this?”

The Brit shook her head. “Not if you want my help fighting. It’ll drain everything I have left to do it right now.”

I was disappointed, and it must have been clear to her. She patted my arm. “You’ve got this, Mr. Winters. And I’ll be here, and able to help through the ring.”

Nodding, I thanked her. I glanced at the others — they were winded, but they all were ready. Even Via looked eager to start the fight to save the Hidden Kingdom.

“We’ll rush in. Let’s make it to the door and stop this ritual. Remember, the humans don’t have a choice, so try not to hurt them too badly.” I gave Jenna a pointed look. She nodded. Her frustration wouldn’t be a problem. “Alright. Follow me.”

We ran forward. I held my sword in my hand, needing it to connect to my magic power.

The front guard stepped forward. He was big, with a rippling chest of muscles and a large sword slung over his shoulder. It wasn’t quite the level of crazy JRPG hero size, but the sword was easily five feet long and thick. I could sense magic in the sword, probably helping him wield it. Ignoring him for a moment, I looked for guns, and saw a handful of men on the side with rifles.

The leader held up his hand. “Stop right there, or we’ll have trouble.”

I didn’t bother arguing with the man. Pointing at the soldiers with guns, I put as much power as I could manage into a spell. “Kešda!”

The vines shot up, earning shouts of alarm as they were all pulled back. With the most dangerous weapons taken out, at least for the time being, I charged the man with the sword.

He swung it around, intending to cut me in half if he could.

CLANG

The two weapons met, and I felt the vibration all the way up my arm. He was strong, and those muscles weren’t just for show. Shifting, he swung again, moving the large weapon faster than I expected.

I blocked it just in time, feeling the force shove me back along the smooth stones lining the ground.

He grinned. “Most people don’t make it to two hits. I’m going to have fun playing with you.”

His muscles bulged as he whipped the sword around, using his own body weight to add to the momentum of the swings. When I first received my powers, I expect that he’d be able to hold his own against me. But I’d grown, and I was faster and stronger than any human alive, as far as I knew. The soldier had the skills and a little magical help, but it wouldn’t be enough if I let loose. I ducked under the swing, surprising him.

“I really don’t want to hurt you, dude,” I said. “How about we pick this up in an hour or so?”

The man roared and continued twisting, bringing the sword around for another hit with all of the added speed of an extra rotation. This time he came in low, aiming to take my legs off at the knees.

Jumping into the air, I could hear the wind whistle from the speed. “Just let it go,” I warned him.

“Never! Die! For the Queen Succubus!”

As he revolved again, I readied my sword, striking out with my own power to block his weapon.

CRACK

A deafening shriek of metal rocked through the courtyard as his sword bent and ripped as it connected with mine. The force of my blow tore the weapon from his hands, and it fell to the ground with a dull thump. The faint magic I felt in it vanished. I think my sword ate it. A couple of his fingers were bent the wrong way, broken from the clash.

“How?” he growled.

I slugged him, knocking him out cold.

Around me, the other guards were fighting with the women. Juniper had restrained a handful, blocking more from rushing us. Rory dove straight into the fray, and was already in the midst of the men with the guns. As I watched, she pulled the different weapons out, quickly unloading and disabling them.

Jenna and Beatrix were fighting back to back, handily going toe to toe with a group of men who couldn’t seem to land a hit. Three were already out or injured on the floor near them.

Finally, Via was facing off against two, and she looked worried.

“Stay back, you jerks!” The gamer-girl swung a baton she’d liberated from one of the police earlier. The men were clearly coordinating to rush her at the same time. I ran over and grabbed one from behind. With an easy spin, I tossed him across the street. He flopped onto the ground, rolling for another ten feet before hitting a bench.

“Where did you come from?” The second man spun to face me, which was a mistake.

THWACK

Via clubbed him on the side of his head. He tried to block it, but she hit him again in the arm, then twice more, driving him to the ground. He wrapped his arms around his head, and Via kicked him in the side. “And stay down!”

“You okay?”

She flashed me a smile. “I am now. Thanks.”

“Stick near Juniper.” They’d be able to help each other, and that should keep Via out of the front lines.

I picked up a club someone had dropped and tossed it end over end at one of the men fighting Beatrix. It bonked off his head, and he dropped. She didn’t hesitate, lunging forward and tripping one of the others. Once he was down, she drove a palm into his gut. He rolled over, his back heaving.

“We need to get through here,” I shouted.

We’d taken out a decent number, but another group rushed out of one of the side buildings. At this rate, we’d have more than when we started.

“Mr. Winters. The ring. Focus your power on it. I will borrow a little.”

“Is this safe?”

“That's all we have.” She turned to face the crowd of soldiers who’d started cutting the others free.

I did as she asked. The ring glowed, warming on my finger. Beatrix shuddered and glanced over her shoulder at me. She shook her head, then held her hands up. They worked through a quick circle, her fingers twisting in well practiced motions. I felt a tug on my power as she neared the end.

“Hamta tannaddassi!” She clapped her hands together.

A wave of force shot out from her joined hands. It smashed through the soldiers, flinging them to the side and opening a path through the middle. We all froze, stunned by the raw power she’d just unleashed.

“Holy hell,” Beatrix muttered.

“Let’s go,” I shouted. She could be impressed by my magic later.

Running up the opening, we reached the door in only a few seconds. It was heavy, and I lowered my shoulder and shoved it. Suddenly, it gave and swung free. A handful of guards fell to the ground, shoved free by my strength.

“Where to?” I asked Jenna as I grabbed one of the fallen men.

“The Hidden Throne! It has to take place near it. Up the stairs.”

I tossed the man out, then threw another. It took me twenty seconds to send the rest out the door. I shoved it closed.

“You three need to hold it here,” I told Rory, Juniper, and Via. They nodded.

I looked around the room and saw a thick wooden beam leaning in the corner. Running to it, I hefted it up.

It was heavy — probably more than those five men guarding the door could lift. I carried it to the door and slotted it into place.

Via jumped forward and kissed me. “Good luck,” she said when she pulled back.

I nodded. Then Jenna, Beatrix, and I ran for the throne room.

