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The Challenges So Far



Welcome back to the continuing adventures of Ace Winters! Things are heating up in his world, but if you need a refresher on what all our heroes have been up to, this is the place for you. If not, head on over to the prologue. And if you haven’t read any of the books, go ahead and read the first three instead! They are a lot better than this short summary — They’re full books, after all.

Ace’s story started late one dark night, when he left a college party — it had been a weird evening and he was ready for it to be over. But on his way home, he found a cute redhead being attacked by a weird creature. He helped her and killed the monster, only to discover that it was a demon, and demons are very real.

They hide in our world, some passing for humans. Others hunt people for sport, or just because. Some are good, some are evil, some are basically just animals but from another realm.

The woman he saved, Juniper Martindale, introduces him to the secret world he didn’t know about before. And along with her mentor and her best friend, Ace discovers that he’s actually the Chosen of Galliyae. That makes him an important part of our realm’s defense — he inherited his powers from his grandfather and now is the only connection to the world the goddess has.

But he doesn’t get all of the powers at once. While he is stronger and faster than a normal person thanks to those gifts, the rest of the abilities will come slowly. He must face five Challenges before he gets all of his power, and if he fails… well, it would be bad. Very bad.

It turns out that his first Challenge is to face down an unkillable demon. He manages to kill the monster, and in doing so he absorbs the power from it. Then he discovers that Galliyae is trapped somewhere far away, and can only briefly reach out to him. He’s concerned, but it makes sense why even people in the know think both the Chosen and Galliyae are myths, even when demons and monsters roam the night.

After facing down the dangerous demon, he expects his life to calm down somewhat. Only somewhat, because Ace has started dating Juniper and her friend Rory — because Galliyae is the goddess of life, he’s expected to have a large family.

But things don’t stay quiet for long. A demon with abilities it shouldn’t have attacks Ace, and no one can explain how it got so powerful. And a consulting firm tries to recruit Ace, and when he turns them down, they start making trouble for him. They also hire his friend Via as an intern to get inside information on Ace.

He receives a prophetic vision from Galliyae that his Second Challenge will be happening soon, and he quickly realizes that the consulting firm is the source of the demons with unusual powers. They are meddling with forbidden magic to permanently kill demons and steal their power. (Normally, when a demon dies, it returns to hell. The only exceptions anyone knows is by using this ritual and if the Chosen kills it as part of a Challenge, in which case they are destroyed forever.)

The ritual has the potential to wake the Sleepers, mysterious old beings with power that even the gods feared. They left both realms long ago, but are jealous guardians of their power and might return.

But it's even worse than that. Culcate, the consulting firm, summons one of the Sleepers to earth and uses it in the ritual, giving unimaginable abilities to the demonic members of the firm. Ace manages to stop them before they can fully use the powers, but the damage is done. He fears the Sleepers may be waking.

For a little while, things remain normal. Then a princess from the Hidden Kingdom arrives and asks Ace for help. He agrees, and the gang travels to New Zealand where the underground kingdom is located.

The Succubus Queen is attempting to take over the Kingdom in secret by slowly mind-controlling all of the important men in the Kingdom, and potentially even one of the three princes who might become King. Unfortunately for Ace, his connection to Galliyae makes him particularly weak against mental magic. He has to train with the experienced demon hunter Beatrix while they try to unravel the mystery.

It turns out that all three of the princes are under the demon queen’s sway, and Ace helps the princess to stop the plans. The princess ends up becoming the queen of the Hidden Kingdom, and Ace returns to his normal life.

But danger lurks around every corner, and the foundations of both realms shake as the Fourth Challenge approaches.

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 three of the five Challenges.

Ace’s Loves

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. She’s been working with a powerful witch to improve her own powers.

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. If you need to borrow a knife, she’s your gal.

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. Now she’s splitting her time between cosplay and making handy tools and outfits for the gang.

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.

Their intense training in the Hidden Kingdom led to the two of them kindling a romance of their own.

Other Important People To Know

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. Instead Wren is just injured and has to heal at a relatively human speed.)

She helped Ace recover his grandfather’s sword. While she is good, she butts heads with Beatrix, thanks to their mysterious history together. The demoness has some rough edges when it comes to Ace. Fighting alongside Ace, she was injured pretty badly while facing off against Culcate, and took longer to heal than Ace.

Queen Jenna Holmes — She came to Ace for help, but before he could make it to the Hidden Kingdom, her father died, throwing the Kingdom into chaos. She helped him stop the Queen Succubus, and in the process became the Queen.

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 three 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 did not know if they still existed, until meeting a member of the Convocation while visiting the Hidden Kingdom.

Zhou Mei — A representative of the Celestial Convocation that helped Ace and Jenna during the Queen Succubus’s attack.

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

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


Prologue



An Excerpt from Martin Winter’s Journal

My dear Ace, I hope this new world you find yourself in is as exciting as it is challenging. It’s not what you expected, but, nevertheless, I’m sure you will rise to the challenge.

You just left the house for another day of school. I’m so proud of how well you’ve done, and I hope you know that.

I guess I should tell you more about what to expect from your Challenges, since you’re probably reading this and wondering when they’ll start. If all goes well, you will inherit your powers on your twenty-first birthday. Challenges can be almost anything, even if Galliyae generally gives you a few months to get used to your new normal.

For my Fourth Challenge, I had to recover a magical wand that was kept in a deep fortress built by demons and cultists. They’d dug under a mountain to find the wand, then created all of the defenses around it to make sure that it would stay theirs.

They intended to use it to power a ritual that would allow them to immediately return to earth through a portal if they died. It would only extend to around fifty of them, but you can imagine how hard unkillable demons could be. Without a banishment to hell, they can take bigger risks and do things others wouldn’t.

I set off to clear the underground keep — this was in my third year as a Chosen, by the way — and it was a hard fight. I was often faced with two or three demons at a time, and they knew I was coming somehow.

My guess was that they had some sort of human ally up above. There are all sorts of people in this world, Ace, and you will find those you can trust. Others will work for their own enrichment and gain, even if they might be better off with what you’re doing. I never did find out who warned the demons, though.

The most difficult challenge was this pair of big demons — eight feet tall, each! I fought them for almost twenty minutes before I managed to slip the tip of my blade in a crack in one of their bone armor suits. He went down hard, and I handled the other one to one without too much problem.

The group was prepping their ritual chamber when I arrived. While they had a warning I was coming, I still took the leaders by surprise. They were days away from even starting the ritual, and when I attacked, they all quickly broke before me. I took the wand.

The reason I’d been given this Challenge was because there was a small village near by the mountain. It only had three or four hundred people living in it, but if the demonic group was allowed to continue, there would be massive avalanches that would wipe out all of the people.

In the end, I used the wand to shore up the structure of the mountain. The people who lived there never knew how close they came to death.

And don’t worry about other demons stealing the wand. It was destroyed when I made the mountain safe again.

Well, I hope having a sense of what you’ll face will help you out. Just know that Galliyae would never ask you to do something impossible.

At least, she shouldn’t.

Now then, I need to get some work done. That mostly involves calling Douglass and telling him what to do. He’s a good sort.

Good luck, Ace.


Chapter One



The dark hoof crushed the grass down, breaking the stalks. The horse shook its head as it slowed to a stop. The sky stretched out in every direction, feeling larger than I ever thought possible. Almost uncanny, as if the world was just bigger here.

I looked out over the sprawling plain, my eyes searching for any sign of the unusual. All I saw was grassland and the towering Rocky Mountains in the distance. The natural beauty surrounded me.

Squeezing with my knees, I guided the large horse forward. With my sword bumping along on my hip, I felt like a cross between a gunslinger and a medieval knight as I rode atop a strong, tall, black horse.

But I was something cooler.

A demon hunter.

And the game, as they say, was afoot.

“See anything?” I asked.

I glanced over at the woman trotting up on the horse next to me. She was blonde, short, and gorgeous. She’d worn an outfit that made her look like a cowgirl ready to pose for a magazine spread, with jeans, brown leather boots, and a wide-brimmed white cowboy hat.

“Nope. Nada.” Aurora Silver — or, as we all call her, Rory — gave me a wink. “We could do something else to pass the time.”

The former cheerleader really had a one-track mind. Laughing, I shook my head. “Not yet.”

“You never let me do anything fun.” She puffed out her lip in an exaggerated frown.

“What are you talking about? We’re riding horses in the wild back country of Montana hunting rare demons. We took a private plane to come here, and I remember something about an all-expenses-paid shopping trip to get the right outfit.”

“Okay, I’ll give you that one. But you’re on thin ice, mister!” She pointed at me, but the smile she tried to hide was still easy to spot.

Giving her another grin, I looked back over the plains. My life really was something else. I was hunting demons because I was the Chosen of Galliyae — the avatar of a goddess dedicated to life and fertility. This was both a gift and a responsibility, since I had to help defend the world from all sorts of dangers. Luckily, this was not one of those dangers.

We were taking a long weekend to try and participate in one of the great migrations in the world. Every few years a herd of demons would break free from hell. They could appear anywhere, often causing a lot of chaos and trouble. But they weren’t true dangers, like some of the other demons.

The Yil-Aer acted like more intelligent wildebeests. In almost all cases, demons could enter our world, but when they died, they returned to their realm. Most required a summoning or portal to cross over, but the natural magic of the Yil-Aer meant that they would come over for a time, only to return to hell once they were all hunted down.

And they would all be hunted down. The Yil-Aer demons had long hair that was a key ingredient in protective amulets and devices. When properly prepared, one hair could stop a death blow.

Rory was a prime example of that, as she’d been shot at point-blank range and lived to tell the tale without a single scratch on her. Which was good, because we ended up dating after that, and life is a lot better with her in it. With all of the women I love, actually.

“Whoa!”

A horse galloped by with a flash of red hair and pink fabric.

“How do you make this thing stop?” Juniper Martindale squealed from the back of the brown and white horse.