We burst through the doors. The room was filled with glowing light, casting shadows everywhere. Most of the space was clear, with a large ritual diagram etched into the tile floor. An old man with a frightened look stood over it, reciting a chant from a book he held. On the far end rose a dais, stairs leading up to the glorious throne. A man who could only be Jenna’s sibling sat on the stairs.

“Lucas!” she shouted.

A light, sultry laugh filled the room. I realized the throne was occupied. The Queen Succubus perched on the seat, a smile across her face.

She wore regal clothes, cut to reveal her curves, with a slit showing off her thighs as she crossed her legs. Her skin was shaded red, with black hair and horns curling out of the top of her head. It was undeniable that she was sexy, but there was a dark, terrifying nature to her beauty.

The light in the room changed from blue to white.

The Queen Succubus smiled. “You’re too late.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine



Jenna screamed and fired an arrow at the demon. The monstrous woman’s wing flicked forward unbelievably fast, and it bounced off the leathery appendage without leaving a mark.

“Pathetic,” the demon laughed.

The white light shifted back and forth, moving like a wild animal. Behind me, the doors slammed shut. The old man turned the page of his book, and continued reading, chanting in an ancient language I didn’t recognize. The Queen Succubus leaned back on the throne, smiling and pleased with herself. Power radiated from her, and I recognized this all from my vision. I worried we were too late.

“Is he the Hidden King now?” I asked.

Jenna shook her head. “But it can’t be stopped. Once it finishes, whoever is wearing that crown will be the ruler.” She nodded to a small silver crown sitting in the middle of the ritual circle. I couldn’t believe we’d come this far, only to stumble at the finish line.

Do not lose hope, my Chosen. There is another way.

Galliyae’s words filled me with warmth and I had an idea. “You mentioned that before they’d fight for the right to be King, right?” Jenna nodded. “Then we still have time to kill the Queen Succubus.”

The demon in question was still watching us, a bored look playing across her face. I lifted my sword, ready to charge her.

“Please. You do not stand a chance here, boy.”

“You might be mistaken there.”

She snorted. “I’ve broken greater men than you. All three princes knelt at my feet.”

“You monster.” Jenna fired another arrow, but the demon blocked it, more annoyed than anything.

“Yes, yes. You are the little daughter. It’s a shame what happened to your father. And your uncle.” The demon grinned. “But don’t worry. Soon, you will join them in death.” Jenna gasped a half sob as she realized what that meant.

I glanced over at Beatrix. She was working her hands, preparing a spell of some kind. I decided to give her the cover to fire it off.

“Mul!” I sent a crescent of flame at the demon, and charged along behind it. With a single flap of her wings, she lifted off the throne and moved out of the way of the speeding projectile. The chamber had massive ceilings, and there was plenty of space for the Queen Succubus to fly.

Jumping into the air, I struck at her. She twisted out of the way, flying higher. I landed in a crouch, wondering how to hurt this monster.

“Amagi Mabi!”

Beatrix finished her spell and set a set of ice spikes straight at the demon. The Queen Succubus flapped to move out of the way, but one sliced across her leg, drawing a small line of blood. She grimaced.

“Pests. Now I will have this pleasant treat you brought for me kill you.”

I didn’t know what she meant at first. Then, the demon pointed a long finger at me. A stream of power slammed into me. The amulet on my chest glowed as bright as I’d ever seen it almost instantly before it exploded, sending shards of metal flying. A second later I felt the shield crack. I poured more power into it.

“Interesting. Maybe my daughter was right about you. It doesn't matter. I will learn more later.” The stream turned into a river, and my shield crumbled before the onslaught.

It gripped me around the chest and hurled me backwards. I flipped and flew through the air, tumbling further than I should have. After a few more seconds of frantic falling, I realized I wasn’t in the throne room anymore. I was alone in a black void.

“You will obey me.”

The demon’s voice filled the space around me. Her power and presence pushed down on me. I shoved back.

“Not a chance in hell, lady.”

She growled, and I felt her pressing harder on me, before it subsided. “You have taken my daughters’ power for yourself. Can it be true after all this time? Tell me, what are you?”

“I like saving that reveal for a fun surprise, sorry.”

“Bah.” A hand the size of a minivan appeared and swatted me. It didn’t hurt as much as I expected, but I still spun through the void and crashed into the hardwood floor. Candles surrounded me, and I saw a small splatter of blood on top of a ritual diagram.

Looking around, I saw that I was back in Green Hall on the night of the Farmer’s Ball. A different demon towered over me. Twice my height, the monster had long black horns and was covered in red scales. An eye as big as my head watched me from his chest.

The demon looked down at himself, and then spoke. Only the Queen Succubus’s voice came out of his mouth. “Pallatrox, eh? It’s been a while since I’ve seen the demon. How did you survive meeting him?”

I pushed myself to my feet and lifted my sword. “I can show you, if you want.”

“You are quite the pain, Ace Winters.” I must have been surprised, because she chuckled. “We knew who you were, and your connection to the princess. But I still don’t know how you managed to do so much damage. We all had our own theories, of course, but a jumped up demon hunter was what I thought.”

She looked around, not seeing any clues. Bodies of demons and toppled tables were all that was visible.

“Hmmm. What could this ritual be?” She leaned over, looking closer. I took the chance to run at her, swinging my sword at her — well, Pallatrox’s — exposed side.

“Ah, ah, ah.” She danced out of the way, moving even faster than she had in the throne room. When I tried again, she kicked out, catching me in the chest. It knocked me sliding away. She didn’t seem too concerned, still focused on the ritual.

“He couldn’t have found out about the Shoudougar, could he? Maybe. But that would mean he needed the power of the Chosen…” The demoness put together the pieces, and looked back at me. The massive eye on her chest blinked in surprise.

I shrugged. “What can I say? He underestimated me. It seems to be going around.”

“You’re the Chosen? I should have listened to Erran, I guess. And now it appears some of my daughters are gone forever. Unfortunate, but I can always make more once I enslave the Hidden Kingdom. There will be plenty for them to feast on. Until then, you will be a fun plaything. I’ve never tasted the power of a Chosen before.”