“Pull the reins back, Junebug,” Rory called.

“I am! I don’t think this horse knows that one.” The busty redhead yanked on the reins as the horse continued to ignore her and frolic in the grass around us.

“Use your magic,” the blonde teased.

“I don’t know any horse spells. But as soon as we get back, I’m going to look into turning you into one.” Juniper was a witch, and also dating me. She was a cute redhead with a bit of a nerdy streak to her.

As the Chosen, I was expected to date and marry multiple women, but she’d been the first one I’d fallen for. She’d also trained me in magic, and was very powerful in her own right. Even if it didn’t translate to horses.

A moment later, Juniper managed to get her horse under control — or it just got tired and decided to munch on some grass. “Thank the goddess,” she muttered.

“Now that you’ve decided to join us, are you sure that we’re in the right place?”

Juniper glared at the blonde. “Yes. All the signs and spells pointed to this area. Well, somewhere within fifty miles of here. That’s as close as I could have gotten.”

Rory pulled out some binoculars and peered across the open plain. It gradually sloped away from us before rising in rolling hills to meet the mountains in the distance. While this was one of the bigger events in the secret world of demons and magic, the appearance of the Yil-Aer wasn’t ever a sure thing. Juniper and her mentor Beatrix were sure they’d figured out a way to divine the truth, but the lack of other hunters around made me anxious.

Beatrix and Via, two of my other loves and teammates, were positioned twenty miles to the north, out of sight. I’d actually purchased two of the last strands of Yil-Aer hair when we’d traveled before, and Via and Juniper had bracelets on that would protect them. Beatrix, our resident expert and magic store owner, had one of her own, so I felt confident that they were at least safe-ish out of my sight.

A crisp, cool breeze blew across my face. The air was clean, hints of the forest in the distance reaching me. I sighed, contentedly, while the other two continued to tease each other.

“How are you so good at this, anyway? We grew up together,” Juniper complained.

“Just a natural at riding.” Rory raised her eyebrows at me. “Isn’t that right, Ace?”

“I’ve never had any complaints.” I glanced at the furrowed forehead of Juniper, and hastily added, “About either of you.”

“Hmmph.” She crossed her arms. “I expect not.”

“Anyway, Killer here is a sweetheart,” Rory said. She leaned forward and rubbed her horse’s neck.

“How is a horse named ‘Killer’ the good one?” Juniper looked warily at the back of her horse's head. “I chose Daisy, and look where it got me.”

“That’s ‘cause she senses your fear.” The blonde laughed while Daisy apparently neighed in confirmation.

The walkie-talkie on my belt crackled to life. A serious, educated British voice came through. “Ace? Any signs of the breach near you?”

I picked it up and answered. “Negative, Beatrix. You?”

“Mr. Winters, I would not be asking if I could see a breach, now would I?”

“You never know,” I replied. “Maybe it’s weird there, but not like full-on breach weird.”

“Well, in either case, it is quiet here. Via spotted a few other hunters, so I do think we’re in the right place.”

“Are you sure they’re here for the Yil-Aer and not just hunting elk or whatever else is up here?” We were out in the boonies, so there was no telling who we might run into out here.

“Considering one of them was carrying a silver spear as well as an elephant gun, I don’t think so. Another was clearly a demon, but seemed pretty friendly.”

“See.” Juniper stuck her tongue out at Rory.

“I believe it’s been long enough that Juniper can try her spell again.” Beatrix couldn’t hear their bickering, and probably would have ignored it anyway.

“On it,” I replied, then hooked the walkie-talkie back on my belt.

I hopped off my own horse — named Dennis — and walked over to Juniper. Daisy snorted as I took the reins and rubbed her nose. “There’s a good girl.”

Juniper dropped to the ground, more gracefully than I expected and less than she hoped. After wobbling for a moment, she dusted herself off and took a few steps away from her ride.

“Just one second.”

She walked to an area where the grass was thinner. With a foot, she traced a rough circle in the dirt, before making a few small marks in the center. The redhead gave it one more look, then nodded, satisfied with her work.

Juniper stood in the exact center and swirled her hands through the air. She resembled someone doing Tai Chi, but faster. And her fingers shifted and moved in complicated patterns. When she finished her dance, she shouted, “Bur ahaš!”

The circle glowed, and an arrow made of light rose from the ground. It pointed to the north before shooting away, fading as it travelled.

“Hot diggity dog.” Rory clapped.

“All done.” Juniper grinned at me.

“I guess that’s a pretty good sign,” I said. I reported what happened to Beatrix.

“Good. Ours went south, so we can assume it will appear somewhere between us.”

“We’ll head your way, then.”

I helped Juniper back up onto Daisy, then jumped onto Dennis. “Let’s go!”

Dennis was well trained, and it only took a soft squeeze for him to start trotting forward. The clop of hooves and whispered curses — from Juniper — followed me as we made our way north.

The hills rolled beneath us, and I could almost push all of the stress of my life out of my mind. I was riding across the countryside to hunt demons. What could go wrong?

We cut across the field, crossed a small stream, and headed up to a new vantage point. It was about two miles away, and when we finally reached it, I noticed a distinctive shift in the atmosphere.

“Do you sense that?” Juniper asked.

“Yeah.” I could feel a change in the air. It crackled, like it was filled with static electricity, although I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. We stood at the top of a hill, and down below us was a plain of grass that led to a thick, old forest on one side, and a deep gorge on the other.

“The walls between the two realms are thinning.”

“Do we try the spell again?”

Juniper shook her head. “If I try it too soon, it’ll just follow the path of the previous one, regardless of whether it’s still right. And I think we might be close enough it wouldn’t help anyway.”

“Uh, I don’t want to burst anyone’s bubbles, but is the sun supposed to look like that?” Rory shaded her eyes and pointed up.

I checked it out carefully and gasped. The sun was dimmer, casting a red light across the area. It was also much larger, taking up a quarter of the sky, with gusts of visible fire shooting off the side.

“I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore,” Rory whispered.

Pulling out the walkie-talkie, I immediately tried to reach Beatrix. “We found the breach, two or so miles north of our starting position.”

She replied, but interference kept me from understanding her. “Ace … Need … Careful … Deadly.”

“That’s not hella ominous,” Rory said.

“Beatrix?” I tried the Brit a few more times, but she didn’t answer again. I hung the walkie-talkie back on my belt. The area we were in hadn’t changed, even if the sun had. That meant we were close, but according to everything that Juniper and Beatrix learned, the breach still could appear almost anywhere within a circle three or four miles wide, and we were just at the edge.

“Let’s move closer. Carefully.”

Leading the way, the other two followed me. Even Daisy was behaving well. We trotted down the hill, and to the middle of the sloping field.

“Brrrr.” Rory shivered.

The temperature had dropped, moving from the cool air of the early fall to a brisk, chilly winter’s day. A heavy breeze cut into my face as we debated where to go next.

“Any ideas?” I asked.

Juniper shook her head. “It could be anywhere. This isn’t an exact science.”

“Will we know?” Rory glanced back.

“Know what?”

“When we find the breach? The actual one.”

“I think so,” Juniper said.

“I know we will.” I pointed behind them.

The air split apart, with a large hole visible. At first my eyes didn’t even want to make sense of it, but like one of those magic eye books, my eyes slowly adjusted their focus and I could see through it. Inside the hole in the air was a different landscape, one made of dark rock, dead trees, and smoke wafting around.

“Barrrooooo!”

A loud call — like a trumpet — sounded.

“Get ready,” I whispered.

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Rory pulled out her knives, while Juniper backed further away and prepared a spell.

“BARRROOOOOO!”

The call came again, deafeningly loud. A huge form burst out of the opening in the air. It thundered to the ground, and I could feel the shaking from a quarter mile away and through the horse beneath me.

“The Yil-Aer…”

I’d been told they were big, but I hadn’t expected this. It was about the size of an elephant, with six legs. Its head was flatter, with big bulbous eyes like a frog. Its skin was a sickly yellow, and it was almost entirely bald except for a narrow line of hair that ran from the crest of its head down to its rear.

“Holy heck,” Rory muttered. She looked at the small knife in her hands. “Maybe I should have brought an elephant gun.”

Juniper replied, but whatever she said was drowned out as another Yil-Aer burst free and into our realm with a loud call. The first one spotted me and started charging, while more and more poured out behind it.

I drew my sword and grinned.

Let the hunt begin.


Chapter Two



“Uh, how are we supposed to kill those things?” Rory was still staring in disbelief at the giant demons thundering towards us.

While the breach was a quarter mile from us, they moved faster than anything that large should. I jumped down from my horse.

“Get out of here, Dennis.” He didn’t need to be told twice, and turned for the hills. “Rory, just keep Juniper safe.”

“On it, chief.”

She gave Killer a tug of the reins and trotted over to Juniper. Rory grabbed the other horse’s lead and pulled them both back from the incoming demons.

I faced the Yil-Aer. The first through the breach was still charging directly at me, followed by a few others. The majority of the herd was turning and running to the west, into the foothills of the mountains.

My sword hissed as it came out of the sheath at my side. Holding the weapon in my hand made me feel complete — it connected me to my magic source. Juniper — and Beatrix, for that matter — was the much more knowledgeable and experienced caster of spells. But I had a cheat code, thanks to Galliyae. My sword boosted my power and let me cast many spells without the necessary hand motions.

“Mul!”

A crescent of fire burst forth from the tip of my sword as I swung it in front of me. The flame grew in size until it was two feet long. It shot forward, speeding like an arrow at the demon.

“Barrrooo!”

The creature roared in pain when the flame hit its front leg. The demon stumbled, but regained its footing and kept running.

I could see a small gash surrounded by a burn mark on the leg, but that was all the damage that had been done. Which was a bit disappointing, since I’d seen it cut powerful demons to pieces before.

“These guys are tough,” I muttered. “No wonder a single hair costs more than a car.”

“Mul!” I sent another blast of fire at the demon. It was approaching fast, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to bring it down.

The demon was close to fifteen feet tall, and while it ran on all six legs, I could see that the feet had sharp claws that I did not want to experience.

The second crescent of fire glanced off its hide, cutting another gash, but that only served to make the Yil-Aer madder. It picked up speed, and I was only a hundred feet from it.

It was time to make a move. I charged at the demon, holding my sword tight in my hand. As it came closer, I dove between its legs and slashed out at the wounded leg.

The Yil-Aer’s body was huge, and the legs were as thick as tree trunks. But it wasn’t agile, and I surprised it. My sword cut deep into the leg on the opposite side from the burn, and thick, blue ooze ran out from the wound.

“Barroooo!”

An agonized cry reached my ears, and I rushed to roll out from under the demon.

CRASH!

It toppled to the ground, sending dirt, rocks, and grass flying into the sky. It slid to a stop, furrowing the ground for ten feet behind it.

Since the demon was down and injured, I tried to push the advantage. I ran to it and jumped into the air. Swinging my sword, I brought it down aimed at the creature’s side.

Unfortunately, the demon was ready. A back leg snapped out and hit me in the chest. The angle meant only the heavy heel caught me, but it still felt like getting hit by a train, and I was tossed a dozen yards away. I tumbled head over heels as I crashed down.

“Oof.” I groaned and pushed myself up.

The Yil-Aer thrashed around as it tried to get to its feet. The demons following it had slowed, but were still close enough to be a danger. Their frog-like eyes watched me warily.

“Haš tibir rah!”

A glowing pink hand the size of an SUV appeared in the sky above the struggling demon. It smashed down, slapping the head and side of the Yil-Aer. The force knocked it back to the dirt, and I thought I even heard bones break.

I glanced back, and saw a pink glow surrounding Juniper. It faded, and the hand did as well.

“Thanks,” I shouted, unsure if she could hear me. The downed demon was still alive, but another of the migrating monsters chose that moment to charge at me. The rest followed, assuming that I was ripe for the picking.

“Kešda!”

Spinning, I cast a spell at the herd nearest to me. Vines thicker than my leg burst from the ground around the seven demons. The green plants writhed and wrapped up the demons, tangling their legs. A few fell to the side, and two more slowed to a stop, tied back by the vines.

But the first to charge was still moving slightly, straining against the magical binds.

“Barroooo!” It trumpeted in anger and frustration. Its claws slashed out, cutting through the vines. Only a few seconds later, it cleared enough of the restraints to break free with a snap I could hear even at a distance.

“Great.” I gritted my teeth as the monster stomped towards me, its flat, black eyes locked onto me.

Throwing off another crescent of fire, I retreated a few steps. My plan to sneak under it was foiled when it stopped ten feet from me and paced to the side.

“What? Scared?” I taunted.

It snorted and lunged at me. Claws a foot long sheared through the air where my head was just a second before. I ducked, then jumped backwards. Another slice just missed my arm. They might not be agile, but they were clearly strong and fast where it counted.

THWICK

A crossbow bolt appeared in the side of the creature. It didn’t penetrate deeply, and the Yil-Aer ignored it. I glanced quickly behind me to see that Rory was loading another bolt. Then I pushed it out of my mind and twisted back as the demon swiped at me again.

Vines snapped, letting me know the other demons wouldn’t be held up for long. I fired off another crescent of flame. The Yil-Aer didn’t have time to dodge, and it cut directly into the thing’s chest.

“Barrroooo!” It howled in pain and reared up on its hind legs.

The thing was tall enough to block out the sun, towering almost thirty feet tall. The smell of burnt flesh wafted down. The injured Yil-Aer swung down, trying to hit me with both of its front feet.

“No, thank you.”

I threw myself backwards. The ground cracked and shook when it landed where I’d been standing. The demon didn’t let up, stomping forward with its dead eyes locked on me.

“Look out!” The faint voice of Rory reached my ears. Trusting her, I leapt to the side to see my original attacker running at me.

I turned my jump into a somersault and put a few extra feet between me and the monster. It couldn’t stop fast enough and smashed into the other demon. Both went down in a tangle of limbs.

“Barrroooo!”

Another of the demons broke free of my vines and started heading my way.

“Come on. Why not? It’s a party. Mul!”

I fired off another crescent into the heap of demons, getting a pained roar in response. Then I backpedaled, trying to get out of the death zone of the multiple yellow monsters.

Another pink hand crashed down on the two on the ground, this time with a sickening crunch. Both were still alive, but worse for wear.

It didn’t help the immediate problem that seven of the nine demons were still entirely intact and soon would all be free from my spell. I need more distance, I thought. But I can’t let them go after Juniper and Rory.

I retreated, this time at an angle, and fired off another crescent at the oncoming Yil-Aer. It growled and charged through it, taking the damage but not slowing down.

BOOM!

An explosion that sounded like a cannon cut across the valley. One of the restrained demons groaned as a shower of blue ooze shot out of its side. Everyone — demons included — froze.

“What the hell?”

I looked to the side, and saw a hunter of some kind half a mile away, holding an absolutely massive rifle. They patiently set it down and started loading it again, clearly not concerned about their speed. They held out their hand, and another figure pulled out a large bullet I could see from here, and handed it to the man.

Considering he’d wounded but not slain one of the Yil-Aer, I was grateful for the assist but knew I couldn’t count on more. Who knew how many shots it would take to bring one down.

Although, now I do regret not bringing an elephant gun. If we ever do this again, I’m buying the biggest one they sell.

The Yil-Aer nearest to me broke out of its shock, and decided to chase the closer target. It lowered its head and ran at me.

THWICK

A crossbow bolt hit it in the eye, and the Yil-Aer squealed in pain. The high-pitched noise made my teeth hurt, but I pushed through. The demon tripped and fell on its side.

I rushed over and jumped on it. With a heavy thrust, I shoved my sword deep into its side. It thrashed, but I hung on and dragged the weapon across it. A huge rend opened, blue ooze gushing out, along with some very unpleasant smells — a mix of rot, blood, and mildew.

By the time my sword cut four feet across, the Yil-Aer gasped and stopped moving.

“Thank god,” I groaned.

Another boom echoed across the valley, and the previously shot Yil-Aer’s head crumpled, before it crashed to the ground. The two that had collided weren’t moving anymore, which left five of the behemoths near us. And they’d all broken free of my vine spell.

I guess I was still the big threat, since I was close and covered in the blood of one of them, because they all charged in my direction. Even if I could get through the legs of one, I didn’t like my odds of avoiding all of the massive claws and stomping feet.

Then I felt a small tug at my power, coming from the ring on my finger. It connected me to Beatrix, and she could use my almost endless reserves to power her own spells. I had to push it through myself, but I did that with pleasure. And I was even happier to hear a familiar British voice shout.

“Amagi Mabi!”

Large shards of ice flew from behind the yellow Yil-Aer. They were the size of spears, even though they looked like splinters compared to the giant monsters. But they were sharp, fast, and strong, and the magical projectiles cut into the rear of the demons.

“Baarrrroooo!”

The group howled in alarm, slowing and spinning to see the new attacker.

I looked as well, to see that the breach had closed. Riding in on a white horse, holding a staff in front of her, was Beatrix Victoria. Her dark hair cascaded down her back, and she had a fierce look of determination.

“Not so eager now, are you,” I said with a laugh.

The confused demons were milling around as more shards of ice flew at them. Juniper rained down sparks of fire and bolts of energy of her own, joined by the occasional shot from Rory. Another explosive shot took the hind legs out of another Yil-Aer.

I cast a crescent of fire at the nearest and followed it. The Yil-Aer roared, but too late, as the fire cut through one leg, and my sword cut through the other. It lost its balance, dropping to a knee. I plunged my sword into the eye that was now just above my head.

It shuddered once, then fell to the side. I ripped my sword free, and looked at what we had left.

Beatrix fired off a swirling drill of energy out of the tip of her staff. It hit the head of a Yil-Aer and burrowed in, killing it instantly. She pulled her horse to the side and looped around, readying another spell.

Our resident redhead landed another pink slap in the neck of another Yil-Aer. It snapped, and limply collapsed.

That left one more — the wounded demon.

BOOM

And then it died in an explosion of blood, finished off by the hunter. I laughed and sat down on the hard ground, feeling all of the bumps and aches as the adrenaline left my body.

The demons were dead, dying, or departing. I hadn’t seen how many actually came through, but it felt like hundreds, and the majority were already out of sight.

A shadow fell across my face. “You okay?”

“Just peachy, Beatrix.”

She looked down from her horse, still holding her staff. She had khakis and a blouse on, along with a wide-brimmed straw hat, making her look like an early British explorer who got a little too into magic.

“You did really well, Ace,” she said.

“Thanks. Where’s Via? And how did you get here so quickly?” They’d been miles north of us.

“The landscape went a little squishy once the breach opened. Via and I were separated, but what should have been ten miles was only one or so.”

I pushed up. “I better go find her, then.”

“Find who?”

Another horse arrived, this one ridden by Via Wilson. She had brunette hair, with the bottom dip-dyed bright orange.

“You.”

“Oh, I’m right here.” She smiled at me, and I relaxed, knowing all four of the women I loved were safe and sound.

“Where did you come from?”

“When I realized I was lost, I got worried. But then I bumped into Nate and convinced him to come help us out.”

“Maybe I did hit my head. Does that make any sense to you?” I asked Beatrix.

She shook her head. “Not at all.”

“This is Nate.”

Via gestured to the hunter, who was just arriving. Now that he was closer, I could see he wasn’t human, but instead a blue demon with mostly humanoid features. His legs were longer than normal, and he moved almost as fast as a horse at a trot. He was otherwise dressed like a big game hunter, with slacks and a vest, and the big gun slung over his shoulder.

He nodded to us. “It’s Natozera’kl.”

“Just call him Nate, it’s easier,” Via said.