“Today’s not the day.” I was trying to project a level of confidence I was pretty sure wasn’t warranted. She’d trapped me in the memory, and I couldn’t see a way out. I pushed with my power and mind, but I felt nothing whatsoever. I knew this wasn’t real, but nothing I did seemed to affect it.

She stepped forward, spreading the wide wings of Pallatrox in front of me. Her power pressed into me. “You will bend the knee. Now.”

I tapped into my raw magic and shoved back. “Never.”

The demon smiled. “I like when they fight back. I guess I will break you first.” She charged at me, her claws swinging for me.

But now I was in my element. I might not have the mental magic, but I knew how to kill demons. And if she wanted to have a battle like this, I’d be happy to. Hell, I’d killed the form she was wearing when everyone said it was impossible.

“Mul!”

I sent a crescent of flame at her. She twisted to the side, but the flame cut a hole in the batlike wings. Not letting her recover, I sent two more crescents her way as I ran forward. Each burnt her, and she screamed in rage and pain.

WHAM

A balled fist hit me in the side of the head right before I cut into her leg. I flopped over, skidding to a stop. An energy grabbed me and dragged me back towards my opponent. The demon towered over me, smoking but still standing.

“Weak. You think you can hurt me here? I make all the rules.”

She stomped on my chest, her weight crushing me down. I felt the floor splinter beneath me. My sword landed next to me. I grabbed the hilt, but her tail slapped down on my wrist, pinning it. I tried to speak, but couldn’t get enough air to do anything but wheeze.

“What’s that? You want to beg for forgiveness?”

The pressure decreased slightly, letting me draw in a painful breath. Early on in my career, I’d accidentally caused havoc when I used a spell without the proper training. My sword removed most of the requirements, but since then, I’d only used spells when I knew what to expect.

Not this time. I said the first thing that came to my mind. “Igi mamu.” I imagined cutting off the Queen Succubus’s head, and she jumped backwards, screaming in fear.

“Igi mamu! Igi mamu!” I hit her again and again as I rolled to my feet and stumbled after her.

“Enough.” I felt a shield slam down around her, and my spells bounced harmlessly off. But it was too late.

I jabbed the sword deep into the eye. She yelled, the entire room shaking as the sword attempted to drain her. Then another river of power hit me, throwing me away from the monster. I flew through the black void, head over heels. It was all I could do to hold on to my sword and keep from cutting myself.

I flopped down onto a rough patch of dirt. Looking around, I saw tall mountains in the distance, with a blood-red sun hanging in the sky. Black clouds swirled across the sky. The land was broken and burnt, with dead trees and plants popping up here and there. The air tasted foul, wrong.

“This is hell.”

“Yes, it is.” The Queen Succubus landed near me, now in her normal form. “This is where I came from, ripped from the mind of a filthy man who shouldn’t have been here.”

She looked out over the terrain. “It’s not all this bad. Some of it is worse. Why do you think we want to return to Earth?”

Pushing myself to my feet, I didn’t answer.

“You know, humans don’t come here when they die. We don’t know where they go. They just… die. But sometimes we do have live humans make it, and the rules are very different. The endless torture — that’s real. You can’t die here. At least, not without really trying.” She glanced over at me. “Ah, but now it’s time to finally break you. Girls, if you don’t mind.”

Five women stepped out from behind her: Rory, Juniper, Via, Beatrix, and Jenna. But even a glance at them made me feel like something was off.

“I’ll make you all a deal. Whoever kills Ace doesn’t have to spend eternity in hell. The rest will. And if Ace manages to kill you all, well, that will be something.”

All of them snarled at me, reaching for their weapons or beginning to cast spells.

“This will be fun. I taught you everything you know.” Rory pulled a knife out and advanced.

“I was holding back on you. There are lots of good spells I can use.” Juniper grinned.

“Just ‘cause I don’t know about all this doesn’t mean I’ll let you send me to hell.” Via held costuming scissors in both hands, and flicked them around like butterfly knives. It was terrifying, and I couldn’t believe they’d do that.

“Trust your instincts, Mr. Winters.” I heard a whisper from Beatrix at the edge of my mind. The Brit in front of me didn’t speak at all. And then it all clicked.

I laughed. “Yeah, okay, I’m just going to stop you there. This is obviously a mind trick. None of them would do this. I would never harm them, but they wouldn’t harm me either.” I glanced at Jenna. “Maybe her, but I doubt it. So this is just very fake.”

“No it isn’t!” The Queen Succubus glared at me.

“Yeah, it is.”

“You’re wrong, they’re really here and ready to kill you.”

I glanced at the fake copies of the women I cared about, and knew just how fake it all was.

“Come on. At least Pallatrox was believable for a minute.”

My finger grew warm, and I felt a tendril poking in from the outside. It felt like when I powered up Beatrix’s spell in the courtyard. I connected it to my own power and looked at the demon. “Honestly, it was a pretty weak attempt. You should have stuck with the lust thing. That might have been a real fight. Now, get out of my head.”

I fed as much of my magic as I could into the tendril. The Queen shrieked as the world turned white.


Chapter Thirty



The Queen Succubus crashed to the floor in front of me. I shook my head, clearing the disturbing images from my mind. It looked like very little time had passed. The ritual continued, with loud chanting coming from the old man as lights flashed around the room. Beatrix had her hand stretched towards me, the tendril I felt fading away.

“Thanks!” I shouted.

Whatever spell Beatrix used had shaken the demoness, and she struggled to her feet.

“This is impossible! You are weak.”

Gripping the hilt of my sword, I rushed at her. “Maybe. But I’m not alone, and my friends aren’t weak.”

Up close, I could see she was almost eight feet tall. I jumped into the air and brought my sword down, swinging it at the Queen. She managed to move out of the way, rolling to the side.

I pressed the attack, cutting at the trailing wing. The tip of the blade notched a cut in the thick, leathery material. It hurt her more than I expected, her flesh sizzling with the slice.

“Argh!” She flailed, bringing her other wing around. It hit me in the chest and knocked me over.

“Mul!” Beatrix launched a spell of her own. Compared to Juniper’s, the spark was bigger, and it splashed against the succubus’s back.

The demon roared. “You all must die!”

THWIP

An arrow hit the monster in her thigh. “That’s for my father!” Jenna drew the bow back and shot another, hitting the Queen Succubus in the arm. “That’s for my uncle!”

“You are all beneath me! This Kingdom will be mine!”

“No, it won’t.” I smiled at the demoness.

I felt the threads of her power reaching out, but they slid harmlessly off of me. My shield wasn’t even active — she just couldn’t affect me anymore. Realizing that had failed, her appearance shifted, turning from a statuesque woman into something much worse, much uglier.

Her mouth grew wide as her skin shifted to a gray, almost dead looking color. Her hair fell out in clumps, leaving only wisps of white. “Enough!”

The demoness flapped her wings and sent a wave of power out, knocking Beatrix and Jenna tumbling. I stood my ground, facing her down.

“I have existed since before this Kingdom. You are nothing but specks of dust.”

“Dude, I haven’t even graduated from college yet.” I shrugged. “But I’m still going to kill you now, you old hag.”

Charging forward, I thrust my sword at the monster. She blocked with a wing, sending the point wide.

Her hand flashed out, faster than any of the men I’d fought early. The Queen Succubus grabbed my wrist, locking me in place. Her disgusting face split wide open with a hungry smile.

“I guess I will have to eat you the old-fashioned way. It’s not as fun, but I’ll still take your power for myself.”

She leaned forward, then froze when she saw my smile. “What?”

“You’re tough. But your power is in your mind.”

She laughed. “So what? I’m still strong enough to rip you apart.”

Now it was my turn to laugh.

“You think this is funny?”

“Yeah. Because you’re not nearly strong enough.”

I twisted my hand, forcing her arm back. The tip of my sword shifted, facing directly at her chest.

“No!”

“You should have picked a different Kingdom.”

I shoved, and the sword stabbed into the monster. She screamed as it cut right into where her heart would be if she were human. Whatever was there was enough to kill her. The monster thrashed and fought, but she was getting weaker every second. I held on as she burned, smoke coming from her eyes and mouth.

But she didn’t vanish right away. Instead, I heard distance shrieks, like when I killed the first powerful succubus. The doors blew open and balls and beams of energy shot through, colliding with her body.

It took five minutes, all while she glowed brighter and brighter. Then, with a last little pop, it all sucked into my sword. I felt a surge of power and stumbled back as the force keeping my sword in place vanished.

That was it. We’d killed the Queen Succubus, and apparently all of her descendants. I looked over at Jenna, but she was still worried. The ritual continued.

“Can you stop?” I shouted at the old man. He just shook his head and continued chanting. The lights were brightening, and while I didn’t know for sure, it felt like we didn’t have long before someone would need to pick up the crown.

“What did you do?” Prince Lucas was horrified, sitting back. “What’s happening?”

Jenna ran over to her brother. “You were under the control of the Queen Succubus.”

“This is insane. We have to stop this. Bring in Parliament and Oliver.”

“We can’t,” I said, joining them. “This is it.”

“This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen. Why is this happening to me?” Lucas gripped his knees and rocked back and forth.

I grabbed Jenna’s arm and pulled her aside. The lights shifted, growing in intensity. “You need to do it,” I told her.

“You’re kidding.”

“No. Come on, Princess. You risked your life for this Kingdom. And he’s the wrong man for the job. I can see it.”

“But I’m the youngest…”

I looked into her eyes, letting her see how serious I was. “So what? Not only did you not fall to the Queen Succubus, you kept her from taking over. None of the others did.”

“That was because you were here.”

“And I was here, thanks to you.”

The chanting increased in volume, and I saw a worried look from the old man.

“The Hidden Kingdom needs you, Jenna.”

She swallowed, nervous. I gave her a gentle push, guiding her to the ritual circle. The old man nodded at her, smiling.

Jenna glanced back at me. I smiled, giving her a thumbs up. She approached the crown cautiously.

The man — the High Wizard, apparently — shook his head. He kept chanting, but glanced at a dagger near Lucas.

“I think it needs your blood,” I said.

“She can’t do that,” Lucas said. He grabbed the dagger and threw it across the room.

“Oh, shut up.” I could feel the energies getting stronger — something bad would happen if she didn’t finish this ritual. I walked to the edge and held my sword out. She glanced at the High Wizard, who nodded.

Jenna sliced her hand on the edge of the sword. When she did, I felt a change, and both of our eyes met. But there wasn’t time to think about that. She turned and faced the crown.

The princess reached down. Her hands touched the crown, and a few sparks flew as her blood ran down it. She pulled back, then continued, gripping it. Carefully, she brought it up to her head. Taking a deep breath, the Princess lowered it onto her.

When the crown touched her hair, the color of the light changed from white to gold, shining like a bank vault filled with treasure. It circled her, forming a barrier between the rest of the room and the Princess.

I couldn’t see through it, and the only sound was wind whipping around. Sheathing my sword, I was at a loss for what to do. Beatrix walked around the wall of light and stood next to me.

“Did I do the right thing?” I asked.

“I think so. She’ll make a great Hidden Queen.” The Brit’s hand slipped into mine, giving me a squeeze.

We stood for another few minutes. Then the barrier faded, leaving Jenna standing in the middle.

She looked the same, except different. If you held up a picture of her before and after, no one would notice a huge change. But there was power in her now, and I could feel it radiating from her. The blood was gone, and I could see that even her hand had healed.

The old man knelt, and I followed, dropping Beatrix’s hand. A second later, the Brit joined me.

“My Queen,” the old man said. “Thank you for preventing this horrible tragedy. I was under the demon’s influence, and once I was free, I had to continue or risk destroying everything.”

“You did what you had to, sir. Thank you.” She faced me. Something sparked between us, unlike anything I’d felt before. There was a tendril of power there, flowing both ways.

“Ace. I…”

“I am happy to serve, Queen Jenna.”

A hint of a smile appeared at the edge of her lips.

“Oh, sick. You look good, Jenna.” Rory stopped at the door of the throne room with Via and Juniper behind her. “New hat?”