The demon shook his head, but didn’t protest anymore. “You all are either the luckiest or unluckiest sons of a gun that I’ve ever seen. Wandering into the breach without your whole group.”

“I guess our spells were more effective than I expected,” Beatrix said.

“Well, I told Nate he could have some of whatever we managed to kill in exchange for helping me get back over here. That’s not a problem, is it?”

I looked at the nine corpses and shrugged. “I don’t see why not. It takes so long to make those charms that I can’t imagine we’d really need all of it. And that gun was a big help.”

I offered the demon my hand, and he shook it. “Happy to help. You know, it’s been a while since I’ve seen someone try and take on a Yil-Aer with a sword.”

“Use what you’ve got, right?”

His eyes studied my weapon. “And, now that I think about it, it might have been that sword. You’re the Chosen, aren’t you?”

While I didn’t go around broadcasting my identity — especially in the normal world — I knew it wasn’t a real secret anymore. I nodded. “Guilty.”

“So you’re Martin’s son?”

“Grandson.”

“Damn. I’m sorry for your loss. He was a good one.”

“You knew him?” It was rare to meet someone who’d actually known my grandfather. He’d outlived most of his contemporaries, and thanks to the evil demon Pallatrox, most of our family had been killed as well.

“I did. We worked together a few times over the years. Great at hunting demons, lousy sense of humor.”

I chuckled. “That’s for sure. Come on, let’s get this hair so I can go get a shower, and you can tell me some stories while we work.”

The group of us settled in to harvest the demon’s hair. It was a nasty process, but the end result was worth it.


Chapter Three



While the Yil-Aer migration and hunt would continue on until all of the demons had been killed, we decided to call it with what we’d already found. Even after giving Nate a third of the haul, we had thousands of the hairs — more than Juniper and Beatrix could use in a decade.

I’d chartered a plane, and offered Nate a lift home, but he decided to stay and see if he could land a few more kills.

He did share a few stories of my grandfather before we parted. My favorite was the one that made him realize I was the Chosen.

A Yil-Aer migration a century before was about to take place, and my grandfather accepted a bet that he could kill a Yil-Aer with only his sword. He upped that to three, and then proceeded to do it without using a single spell and without any help. Of course, he also broke an arm and lost a tooth doing it, but he did it.

While I was surprised that my grandfather had hunted the Yil-Aer, I shouldn’t have been. I hadn’t seen any mentions of it in the journal he left me, but if he did, it also helped explain how he came to have so much money. The Yil-Aer hair would be very valuable, and if he hunted a couple each migration, he’d be able to invest it and live very well, or hang on to it and sell it when the prices rose between migrations. And he had done something, considering he was a billionaire when he passed.

I hadn’t known that, since we lived in a small house and he didn’t even buy me a car for my sixteenth birthday. Of course, I did get magical powers for my twenty-first, so it all evened out, I guess.

The private plane we were on was a perk of my inheritance. He left me all of his money, but I would only gain access to all of it when I completed five Challenges. Those were the Challenges every Chosen received from Galliyae, and each one I successfully finished opened up new powers as well as more of the money.

I’d finally decided to splurge with some of it, and that meant renting the plane for our trip. No lines, no security, just on and off whenever we were ready to fly. I didn’t like dropping what I’d paid for a semester of college on it, but I had plenty to spare so I wasn’t going to complain too much.

And so we returned to our home Sunday evening, just in time for everyone to head to bed before having to go to school or work the next day.

A car dropped us off at our new house. Beatrix stayed in it, and once we unloaded, she left for her own apartment above the book store she owned. While we were dating, she still wasn’t ready to move into a house with me and my harem.

“You guys all good?” she asked.

“Yeah. You can come in for dinner, if you want.”

“Come on, Bea,” Rory pleaded.

The Brit waved her off. “I’m tired and want to soak in a bath.”

“We have one here,” I offered. “Rory made me upgrade it, so it’s pretty nice.”

Rory nodded. “It’s got jets in all the right places.”

“Tempting, but I also need to check if there were any orders this weekend.”

Knowing it was a losing fight, I just leaned through the window and gave her a quick kiss. Then the car took her off and home.

I grinned when I saw the house. It was only a rental, but it was starting to feel like a real home. A porch on the front greeted us. The porch circled the front of the house, which was two stories tall, with a light blue exterior and dark roof. A big window on the front was covered by a curtain, but that shifted and shook until a happy face appeared.

“King Baby!” Juniper called out.

Her dog — a handsome golden retriever and very good boy — started wagging his tail, which meant his whole body started wagging. He barked in excitement as we walked up to the door.

She opened the door, and he jumped up to give her a lick.

“I missed you, too.” After properly greeting Juniper, he ran over and sniffed all of us, although he gave a wide berth to the bag with my clothes that had been covered in demon gunk.

I scratched his head as we all walked inside. The front of the house had a large living room to one side, with a kitchen at the rear. Down a hallway was the master bedroom, with a nice bathroom attached. There were four rooms upstairs, one for each of the ladies and a spare for Beatrix. Of course, they didn’t always sleep there.

Glad to be home, I showered off and unpacked. My clothes looked like they were beyond saving, so I double-bagged them and threw them in the trash.

With that done, I collapsed into bed.

A minute later, I felt the covers lift and a warm body slide in next to me.

“You were incredible out there,” I whispered.

“Really?” Juniper looked up at me.

I kissed her forehead. “So great. That hand spell was wild.”

“I’m just glad it worked. Saidra taught it to me, but I wasn’t sure I could make it powerful enough to hurt them.”

Saidra was an ancient witch who had been mentoring Juniper. She’d also known previous Chosens, and had been a big help repeatedly in the past.

“Do you have anything going on tomorrow?” I asked. Via was finishing up her senior year, but Juniper and Rory had both graduated. Rory was taking full advantage of our new life, working out and training by day and hunting demons by night.

“No. I might apply to some grad programs this week.”

“You should. You’d be great at it.”

Her hand on my chest started tracing its way down. “Would I?”

“Definitely.”

Juniper slid her hand under the waistband of my boxers. My cock was already stiffening, and she gripped it tight.

I moaned in pleasure.

“Looks like you’re happy to see me after all.”

“Always.”

She gently stroked me while she gave me a kiss. Her tongue slipped into my mouth, playfully teasing me.

After a few more strokes, she pulled the blanket off. She had on a night shirt, and quickly yanked it off and tossed it to the side. Her perfect breasts sprang free — perky and round.

“You’re amazing,” I told her.

“Just wait.”

She slid down, positioning herself between my legs. Leaning forward, she kissed the tip of my cock, sending shivers up my spine.

Juniper’s tongue flicked out, running along the sides. It felt incredible, and I laid back and enjoyed her work. She licked and kissed my shaft, her hand and strong fingers occasionally joining in.

Then, in one quick motion, my cock slipped into her mouth.

“Oh, my,” I moaned.

I looked down at her. All I could see was her red hair bobbing up and down. But I could feel her tongue swirling around me while she sucked. She enveloped me in delicate pleasure and wonderful sensations.

“That feels so good.”

She picked up the pace, clearly enjoying it herself. I was expecting her to stop so we could go even further, but she just worked hard, blowing me exactly how I liked. The redhead had studied and practiced her oral skills as much as she worked on anything else, and it was showing.

It didn’t take long to feel an orgasm approaching.

“I’m getting close,” I warned her.

Juniper tossed her head back, her hair falling down her back. She gave me a wink as she stroked my cock. “I want it.”

She started sucking the tip again, her hands working up and down.

“I’m going to cum,” I said.

The redhead just sped up again. I twitched, feeling it hitting me. She pulled back but kept stroking. The pleasure crested and I erupted. My cum shot out, splashing onto her face as she giggled. She kept it up, aiming it straight at herself.

When I finally finished, she rolled to my side. I’d covered her, and she just grinned. “Wow. That was a lot.”

She looked sexy and happy with her face covered. I laughed. “I’ll say.”

After a quick cleanup, Juniper snuggled in, and before I knew it, I’d fallen asleep.


Chapter Four



The next day, I had a meeting with my lawyer. Douglass had worked for my father, and was originally based out of New York.

But at the end of the summer, he’d had a small run-in of his own with a demon and learned more about the world and the secrets that not everyone knew. It had taken some time for him to get used to it, but once he did, he decided that what I was doing was important. He wanted to dive in and help me as much as possible. He opened a branch of his firm in our town, and commuted occasionally to be near me.

I drove there in one of my other recent splurges. For a long time, I didn’t have a car. Which, to be fair, I lived on campus and could walk almost anywhere I wanted to go. But I decided it would be helpful to have one, so I bought an SUV that could fit everyone and a dog. It was navy blue, and sometimes it felt like I was steering a boat, but I still liked it.

Pulling into the parking lot, I noticed there was a new spot near the entrance, with a sign painted on the wall.

“Reserved for Ace Winters.”

“Neat,” I said. “Douglass really knows how to treat a guy.” I parked in the spot, and headed in to my meeting.

While Douglass was a senior partner in a large law firm, the local branch was for only one client — me. And so it was just an office on the ground floor of a building filled with dentists, doctors, and insurance salesmen.

He greeted me at the front door. “Ace! How are you?”

“Doing alright, Douglass.”

He ushered me into his office, and I sat down in front of his desk.

“Did the hunt go well?”

“Yeah. Definitely.” I filled him in on what had happened.

He turned a little paler at the fairly bloody story. “Whoa. Sounds really intense.”

“It was. Oh, you’ll like this: there was also a demon there who knew my grandfather. He helped us out some. Seems like a nice guy.”

“It’s still so weird to me that you both interact with demons regularly. The fact that Martin hid it from me so well is also impressive.”

“Centuries of practice.” While Douglass was meeting me at the start of my journey, my father was hundreds of years old when the lawyer was born.

He sighed. “Right. That actually brings me to what I wanted to talk to you about.”

I leaned forward. “Really?”