Jenna rolled her eyes. She looked up at the Hidden Throne. “I never thought, even for a second, that I would be here.”

“You weren’t supposed to be here.” Lucas glared at her. “It was Oliver that father wanted.”

“Then he should have said,” I shot back.

“Who do you think you are?”

“The Chosen. Now shut your mouth and stop ruining this for the Queen.”

He looked back and forth between me and Jenna, before finally crossing his arms and sulking. I gave the Queen a wink, then nodded to the Throne.

She walked slowly up the stairs. As she did, more of the freed guards stumbled in. They watched in awed silence.

Jenna stopped in front of the Hidden Throne. One hand rested on the arm of the chair. I think I was the only one who heard what she whispered. “Father… Uncle… I hope I can make you proud.”

The new queen turned and faced the assembled crowd. She sat pulled off her quiver, setting it on the ground. Then she sat down.

Everyone cheered.

As more people poured in to congratulate her, I gathered the ladies and walked outside. Jenna would have her moment.

Standing on the stairs of the keep, I looked out over the Hidden Kingdom. A bright flash of light surprised me, but then I started grinning. It was a firework, and more were launched from around the city.

The invasion was over. The Hidden Kingdom was safe.


Chapter Thirty-One



Iopened my eyes, expecting to find myself in Galliyae’s presence, and I wasn’t disappointed.

After the hectic days of running and fighting, we’d returned to our hotel room. Macy wasn’t entirely sure what had happened, but she let us stay anyway. I guess the guards looking for us had been worse than we were. We all needed rest, and I quickly fell asleep cuddling with my ladies.

And that meant I met with Galliyae once more. I stood at the top of a hill, looking out over a once lush landscape.

It had deteriorated even since the second time I visited. Outside of the fifty-foot circle at the top of the hill, everything was dead or dying in the distance. Dark clouds blocked the sun, and a chill swept through me.

But through it all, I could feel the presence of the god who granted me my powers.

You have done well, Ace Winters.

She spoke directly into my mind, sending a wave of comfort and gratitude into me. “Thank you, Galliyae.”

The area near the hill worried me. There were deep furrows in the dirt, like a giant monster had cut through the ground.

“What is happening to you?”

My captor grows ever stronger. They exact their punishment when they can. But I am still here, still standing.

I hated that I couldn’t do anything. “I need to find you.”

Yes.

But that will come down the road. There is still time.

Lightning flashed in the distance. Instead of one bolt, it was like the sky hated the ground, constantly striking it with bolts.

“What do I need to do, then?”

Continue growing strong.

Another Challenge awaits you. While there is still some time, it comes sooner than I would like. And none of my Chosen have ever faced anything like it before.

The burden you carry is great, Ace Winters. Know that everything you’ve done and will do are more important than you could know. I have asked more than what is fair, and you have yet to fail me.

“I won’t let you down.”

I know, My Chosen.

The storm grew closer, as the wind picked up. Fires broke out where the lightning hit. I thought I could see shapes moving just beyond the smoke.

My time grows short.

You have completed the third Challenge, Ace Winters. You have taken the Queen Succubus’s power, and as such, you will never need fear the mental attacks you suffered through.

“Well, that’s a relief.” I certainly hated all of it. I felt a hint of amusement from the goddess.

I understand, My Chosen. As a gift for completing the Challenge, I am creating a bridge for you.

“A bridge? Where?”

Between you and your loves. As you connected with Beatrix through the ring, you will be able to do that with all of them at any time you choose.

“That’s… wow.”

The fire shifted, and started racing across the landscape. The speed meant it would arrive in minutes, or sooner.

You must go now.

Be careful, My Chosen. Danger is around every corner.

Then I was gone as the fire roared.


Chapter Thirty-Two



Frantic activity and meetings filled the next few days — for Queen Jenna, anyway. We were mostly left alone after a friendly official visited and told us that the mistaken announcement had been cleared up.

So the five of us spent the time actually enjoying a vacation. We went to the beach, spent time visiting the sights without scouting them for dangers, and tried all of the fun restaurants. Word had gotten out that I was the Chosen and had helped save the Hidden Kingdom, so I was somewhat of a celebrity.

While we were out, we overheard snatches of conversations and debates about what had happened. The general story of the Queen Succubus’s attack was common knowledge, but no one knew all of the details. Generally, the consensus was that Queen Jenna saved the day, with a little help from yours truly.

There were some whispers about whether it was all a power grab. That lasted until Oliver appeared on the local news to congratulate his sister. The Hidden Kingdom had a channel of its own, and it cut into the broadcast for his big announcement. He explained firsthand what he’d been through, and it felt like the entire town tuned in.

We were out at a bar, and the few T.V.s were changed to the channel. The Prince stood at a podium near the keep. He looked tired, but I could see the man I’d met wasn’t entirely an act. He was confident, good-natured, and a little self-deprecating. Queen Jenna stood behind him, wearing an understated coat and blouse.

“Citizens of the Hidden Kingdom, thank you for letting me speak. I first want to say my sister, the new Queen, is a welcome sight. She will be an incredible leader, and I wholeheartedly support her.

“The Ninth War came without any of us noticing, except for her. The Hidden Kingdom was on the brink of disaster, and it was only through her concern and planning that we did not fall to one of our oldest enemies. An enemy that will never threaten us again. That’s right. The Queen Succubus is gone forever.”

Apparently, Jenna had shared that information with her brother. I didn’t mind it getting out — now that I was a known quantity, it wouldn’t be long before the historians dug up old books that would fill in the gaps. My grandfather didn’t seem particularly concerned about secrecy, so it was only time and the rarity of the Chosen that made the memory fade.

The Prince looked over his shoulder at the Queen, giving her a big smile. “We owe her a debt. I know the Hidden Throne passed to her in an unusual manner, and there is some concern over whether it was all above board. I was not there for the ritual, but I think we should all be happy with the outcome.

“And I wanted to share that this was my father’s wish.”

The entire bar we were watching in gasped. On the screen, Jenna was clearly just as surprised as we all were. Oliver looked at her, nodding. “I was under the control of the succubus at the time, but he called me into his study to inform me. I believe that is what caused the attack to escalate. Before, the demon was happy to wait for the chance, confident she’d slip through without anyone knowing.

“But my father, the King, chose the one member of our family that the demon couldn’t control. Not because he suspected the threat, but because she’d shown such remarkable poise and growth. He saw the potential to protect the Hidden Kingdom. So, know that we have the leader we need, and the best person for the job.”

A tear ran down Jenna’s face, and she hugged her brother.

After that, the city truly celebrated. The ruler they were supposed to have was the one who had saved the day, and a new era was dawning.

Two nights later, we were invited to a massive celebration to honor the Queen’s coronation. The five of us had to rush to buy appropriate formal wear, but when the shop heard we were the Queen’s friends and special guests, they bent over backwards to accommodate us.

Jenna’s people even sent a limo to take us to the castle as were guests of honor. We piled in, laughing and chatting as they drove us through the tight streets.

The ladies were all gorgeous. Rory had a flashy, sparkly dress that suited her personality perfectly. Juniper’s was more subdued, but showed off her figure. The gamer-girl Via chose a local design, with clear Roman influences.

Beatrix was the biggest surprise. I’d rarely seen her in anything outside of professional clothes or something casual. The dress she picked was elegant, just like she was. It was blue, with thin straps that looked like it could barely support her bountiful breasts.

Rory gave her a wolf whistle. “Damn, Bea. Are you planning on breaking some hearts tonight?”

The Brit glanced at me, then blushed. “Is it too much?”

“No. I love it!”

Juniper nodded excitedly. “You look amazing!”

“Thank you, girls.”

I gave her a smile. “You really are beautiful, Beatrix.”

“Oooooo,” Via teased.

It didn’t take long to reach the castle, and we were escorted out. Other fabulously dressed people thronged the grounds where we’d fought the dozens of guards. A band played near the far end of the courtyard, mostly ignored by the people talking.

“I’m starving. Come on, Junebug!” Rory grabbed Juniper’s hand and dragged her to the tables filled with finger food.

“Wait for me!” Via ran after them. I was happy to see them all getting along. My plans to make it happen were derailed by the Challenge, but I’d gotten lucky that they all bonded so well.

“What about you?” I asked Beatrix.

“I’m alright, Mr. Winters.”

Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to find Zhou Mei, wearing a beautiful dress. “Ace.”

“Mei. Hello. I guess the secret’s out, so I won’t be dropping your name everywhere.”

She shook her head. “And just when it would have been worth something.”

I laughed. “What can I do for you?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to thank you for stopping the Queen Succubus.”

“So you didn’t have to… do whatever it was you were going to do?”

Mei grimaced. “Yes. And, as an offer of gratitude, the Celestial Convocation would like to invite you to their headquarters.”

“Oh?”

“It is quite the honor, Ace. Very few members of the Celestial Convocation even know where it is. We believe a better working relationship with the Chosen would benefit everyone.”

“I can’t argue with that.”

The woman smiled. She pulled a card out of her clutch and passed it to me. It was white, with only a single phone number printed in black letters. “I’ll see you soon, Ace.”

Mei walked away. That left me alone with Beatrix. We stood awkwardly, as I tried not to check her out. I was saved by the Queen, as Jenna appeared at the top of the steps. A hush fell over the crowd.

She wore an astonishing dress. It was red velvet, with gold inlays, and a long tail that stretched behind her. The crown sat on her head like it was custom-made for her.

“I feel like I’ve had to give a million speeches in the last week, so I’ll keep this short. I never expected to be here, but I am delighted to serve the Hidden Kingdom. Know that I will help us reach new heights. Now, thank you all for coming.” Jenna smiled at the crowd. “Please, enjoy yourself. This is a party!”

“Wooo!” I cheered. A few people looked at me, but I ignored them and started clapping. Soon, everyone joined in.

Jenna’s eyes met mine, and flashed with amusement. I waited with Beatrix as she threaded her way through the press of citizens, all wishing her well and thanking her. She graciously greeted all of them.

“She’s good at this,” I whispered to Beatrix.

The Brit nodded. “Indeed. I believe this is what her father saw that she did not.”

“Good for her. And for the Kingdom.”

When the newly minted queen reached us, she stopped, clasping her hands in front of her.

I glanced down at myself. “What? Do I have something on my face? Should I kneel?”

She laughed. “No, Ace. This is awkward. You pushed me to be the Queen, and I view you as a friend and equal.”

“Then is it okay to give you a hug?”

The Queen nodded. I wrapped her up. “Congratulations, Your Majesty. You’ll be an outstanding Queen.” The tether of power was still between us, but I knew it could wait. Whatever it was felt good and right, so it wouldn’t be causing problems for either of us.

When we stopped, she stepped back, still happy as could be. She shook Beatrix’s hand. “Thank you both for everything you’ve done. The Hidden Kingdom will forever be in your debt.”

I shook my head. “No. I’m happy to help, and never want you to feel like you owe me. This was what I was meant to do.”

“Well, it’s not much, but I did find out about your friend.”

“Who?”

“Wren?”

I laughed. I’d entirely forgotten about that. “You did?”

Jenna smiled. “Yes. It didn’t take much digging, since demons can live forever, we keep all of those records up to date and available.”

“Now this I want to hear.” Beatrix stepped closer. She and Wren had some bad blood, and I knew she’d enjoy hearing anything embarrassing for the demon.

The Queen lowered her voice as she told us the story. “Apparently Wren had helped out in a few different wars earlier. She was able to come and go as she pleased. But when she was here last, she went on a bit of a bender.”

“I didn’t even know she could get drunk,” I said.

“It was a special brew that most humans couldn’t even touch, let alone drink. Well, she got started, and ended up in a challenge with the High Witch of the time. Not violent, just an escalating series of competitions. Wren won, but the High Witch accused her of cheating and cast a spell that teleported her away. Except she was also drunk, so Wren ended up appearing in the stone wall of the castle walls.”

I chuckled. “That must have been a surprise.”

“Anyone else would have died, but she can’t die,” Jenna explained. “She did, however, frighten the princess who was using the bathroom when it happened.”

“She was stuck in a bathroom wall?” Beatrix cackled.