“Yeah. So, looking back through the files I had, I found out that your grandfather joined us about ten years before I started at the firm. And before that, he’d been represented by a different firm based out of Chicago.”

“So, every few decades he was changing things up?”

“It appears so, yes. But I would like to set up things a little differently.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we could represent you for longer than I’ll be alive, but you aren’t going to age the same way other people do, right?”

I nodded. One of the gifts of being Chosen by a god meant that I would live a long time. The women I bonded with would also have longer lives, although I was definitely looking into how to make sure they would be around however long I was. “I don’t know exactly how it works, but I might still look like I’m in my twenties when I’m fifty. Or even longer.”

Douglass blew out a deep sigh. “Right. That creates some potential legal issues. Your grandfather handled it by jumping around firms. That could work, but rather than have you change firms after I pass and just hope you find someone understanding, I was thinking we could set up a system that helps you reinvent yourself whenever it becomes necessary to de-age.”

I was all for making sure I didn’t have problems with the law. Demons were already plenty of work. “I’m listening.”

“This isn’t exactly legal, but I think under the circumstances it’s easier than the alternative. The law isn’t designed for someone like you. Here’s what I came up with: working with some doctors I have relationships with, I will create a false birth certificate for you, and then when it draws attention to the fact that you’re a fifty-year-old in a twenty-one-year-old’s body, you just become your fictional kid.”

“Whoa. This was not the direction I expected this conversation to go.”

He laughed. “Well, we’re a full-service firm, Ace. And, honestly, I have spent a lot of time building up the practice, and I’d like to leave it a good legacy of my own.”

Douglass was in his late forties, maybe early fifties. I eyed him up. “I see a potential issue with all this,” I said.

“That it will work for perhaps thirty years, but at some point I’ll retire.”

“Exactly. Don’t get me wrong, even that will be a big help, but by the time I’m eighty or ninety, we’re right back to square one.”

“You are correct. That’s why I want to bring in someone else to help with that. There’s a woman at my firm that you’ve met before — Whitney.”

“She helped out with the Culcate stuff, right?” Douglass had an associate handle my bail and some of my meetings.

“Yes. That’s the one. She’s already familiar with your case.” When my face fell, he quickly added, “The original cover story. Nothing secret. She’s a real go-getter, and I think that she could easily make partner within a few years. But I’d like to ensure that that happens, and having her train to become the primary person on your whole representation would cement that.”

“That would mean eventually telling her the truth.” It wasn’t like there was a rule against it, or that supernatural cops would break down the door and arrest me for telling someone demons existed. It just wasn’t easy to take. If they didn’t just immediately try to get me committed.

Douglass only handled it as well as he did because of his long history with my grandfather and the fact that he saw me kill a demon in front of him.

“What makes Whitney so special?” I asked. “I remember her, but not much sticks out to me.”

“It was a crazy time, and I’ll arrange for you two to meet so you can make up your mind. As to why I think she’d be the best fit…” He paused, then shook his head. “I’ll just be honest. She’s my niece, and since I didn’t have children of my own, I view her like my own daughter. Now, it might just be nepotism, but I think she’d be great at this.”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Well, I only got these powers because of who I was related to, so if you think she’s the right fit, then that’s good enough for me.”

He sat back in his chair, relief clear on his face. “Thank you, Ace.”

“Now comes the hard part.” He raised an eyebrow. I asked the obvious question, “How do we convince her demons and magic are real?”

“Hmmm.” Douglass rubbed his temple and looked out the window. “That’s a good question. I’ll set something up, and maybe we can ease her into it.”

“Sounds good.”

We continued to chat for a little while, but then I was ready to go. I said my goodbyes to the lawyer and climbed back into my car.

After the crazy hunt, I wanted to check in on Beatrix and see how she was holding up. She had a store near campus called the Veiled Volumes. It sold magic tomes and ingredients, as well as knick knacks for curious passersby, although those were few and far between. The store was sandwiched between a laundromat and, somehow, a second laundromat. There was a convenience store and a few other shops, but the place was deserted most of the time, and I parked right in front.

The bell chimed as I walked in. It still made me chuckle, remembering that she added the bell after she caught me accidentally eavesdropping. I was happy to be back in the store — it felt like our headquarters, in a lot of ways. Inside, the walls were lined with bookshelves, with a few tables in the middle holding ingredients like candles, animal parts, and crystals. A counter along the back wall blocked a door that led to the back.

“I’ll be right out,” Beatrix called.

“No rush, Bea. It’s just me,” I said. I walked around the counter and slid into the back.

If I thought there were a lot of books out front, the storage room in the rear was so packed that it felt like a library. This was where she kept all of the valuable books. Most of them were sold online or to distant customers, and for the truly expensive items, Bea would travel there herself to make sure the delivery went smoothly.

When I came in, I was met with a very pleasant sight. Beatrix was bent over, looking at a lower shelf. Her ass was pointed straight at me, and her skirt was riding up, giving me a nice view of her thighs and a hint of her panties.

“Well, hello there,” I said.

She stood up and gave me a look. She was warring with herself, making her expression come across as amused and disapproving. I didn’t let her say anything before stepping close to her and kissing her.

The stuffy Brit relaxed in my arms. We’d only been dating a little while, and since she’d gone from being my mentor to being my lover, we both were figuring out exactly how this all worked. But I definitely was enjoying it.

Judging by the smile on her face when we parted, she was too.

“How’d the meeting go?”

“Oh, pretty good. My lawyer just wanted to set up some light identity fraud for us.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Indeed?”

“Well, we need some sort of cover story or explanation when we’re two hundred years old.” I wasn’t entirely clear on how my powers impacted the others, but I did know they would also live longer than normal as well.

“Right.” She glanced down at the floor. “That will take a little getting used to.”

“For me, too,” I said. “Any regrets?”

“Not really.”

“Not really? Feels like you’re damning with faint praise. Ouch.”

Beatrix rested her hand on my arm and gave me a squeeze. “Not like that, Ace. I just worry it will change things with Juniper and Rory. They have been one of the most important parts of my life.”

I nodded. It was a weird change, but as far as I’d heard, the others didn’t have any issue with it. “I know. But have they given you any reason to think it’ll be weird?”

“Besides Rory wanting to compare sex notes?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s to be expected. And you know she’d do the same if you were dating someone besides me.”

“That’s fair enough.” She leaned against the bookcase. “To be honest, Ace, I never expected to be with anyone. Not in any sense that mattered. This line of work doesn’t have a lot of happy endings.”

“Selling books?”

She snorted. “It’s more dangerous than you think. But demon hunting. Dealing with magic and dark forces.”

“You have more in common with Rory than you might think. She said basically the same thing at one point.” It was why both she and Juniper were so open to dating me — they both didn’t expect to ever find someone, and sharing me wasn’t the worst thing in the world. And we all were surprised to find out how much we liked the arrangement.

“When you have the chance to die at any point — well, it means it’s a risk to grow too close to someone.”

I stepped closer to her, and put my hands on her hips. She looked up into my eyes. “Beatrix, anyone can die at any point. You can slip and fall, you could get hit by a car while crossing the street, a piano could fall off a crane and smash you. There’s diseases and rusty nails all over the place. Yeah, we might be sticking our heads in the lion’s mouth a little more than the average person, but that doesn’t mean we have to miss out on what life has to offer.”

She leaned forward and gave me a sweet, soft kiss. “When did you get so wise?”

“Hey, a goddess chose me for a reason.” Beatrix gave me a look, and I grinned. “So did you.”

“At least one of us has some confidence.”

“Come on. You rode into that hunt like Gandalf and totally saved my bacon. It was pretty impressive.”

“And I’ll be paying the price for a week.”

That stopped me short. I had effectively a shortcut to endless magic, thanks to my sword and my connection to Galliyae. Most other people had a source of magic inside them — one that they could grow and strengthen, but was still a limit. Pushing too far would make them weak or even knock them out.

Beatrix — as an experienced demon hunter — prepared a lot of magical items that allowed her to fight at a higher level for a short span. But they were expensive, and took time. One major fight I’d seen her in had left her weakened for a while. When I thought about it, though, I didn’t think she looked all that bad.

“Are you sure? I thought that being able to pull on my magic might help with the recovery.”

She narrowed her eyes, then shook her head. “I hadn’t really considered it. I guess I don’t feel as tired as I expected.”

“See. There you go.”

“Now you’re taking credit for everything, huh?”

“Until someone stops me.” I kissed her again, feeling her soft lips. I shifted, kissing her cheek and then her neck. She sighed.

Beatrix pushed her hand against my chest. When I stopped, she said, “Sorry. I have a few orders and need to get some work done. You’ll just have to have some patience.”

“Boo!”

Laughing, she slipped out of my grasp. “Now, now, Mr. Winters. I’m sure you have plenty of work to do on your own.”

“Fine, fine. I get the hint. But I’ll be back.”

“I’m counting on it.”

I gave her one more kiss on the cheek, then walked out into the store. There was still a little while before nightfall, but I knew starting a patrol early would help me burn off some of my energy.


Chapter Five

Via Wilson


The sharp blade sliced through the tough leather with a loud “snick.” She worked it carefully, following the pattern exactly. A few more snips finished the process. Via pulled the piece to the rest and stitched it together with the specially prepared string. It was a familiar pattern, and it only took her a few minutes to finish. She leaned back, nodding at her work. The jacket was a dark black, and while it still needed a few finishing touches, she was satisfied with the overall progress.

“That looks totally sick,” Rory said, leaning over the edge of the bed.

“Thanks.”

They were in Via’s room on the second floor of their new house. Their new home. Via had the almost finished jacket spread across the carpet, while Juniper sat at the desk. Rory was sprawled across the bed, somehow taking up more space than the tiny woman should be able to.

Via looked up at Juniper. “I think it’s ready.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded.

“Great. Okay, let me see it.”

Via handed it to the redhead. She examined it, turning it over in her hands. “Yeah, this is perfect. Alright, my turn.”