“Yes. And it took a lot of power to free her. And everyone agreed it would be better if she never came back.”

I wiped a tear from my eye, clutching my stomach. “This is too good. Totally worth saving the Hidden Kingdom just for this.” Jenna gave me a playful shove.

An aide interrupted us, “I’m sorry, Queen Jenna, but the Prime Minister would like a word.”

“Duty calls.” I could see a bit of nervousness still in the woman.

“Don’t worry, Jenna. You’ve got this. And if you ever need my help, I’ll be there.”

The Queen smiled at that, then waved and followed the aide through the crowd.

“You were very kind to her.” Beatrix turned to look at me.

“Oh, she’s a pal. A royal pal, but still. What’s saving a Kingdom between friends?”

The Brit shook her head in disbelief. “One of these days, I’ll figure you out, Mr. Winters.”

“Maybe I can help you. Give you some clues.”

She laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Rory returned with the others. I waved off her question, and we enjoyed the party.

Different functionaries, witches, and wizards all visited to meet me. Officer Sainsbury appeared and apologized for his actions. I apologized for roughing him up, but he didn’t seem to care. He, like all of the men controlled by the demons, was just happy to be free.

As the celebration turned into more of a party, I danced with each of my ladies. They were having a great time.

Dancing with Juniper, I saw Beatrix standing alone near the wall. Juniper saw where I was looking.

“You should ask her to dance.”

“Really?”

“She’d love it.”

“I guess I can. With how things have gone, I was worried about it turning weird between us.”

Juniper smiled. “It might, but only if you don’t do anything about it. You like her, right?”

“Is it that obvious?” My attraction to the woman had shifted at some point into real feelings.

“Yes. And I think she feels the same way.” The song ended, and Juniper gave me a kiss on the cheek. ”Go get her.” The redhead gently pushed me in the direction of the Brit.

When I joined her, she looked nervous. I held out my hand. “Care to dance?”

“That would be lovely, Mr. Winters.”

I led her back to the dance floor. Putting my hands on her hips, we swayed to the slow song playing.

“I couldn’t have done this without you, Beatrix.”

“You would have found a way, I’m sure.”

“I don’t know.”

The warmth from her body bled through her thin dress. I pulled her closer, wrapping my hands around her waist. Her dress was cut lower on the back, and I felt just a touch of her smooth skin.

“So what is the plan now, Mr. Winters?”

“Return home, try and learn some more before the next terrible crisis kicks off.”

She chuckled. “That sounds like a good idea.”

“And I was hoping we’d spend more time together.”

“Training?” She spoke softly, almost drowned out by the music.

“If that’s all you want, sure. But I like spending time with you. I like you, Beatrix.”

“Why? I’m just some stuffy old store clerk from Hull.”

“You’re a badass demon hunting witch who happens to run a bookshop, you mean.”

“I’m so much older than you.” That made me realize I didn’t actually know how old she was. I’d guessed early forties, but seeing her in her current outfit, I wasn’t convinced.

“This might be dangerous territory, but how old are you?”

The Brit rolled her eyes. “Thirty-eight.”

“That’s nothing.”

“I’m almost two decades older than you.”

“And? What’s that have to do with anything? In a hundred years, we’ll be laughing at how small a difference that is.”

“You think you’d want me for that long?”

In answer, I did the only thing I could. I leaned forward and kissed her. She tensed, surprised, as my lips met hers. But then she relaxed, kissing me back. Her hands wrapped around my head, holding me tight.

When the song ended, we broke apart. Her cheeks were flushed and I was breathing hard.

“Mr. Winters, that was some kiss.”

I took her hand. “And there’s more where that came from.”

We walked out of the courtyard together. Rory saw me and gave me a big thumbs up. I ignored her, mostly for Beatrix’s benefit. The Brit was hanging onto my hand with all her strength.

A limo drove us back to the hotel. We didn’t speak in the back, just holding hands. She stole a nervous glance at me every few minutes, but I just traced my finger along her palm.

When we arrived at the hotel, we kept up the silence until we were at her door. She bit her lip, staring at me.

“Are you going to invite me in?” I asked.

“Oh. Yes. Of course.”

In the room where we trained my defenses, I stood in front of her. She was gorgeous. The serious, stern woman was there, but a softer, warm side I’d only rarely seen glimpses of was present as well.

I kissed her again. She sighed in pleasure, leaning into me. Our tongues met, playing off each other. She was tentative, probing, but I couldn’t get enough.

Reaching up, I pulled one of the straps off her shoulder. Then the next.

“Mmmm,” she moaned in excitement.

She shimmied and the dress fell off. I kept kissing her as her hands pulled my coat off. We frantically undressed each other, our mouths only leaving the other when my shirt was yanked over my head.

We stumbled backwards, and she sat down on the bed, and I had my first good look at her naked body. She was stunning, curvy, her large breasts still captivating. They were round, and while not as pert as some, were inviting. Her nipples were already hard with excitement.

Her eyes roamed down to find that I, too, was hardening. I slid my boxers off, while her gaze took in every detail of my cock as it sprang free.

“Impressive, Mr. Winters.”

I grinned. “Not bad yourself.”

Leaning in, I kissed her again. Her hand rubbed up my thigh, before gripping me tight. She stroked as I gasped.

Not wanting to be left out, I ran my finger down her neck, between her incredible tits. I cupped one, squeezing it gently. She hummed in pleasure, and I pinched one nipple, eliciting another gasp.

I couldn’t wait any longer. I pushed her onto her back and knelt in front of her. Reaching out, I spread her legs. Her pussy was already wet with excitement. She had a small patch of well-groomed dark hair right above her entrance, and it looked delicious.

“What are you —” she started, but stopped with a cry as I licked her.

She tasted as good as she looked. I went to work, licking her as she moaned and writhed on the bed. One of my hands reached up, clutching her breast. With the other, I fingered her, her smooth walls already tensing and squeezing.

“Oh, god, Mr. Winters. That’s perfect.”

I sucked her clit, and with that, she groaned in pleasure. Her body shook, her legs stretching out in both directions. “Oh, my. Oh, my! I’m cumming. I’m cumming!”

Keeping up the pressure, I worked her through the orgasm. When it finally ended, she sighed. “That was incredible.”

“I thought so, too.”

She slid further onto the bed. “Now, why don’t you join me?”

I crawled after her. Sliding between her legs, my hard cock rubbed at the warm lips of her pussy.

“Please,” she begged.

The tip of my cock slid in, and her eyes rolled back in her head. Slowly, I entered her. She was hot, her walls throbbing around my cock.

“Oh, my god, you feel perfect, Mr. Winters.”

“Beatrix, I’m inside you. You can call me Ace.”

She smiled bashfully. “Okay, Ace.”

I started thrusting in and out, slowly at first. I couldn’t believe how good she felt. Leaning forward, I kissed her. We were lost in the feel of each other’s body.

Before long, I felt my own orgasm approaching. She must have sensed it.

“On me, please. I want to see it.”

“As you wish.” I kept pumping inside her. With one hand, I rubbed her clit.

“Oh, fuck, Ace! Yes! I’m cumming again! Ohhhh!”

Her walls clamped down on me as she shook again. That pushed me over the edge. I pulled out, and even in her orgasm haze, she reached up and grabbed my shaft. I moved closer, and soon I was spurting all over her perfect breasts.

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, god, yes.”

When we both finished, I fell over next to her. She pressed close to me, and kissed my neck.

“This was certainly unexpected.”

Turning to face her, I kissed her lips. When I pulled back, I asked, “But no regrets, right?”

“Only that it took this long.”

I laughed and then kissed the Brit, letting her know how much I cared.

Sure, I might have to fight demons and save the world, but there were definitely some benefits to being the Chosen.

The End


Epilogue



After the party, we spent a few more days before returning to the campus. True to Jenna’s word, both Rory and Juniper graduated without issues, while Via and I were cleared from any make up work.

The summer went by without any major developments. I ended up renting a house near campus for us to all move in together, although Beatrix decided to stay at her current place. Most of the summer I spent going on patrol and working on expanding my skills.

In my magical warehouse, the defenses were better than ever. After absorbing the Queen Succubus, the chain link fences were gone, and in their place were tall stone walls. I still spent time improving everything, as I’d seen the benefit, but I knew no one would ever be able to hit me like they did.

I trained with Juniper and Rory, while Via also took some fighting lessons. And I had a lot of fun dating them all.

The gamer-girl spent most of her time working on a mix of equipment and cosplay. As a surprise, I took her to one of the big cons, and she had a ball. Juniper continued working with Saidra, and mentioned the help the ancient witch needed was coming soon. I offered my own assistance, but wasn’t sure what would happen.

After a lot of thought, I ended up taking a leave of absence from the college. Via would stay to finish out her degree, but with my duties as Chosen, I didn’t want another issue, at least until the Challenges were complete.

As the fall semester started, I felt melancholy about my choice, even if I knew it was the right one. I spent the morning reading on the porch, with King Baby napping near me.

When he barked, I looked up to see a car pulling up in front of the house. My attorney, Douglass, stepped out of the driver’s seat. He waved up at me.

“Ace! Good to see you.”

I walked over and shook his hand. “Good to see you, too. What brings you here?”

“Well, you mentioned wanting to test for the next part of your inheritance.”

“That’s right.”

“I figured a house call was in order, then.”

He sat down next to where I’d been sitting. “Would you like a drink? Beer? Scotch?”

“Not while I’m working, Ace. Thank you.”

He opened his briefcase and retrieved a small blue orb out. It was glass, and a little smaller than a baseball. He handed it to me. It would let Douglass know if I lied, and was part of unlocking the rest of my inheritance.

“I have completed the Third Challenge.” The blue orb turned green.

I offered it back to him, but he shook his head. “Can you humor me and tell another lie?”

There didn’t seem to be any harm in it, so I agreed. “I have completed the Fourth Challenge.” It turned red. When it turned back to blue, I glanced at King Baby. “King Baby is not a good dog.” It flashed red, and he gave me a look. “King Baby is a very good dog.” The orb turned green as the dog wagged his tail.

“It’s incredible that this works. I wonder how he had it made.” I handed the orb back to Douglass, not wanting to be caught lying with it in my hands.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It seems like magic.”

“Well, I will get the next part of your inheritance sorted. You’re well on your way to having all of it, I think.”

“That will be nice.” I looked at King Baby sitting on the porch of the house I shared with the women I loved. “But I’m pretty happy now.”

“It sure seems that way. Now, there was one more reason I came. A letter arrived for you at the firm with instructions to hand-deliver it to you. I don’t know who it’s from, but they paid for the service, so I thought it was as good an excuse as any to visit.”

He pulled an envelope out of his case. It was thick, only my name on the front.

“No idea who sent it?”

“Not at all.”

I flipped it over, but couldn’t make out anything unusual. “Must have some fans.” He chuckled.

Tearing the paper open, I went to reach inside when a cloud of smoke burst out. It trailed away, stopping on the lawn. It solidified into the shape of a demon. The creature was short, with broken wings on its back and a deep green, scaly skin.

It pointed at me, hissing. “Chosen of Galliyae! You have killed too many of my kind and shaken the walls of this realm. Now you must die.”

A knife appeared in its hands.

Reaching under my seat, I gripped the handle of my sword. “Šu taka!” A gust of wind hit the demon in the chest and tossed him back across the yard. I didn’t put everything I had into it because I couldn’t let him escape.

King Baby barked in alarm as I jumped over the railing and onto the lawn. I threw my sheath to the side and ran at the messenger.

“Killing me will not stop the doom coming for this realm!”

“Well, it’ll shut you up, at least.”

I ran the demon through. It roared in pain, before dissolving into smoke. The smoke glowed, before being pulled into my weapon.

Panting, I looked around to make sure there weren’t any other attackers. The street was clear — thankfully none of my neighbors were home.

I turned back to the porch and saw Douglass staring at me with wide eyes. He sputtered, unable to complete a thought. “You just. It was a… What is happening?”

I sighed, knowing I would need to tell him more than he would want to know to explain everything. His world was about to change.

“Douglass, how about I get you that beer now?”
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