Juniper carefully set the jacket down on one side of the desk. Via stood, moving behind her to watch over her shoulder.

“Wake me up when I can try it on,” Rory said. The blonde rolled over and closed her eyes.

“I can’t believe the magic is the boring part of this for you,” Via said.

“You get used to it,” Juniper joked.

“Hey, I’ve watched Junebug do magic for a decade. I’ve never watched someone make me an outfit from scratch.” Rory pushed herself up on her elbows.

“It’s just a jacket, Rory.”

“For now.” The blonde gave her a winning smile. “I have some great ideas for matching pants.”

“I’m sure you do,” Juniper muttered.

“Let’s make sure this works before we commit to a whole fashion line,” Via said.

The three of them were testing out a new idea that combined both Via’s skill in crafting and costume making with Juniper’s magical abilities. Via was still hoping to learn magic herself, but it wasn’t coming easy. They all said that was totally normal, but Via still wanted to help as much as she could. She did have her own skills. Together, they could make something that would help keep all of them safe. Eventually.

Hopefully, she thought.

Juniper drew a ritual circle in chalk on the center of Via’s desk. It had a few simple patterns and sigils on it.

When she finished, Juniper moved the jacket to the middle of the circle, with each arm breaking the exterior line at a specific point. When she was happy with the position, she reached to the side and picked up a pot of black ink.

“Are you sure you don’t want something easier to see?” Via asked. “That’s going to blend in with the leather.”

The redhead shook her head. “No, this will be better, and make it harder to detect.”

“You’re the expert.”

Juniper lifted a brush and dipped it in the ink. She chanted a few words, and then started brushing the ink onto the back of the jacket. Via watched in awe as she moved — every gesture was so confident and fluid.

“Whoa,” Via whispered.

The redhead concentrated and spent the next five minutes tracing a pattern onto the jacket. The ink vanished into the dark leather, and Via couldn’t believe that Juniper could remember the complicated pattern when Via couldn’t even see it.

All doubt was pushed out of Via’s mind when Juniper made the final stroke. She said, “Ubara, šudul ŋal!”

The ink glowed bright pink for a brief moment. When it did, Via could see just how difficult the pattern Juniper had made was. It crisscrossed itself, circles perfectly positioned so that each one wrapped through two others, while being bisected by multiple lines. Then, the glow faded away, and Via was left looking at a normal leather jacket.

“I think that worked,” Juniper said.

“It looked like it did.”

“My turn?” Rory perked up, looking over at the two of them.

“Yes, oh impatient one, it’s your turn.” Juniper tossed the jacket to the blonde.

Rory rolled to her feet and hopped off the bed. She twirled the jacket around with a flourish and pulled it on.

“Ooo, it fits great.”

Via grinned. “It looks great, too.”

Rory did look spectacular in it. The petite blonde always had a fierce energy, and the jacket amped it up, while also accentuating her busty yet petite figure.

One of my best creations, Via thought. I just hope it works.

“Go ahead, Junebug,” Rory said.

“Not inside.” Juniper glared at Rory.

“Fine. You’re no fun.”

The three of them headed out of Via’s room. They trooped down the stairs and to the backyard. On the way, King Baby joined them, excited to be taking a trip outside.

Ace really found a great place, Via thought, not for the first time, when they stepped out the back door.

The backyard was pretty big, especially for the area — close to an acre, all told. It was fenced in, with tall wooden fences on the side. The back was chainlink, as it butted up against a green zone and was only trees and nature for a quarter mile. That made the space private, which worked out great for the people who wanted to practice magic.

“So, what is this supposed to do again?” Rory asked.

She bounced out away from the house, spinning in a circle.

“That’s what I want to find out,” Juniper said.

“You don’t know?” The confident facade of the blonde cracked. She looked back and forth between Via and Juniper.

The redhead shrugged. Then she raised a hand at Rory and shouted, “Mul!”

“Ahh!”

A spark of light shot out at Rory. She raised her hands to cover her face. The spark flew straight at her. Right before hitting her, the flame broke apart like a water balloon hitting a window. It spread out, disappearing without leaving a mark.

“Hey, it works,” Juniper laughed.

“You… you just cast a spell at me!” Rory sputtered in anger.

“Yeah, but nothing happened, right?”

“But… but… but… You didn’t know.”

“Maybe if someone paid more attention, she would know what was supposed to happen.”

Rory glared at Juniper. Via was worried that they might actually start fighting, but then Rory cracked a smile. “Okay, you got me. That was pretty great. Will it stop anything?”

Juniper shook her head. “No, but most minor spells should be stopped. With some luck, it can also blunt bigger spells. It isn’t infinite, and after stopping a few will need to be recharged.”

“Is there a charging cable?” Rory spun around, trying to look at the back of the jacket.

“No. I can channel some power into it. Or, more likely, we can use our walking battery whenever he’s around.”

“Sick!” Rory ran backwards. “Okay, now, I want you to try and hit me again! I’ve always wondered how easy it would be to dodge your spells.”

“You asked for it.”

Juniper started tossing off sparks of flame. Rory laughed and cartwheeled out of the way. Watching them, Via just smiled at how different her life was than what she expected. The two women were obviously great friends, and Via could feel that they were quickly becoming good friends to her, as well.

And that was nice — outside of Ace, she didn’t have many close friends, and she couldn’t think of two better people.

Her phone buzzed, and she saw a text from Ace.

Ace: Yo! How did it go?

Via filled him in, and included a video of Rory backflipping to avoid a spark of light.

Ace: Nice!

Ace: You really are incredible, Via.

Via: It wasn’t just me.

Ace: Yeah, but that’s a pretty great-looking jacket. When do I get one?

Via: Give me a week or two. I need to order more leather and take everyone’s measurements.

Ace: Great. Listen, I have to run to take care of something, but I wanted to tell you how proud of you I am.

Ace: You’re awesome. And I love you.

Via: I love you, too.

She sighed as she slipped her phone back in her pocket. The spells had stopped, and everyone was laughing. In front of her, King Baby was chasing Rory in a circle while Juniper chucked tennis balls at the blonde.

Via grabbed a ball of her own. Time to get in on the action, she thought.


Chapter Six



Iclosed the messages from Via and looked back at the one I’d received just before.

Wren: Hey.

Wren: I need to borrow you for a bit.

I wondered what exactly Wren needed. Wren was a demon, one who’d been very helpful to me in the past. She was a “good” demon, and generally didn’t cause problems. I knew that if she was asking for help, it was probably serious.

And when I thought about it, I did owe her, since she’d become pretty badly injured a few months earlier. The demoness helped save Via, and in the process took quite the beating from some superpowered demons.

I replied to her text.

Ace: Sure, whatever you need.

Ace: I can come over now.

Wren: Good. But I’m not home.

Wren: Meet me at the Bent Elbow.

“Of course she’s there,” I said to myself. Starting the car, I turned and drove to the Bent Elbow.

It was a bar not too far from campus, although it wasn’t located in the college party area. And that was a good thing, because it didn’t aim to serve the more normal clientele.

The Bent Elbow had an old west theme through and through. When I walked inside, I was greeted by saddles hung from the wall, pictures of cowboys looking over the horizons, and other paraphernalia. It was a bit corny, but the decor had grown on me over the last year.

“Howdy,” the bartender said.

“Hey, Nala.” I smiled back at her.

The bartender was cute, and looked like one of my contemporaries — early twenties, with a sweet face and welcoming smile. She wore a lot of denim and a cowboy hat, and had her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.

And if that was all, she’d not stick out any more than any other part-time worker forced to wear an unusual outfit for work. But her skin was a light purple, and her hair was the same, only a few shades darker.

Because Nala was both the owner and a demon, she’d had some version of the Bent Elbow on the land for a thousand years. And the whole time, she’d been carefully building up the protections of the place so that no violence could happen between her four walls.

“Want a drink?” Nala asked.

“Just a soda, thanks.” While normal alcohol didn’t have much effect on me, I didn’t want to be at all buzzed if what Wren needed was serious. I looked around, but didn’t spot the person who invited me. “Is Wren here?”

Nala nodded to the far side of the bar. “Being a grouch, as usual.”

“Got it.”

I grabbed the drink she poured for me and walked around the bar. It was the middle of the afternoon, so there were a few patrons drinking by themselves, but the place was mostly empty.

Wren had picked a booth deep in the corner, hidden from the front door and darker than the rest of the area. I slid into the seat across from her.

“You made it.”

“Hello to you, too,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Hi, Ace. How’s the weather?”

The acerbic demon’s attitude didn’t surprise me. She always tried to get under my skin, but it didn’t bother me.

Wren took a sip of her drink — whiskey, neat. She also could have mostly passed as a human. Outside of the two horns of bone sticking out of her forehead, of course. They were about four inches long, with sharp points on the end. Her hair was bright blue, and hung in waves down to her shoulders. We’d originally met at a heaven-and-hell-themed frat party, and I thought she was just half-assing her costume, but it was all real.

She had beautiful eyes, ones that often captivated me when I forgot just how annoying she could be. And I wouldn’t lie and say she didn’t have a killer body. She was only wearing a tank top and jeans, but she still looked good.

“The weather’s starting to get a little chilly,” I said. “Brisk, even.”

Wren sighed. “Is that so?”

“Not really. It’s Southern California. The weather moves from hot to nice and back to hot.”

She took another drink and ignored me.

After a minute, I spoke up. “I can go, if you want to be alone.”

“No, wait,” she said.

“You need some help?”

“Yes,” she grumbled.

“You don’t sound too happy about it.”

“I’m not. But I’ve got someone making problems for me, and I could use some backup if things go sideways.”

“Someone?”

“A demon, don’t worry. I wouldn’t let a little human bother me.”

“Now I want to know who can annoy the great Wren Harmonious.”

Wren knocked back the rest of her drink and set the empty glass down. “It’s a real pain. But I can tell you on the way there. Did you bring your car?”

“Yeah.”

“Great. Let’s go. Don’t forget to pay the nice lady.”

The demoness hopped up and made her way to the exit as she stuck me with her bill. I pulled out some cash and set it on the counter for Nala. Hurrying after Wren, I found her leaning against the passenger-side door by the time I got outside.

“Is it that urgent?”

“I just want this done.”

We climbed into the car. A long moment passed before Wren glared at me. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

I looked around, then back at her. “I don’t know where we’re going.”

“Oh. Right.” She ran her hand through her hair, briefly embarrassed. “Head left out of the lot. You know that old movie theater that used to show cheap films?”

“Yeah, it shut down, right?”

“Yup. We’re going there.”

I pulled out, and we drove to the destination. The theater had been open during my freshman year, but closed that summer. It was a bit of a bummer, since the cheap movies were a fun way to kill a few hours with Via. But, considering when we went there, we always had the place to ourselves, it made sense why it closed down.

“So there’s a demon with a grudge against me, and he moved to town last month.”

“Not the smartest idea to move to the place the Chosen lives.”

“I didn’t say he was a genius. Just annoying.”

I laughed. “I guess not. Messing with someone unkillable isn’t a good idea either.”

“The problem is that he could hurt me, even if he can’t kill me.”

That was true. Wren had been cast out of hell at the same time as Pallatrox, the demon I faced during my first challenge. I didn’t know what exactly happened to cause it, but the banishment meant that she could never return to hell — at least through any of the normal ways, which included dying. Instead, she just got really badly hurt and took a long time to heal.

“Well, I’m here for you,” I said. “Do you want me to make with the choppy-choppy?” I nodded to my sword on the back seat.

“I hope it doesn’t come to that. If we can avoid a fight, that would be better overall.”

“Why does he have it out for you?”

“I don’t want to talk about it, Ace.”

I grimaced, hearing the frustration in her voice. “Okay, okay. Is he alone?”

“Probably not. He’s got a crew of toughs, and they generally like to get mixed up in some criminal activities.”

“Is this the demon mob? Oh, man, I would love to fight the demon mafia. Do they all have fedoras and smoke cigars?”

“It’s not the demon mafia, Ace.” She looked out the window. “Okay, it’s kind of the demon mafia.”

“Hell yeah!”

“They’re serious. And if they stay in town, it’ll be bad news. They run protection rackets for peaceful demons. The kind of people who can’t go to the cops or the Chosen when someone starts causing problems.”

Frowning, I replied, “Well, that’s less fun.”

“Yeah, organized crime sucks, Ace.”

“Okay, fair enough. So, we go in, tell them the town is under my protection, and hope they hit the road?”

“That’s the plan.”

She didn’t sound terribly confident, but I decided not to push it. Wren was unkillable, and while I didn’t have the full powers of the Chosen yet, I was still stronger than your average demon.

When we arrived, I realized the movie theater had definitely seen better days. The front was all boarded up, and half of the sign had fallen off and been pushed to the corner of the parking lot. Two people stood near a side door, and they both perked up when our car pulled into the lot.

“Let me do the talking, Ace,” Wren said.

“Okay. I get it. I’m the muscle.”

“You’re all muscle.”

“Oh, you noticed I’ve been working out. Thanks. I think I’ve really been developing.”

“Developing a healthy ego.”

“Hey, when you’ve got it, flaunt it, right?”

She opened the door rather than continuing our clever repartee. I turned the car off and followed her — after grabbing my sword and sheath.

The two people at the side door were demons. They looked like humans, but I could sense when a demon was near, and these two set off my tingle with one glance.

One was a hulking man, with a long overcoat and a cap pulled on over his head. A wiry woman stood next to him, bouncing back and forth on the balls of her feet. Both had long knives shoved through their belts.

She spoke up first. “Wren Harmonious. The boss didn’t think you’d actually show up.”

Wren spread her arms wide. “Well, I’m glad I can still surprise him.”

“Who’s your friend?” The big guy glared at me.

“Just a friend. Human.”

“Uh huh. You can’t take a weapon in there.”

“Look, I’m unarmed.” She spun in a circle, revealing that if she had any weapon on her, it wouldn’t be any bigger than a swiss army knife. “You wouldn’t make a scared little human ditch his comfort sword, would you? Look at him.” I tried to make myself look as meek as possible, since I knew what Wren was doing.

The wiry woman groaned. “Fine. He doesn’t look that tough. But I’m checking you out.” She patted down Wren, checking for anything dangerous.

“I kinda wanted to steal the sword,” the big guy said.

“Hey, if the boss kills them, I’ll tell everyone you have dibs.”

“Okay, that’s fair. Let’s go.”

He pulled the door open, and the woman led the way. I stepped around the big demon, who just glared at me.

The inside of the theater was in pretty rough shape. The carpet was ripped up, and a few of the walls had gaping holes in them. Dirt and leaves were piled in the corners, and there was a faint smell of mildew everywhere.

The demon in disguise walked down the side hallway, turning to take us deeper into the building. We ended up outside the biggest theater at the back of the building.

Two more demons stood outside that door — and these were not in disguise. I recognized them both as Grunstag demons. Some had worked for Pallatrox before, and while they could easily pass as human if they wore sunglasses, these two were not hiding at all. They had bright red eyes, and were larger than a normal person.

“Hold up,” one growled. The other slipped inside the final theater while we waited.

I glanced around. A couple of other demons crept up behind us, blocking the exit route. Wren didn’t seem worried, so I decided just to trust her.

The door opened, and the Grunstag waved us in. “The boss is ready for you.”

We walked into the theater. The door opened at the back of the room, and two paths led down to the front. Lights flickered from the projection booth, and I could hear the dull mumble of a movie playing. It looked like a gangster movie from the fifties, one I hadn’t seen before. A man was driving a taxi through New York — or at least a backlot that looked like it — with a frantic look on his face.

I’d seen enough movies in here to remember the basics, and I could tell the front three rows or so had been ripped out. In their place was a couch facing the rest of the seats. A huge demon sprawled on the couch.

I guessed that the demon was ten feet tall. He had dark blue skin, and wore a black turtleneck that had to be custom-made. He also had four legs, and I couldn’t quite make sense of what he might look like when he stood up.

“Wren Harmonious, as I live and breathe.”

“Marst. I didn’t expect to hear from you again.”

He snorted. “You thought I would just let our last meeting go?”

“I figured after I sent you back to hell, you’d take the hint and stay away, yeah. I guess you just love my sparkling company.”

Marst glared at her. “You played a dirty trick that time.” The demon boss glanced at our wiry guide. “Is she clean?”

“Yeah, nothing on her.”

“Good.” The demon looked at me for the first time. “I see you brought a friend.” Marst took a deep sniff. “Human, huh? There’s something off about him. Have you taken a human lover? You always were fond of the little monkeys.”

“Don’t be gross, Marst.”

Marst ignored her, still studying me. “Did she tell you why she’s here?”

“Just that there was bad blood between you.”

“Ha! That’s rich. We go way back. Wren here has killed me… what, six times?”

“Seven. You never count that shark that ate you off of Borneo. But I did toss you in there along with the chum.”

“Not sure why you think that helps your case, but fine. Seven times. And yet we’re still not even.”

“I feel pretty even, Marst.” Wren walked down the right aisle, stopping about halfway to the demon’s couch.

I held my tongue, trying to get a sense of what was going to happen. The room was tense, and I knew it could erupt into violence at any moment. And I was the only one in the room who could actually die. After a second, I followed Wren and stood behind her.

And if Wren had really killed Marst seven times, that meant he had a decent way to get back to Earth.

“No. Not after that last underhanded move.” He turned to me. “Did she tell you what she did the last time we met?”

“She didn’t say anything. I’m just the rideshare driver.”

“Ha. Good one, kid. Maybe we’ll kill you quick instead of slow. So, your friend here met up with me and my boys in 1964.”

“‘65,” Wren corrected.

“Whatever. A while ago. We’d just moved into a choice mansion in the south of Spain, and were getting ready to expand our operations. And you know what she did?”

“Hit you with an ax?” I guessed.

“No. This crazy-ass demon walked right into the middle of our meeting holding a grenade. She pulled the pin and tossed it right at me. It blew all of us sky-high. And it took enough of my lieutenants with it that I didn’t make it back for thirty years.”

I looked over at Wren, who shrugged. “It got the job done.”

“Sounds like it would hurt,” I said.

“It did. It took me almost two years to heal.”

“Two years? Man, did you lose a leg or something?”

“Had to regrow my arm. I didn’t really think that one through.”

“I’ll say.”

“It got me thinking,” Marst cut in. “You can survive anything. Anything at all.”

Wren rolled her eyes. “It’s not like it’s a good time.”

“Well, it’s going to get worse for you, Wren. I figured you’d be dumb enough to walk in here and think you could just fight your way out, damn the costs.” He gestured to the side, and two more Grunstag demons wheeled in a cage.

It looked like a mix between a small barred cage and an iron maiden. There were sharp spikes jutting out everywhere, and I could even see some mechanical parts that looked like saws that moved in small circles.

“This time, we’re going to lock you up in this cage. And it will cut off parts of you forever, so you’ll never bother me again.”

“Would that work?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “Probably. Never tried it before.”

“That sounds pretty bad.”

“And you, little monkey friend, if you want to abandon her, I’ll let you walk out of here right now.”

I looked over at Wren, who was staring at Marst. “She can be pretty annoying. And very rude. And don’t get me started on her lack of boundaries.”

“You get it. So, what’ll it be?”

“She loves to pick fights with me and my friends. Plus, you heard what she said about me earlier. Called me gross.”

Wren glared at me. “Whose side are you on?”

“Well, even if she’s a bit of a pain, I think she’s growing on me. So I’m going to have to politely decline and ask you all to move on from this town.”

Marst threw his head back and laughed, a loud, guttural sound. “Where’d you find this one, Wren? I like him. Big ole cajones on him.” Marst’s eyes didn’t have any mirth in them when he looked at me. “But why would I leave? This town is basically empty of any demons that would stand in my way. We can start up a great little organization. Maybe even take over the whole west coast before long.”

“Did you ever wonder why there weren’t any demons around?” Wren grinned at the big demon.

That gave him pause. “I’d heard those Culcate assholes left a while back. I figured no one jumped at the opportunity.”

“They didn’t leave.” Wren still smiled, which only served to make Marst angrier.

“No? You know that I am well connected back in our home world. I haven’t heard any word of them showing up in hell, so I don’t think anyone actually killed them.”

“Someone did.” Wren nodded in my direction.

“This puny human?”

“This puny Chosen.”

Marst sat up at that. “You’re… you’re kidding.”

I shrugged. “What can I say? It’s a good gig. Well, actually it doesn’t pay, but there are other benefits.”

“You’re bluffing. No one has seen the Chosen in ages. The line died out when the gods left.” Marst was talking a big game, but I could see just how nervous he was.

I heard a whisper from the big doorman demon to the wiry woman behind me. “I told you we should have taken that sword.”

“You know, as of right now, I don’t see any reason to fight you,” I said. “You haven’t been causing problems here, and maybe you’ll be better behaved in whatever town you end up in. Far away from here.”

“Big talk from a little runt like you. This is a new low, Wren. Trying to lie your way into scaring me.”

“It’s the truth, Marst. But if you don’t believe me, well, we can have a different sort of discussion.”

I looked around the room, judging just what kind of trouble we were in. The two demons from the door were about ten feet behind us, while the Grunstags were behind them. A handful of demons sat in the seats, scattered around the theater. It wasn’t a guaranteed win, so I wanted to avoid fighting if we could.

“What about a demonstration?” I offered. “And then you all clear out of here.”

“No. I don’t think so.” Marst stood up, his legs unfurling beneath him. At his full height, he looked like an awkward centaur, with a body that could bend in ways a horse could not. “What’s going to happen now is that my men will kill you, and then we’ll beat Wren until she can’t move. Then we’ll lock her in this cage, and see just how long it takes her to go crazy.”

“She might already be crazy,” I replied.

“Get off it, Ace.”

“You know I could have brought more backup, right?” I asked Wren.

“Eh, we don’t need it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Definitely.”

With a quick motion, Wren ducked backwards and grabbed the knife out of the big guy’s belt. She whipped it across, cutting his throat and sending him squealing to the ground. Everyone in the room froze.

“Get her!” Marst shouted.

Reacting first, I drew my sword and cried out “Mul!” I slashed through the air and sent a crescent of fire at a demon sitting in the nearby seats. It burned through his chest in an instant, cutting off his pained scream before it even got started.

The room burst into chaos as demons roared and charged us.

“Was this the plan?” I asked Wren.

“It is now!”

“Thanks for the heads up!”

A blue demon with three arms and three eyes — spread out across his head so he could see in all directions — lunged for me. His arm stretched further than I expected, and I ducked under the sharp claws reaching for my neck.

Spinning, I cut up and through his elbow.

“Argh!”

The demon clutched the wounded arm and fell back across the seats. I left him there and ran down the aisle to the two Grunstags that brought the cage in. One grabbed a seat and ripped it out of the ground with his inhuman strength. He tossed it at me, but I slipped out of the way.

“You don’t look so tough,” the first said.

One of my first fights had been against Grunstags, and then I hadn’t had any real training and I definitely didn’t have my sword. And I still won that fight.

These two didn’t stand a chance.

SLASH

The tip of my sword nicked the first demon’s throat. He gasped and clutched it. I kicked out and caught him in the chest. My own strength was more than enough to send him tumbling across the room. He crunched into the wall and slid to the ground, out of the fight.

The second Grunstag suddenly realized just how much trouble he was in. His red eyes darted around the room, looking for an escape route, but it was too late. I thrust my sword straight into his chest. He squeaked and dropped to the ground.

I’d taken out three of the goons. Behind me, Wren had dispatched one of the other Grunstags and was currently facing off against the wiry female demon and the last Grunstag. The lady had shifted, growing even lankier, and she moved quickly. Wren only had the one knife, but she was blocking everything the two demons could throw at her.

Around the room, another half dozen demons were getting their act together and deciding who to attack.

Reaching inside, I tapped into my magic source and cast another spell. “Kešda!”

Vines ripped out of the floor and wall on the far side of the theater sending shards of wood and bits of carpet flying. They grasped three of the demons and violently slammed them to the floor. Unlike the Yil-Aer, these demons were no match for the vines and wouldn’t be breaking free without some help or an ax. Maybe both.

Two mostly human-looking demons decided to rush for Wren instead of me. They were in the far aisle and running up it.

I jumped onto the back of the nearest seat and ran across the chairs. They rocked as I ran, but I kept my balance as I darted across.

I need to thank Rory for all that training, I thought.

Leaping into the air, I brought my sword down on the back of one, cutting him cleanly in two.

“Damn you, human,” the other hissed.

He swung a crowbar at me. My sword was stuck in the back of the other demon, so I let go and blocked the metal bar with my forearm.

CLANG

The pain rang up my arm, sending tingles all the way to my shoulder. I pushed through and threw a heavy punch into the demon’s stomach. He wheezed in pain as I grabbed his arm and spun him over my side and into the ground. A solid kick to the back of his head stopped him from getting up again.

A gunshot rang out, and I dove to the ground as I felt the wind crackle around me. “Not cool,” I groaned.

I yanked my sword free and rolled to the side. Through the gaps in the seats, I could see that the final demon — besides Marst and the ones fighting Wren — had pulled out a revolver and was trying to figure out just where I was.

There were a few spells I had that could take care of a demon like him, but since I sometimes overpowered them, I was worried about hurting Wren or bringing the whole place down on us. So I used one of the mental spells I’d picked up while training in the Hidden Kingdom.

“Igi mamu!”

I sent a vision to the demon. In it, I stood up and ran across the theater, charging down to the front. The demon started firing recklessly.

“What the hell are you doing?” Marst shouted.

I took the opportunity to jump up and cast another crescent of fire. This one cut the demon with the gun’s head off at the neck. His body collapsed with a spurt of green blood.

“Looks like I’ll have to get my hands dirty,” Marst growled.

Glancing back, I noticed that Wren had stabbed the final Grunstag, but was still tangled up with the wiry demon. I snatched up the crowbar and hurled it end over end. It slammed into the back of the wiry demon, knocking her to the side.

Wren didn’t miss her chance and cut a deep slash into the demon’s chest.

“Ahhhhh!” The scream made my ears hurt, but Wren ignored it and drove her dagger into the demon’s mouth. She started smoking, and Wren kicked her away as the body dissolved into a foul cloud.

Marst didn’t wait for us to finish her off. I heard his heavy steps behind me and spun to face him.

A two-foot-long claw extended from each of his arms and one was headed straight for my gut. I parried it, knocking it to the side.

The other came in fast, and I blocked it as I tried to put some distance between us. The tight aisle and chairs were already tough, and the addition of a few demonic bodies made the footing slippery and tricky.

“You never did hire the good ones,” Wren shouted.

“I’m going to enjoy flaying you for a century,” Marst barked back.

“I know Wren’s a pain, but that’s not happening,” I growled.

Marst burst forward, his back legs propelling him faster than I expected. It was all I could do to scramble out of the way of his massive claw. My heel caught on a broken board, and I fell on my back.

“And so it goes,” Marst said with a grin. His mouth was wider than it should have been, and filled with sharp teeth. He leaned in as I tried to get my bearings.

SLICK

The handle of Wren’s knife grew out of Marst’s shoulder. The demon howled in pain. I somersaulted backwards and onto my feet. Bringing my sword around, I sent a crescent of flame at him from close range.

Even injured, Marst moved quickly. He dodged to the side, but the crescent still sliced through his hand, taking off both it and most of the claw from that arm.

“You will pay for that!” He flashed his teeth at me.

CRUNCH

Wren appeared from the side, bringing the crowbar down hard on Marst’s back leg. The bone splintered.

“Argh!”

My demonic ally continued wailing on her enemy. Each smack of the crowbar sent a new sickening crunch echoing around the room.

He spun, trying to catch her, but with the new injuries, Wren was able to stay just out of his good arm’s reach.

“Want me to finish him?” I offered.

“Oh, no, not when I’m having so much fun.”

The demon spit blood as he shouted, “You’ll never stop me, Wren.”

“Shut up, you ass.” Wren drove the blunt end of the crowbar into Marst’s side with enough force that it speared him.

That took the fight out of him, and he slumped to the ground. As the reality sunk in for Marst, he changed his tune.

“Come on, Wren. We can talk about this.” With his one good arm, he tried to pull himself back and away from her.

“You had your chance to talk, Marst. Remember that next time you crawl back out of hell.” She kicked his arm out of the way and stood over him.

“No, I can give you — “

Wren ripped the dagger out of the demon and drove it into his eye. She stabbed him a few more times.

“Pretty sure he’s dead,” I said.

She pulled out the weapon and nodded. “Yeah, but it feels pretty good. Behind you!”

I spun and brought my sword in a tight circle. One of the tied-up demons had escaped, and the look on his face was priceless as I cut him in half.

Facing Wren again, I asked, “You good?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Give me a minute.”

“Okay.”

I walked out of the theater and tried to sense if there were any more demons around. As far as I could tell, all of them had been in the theater. After a few minutes, Wren followed me out with two dirty knives. She tossed them to the side and grimaced.

“They won’t be a problem for a while. I lost my cool. I should have had you absorb Marst.”

Absorbing demons would finish them off forever, and it also boosted my own powers. But there were some catches.

“It only works on Challenges, I think,” I said. “Definitely not every time.”

“Oh. Damn. Meh. I’ll just kill him again. Something to look forward to next century.”

We started back to my car, and I gave Wren a look. “Next time I get to pick the date.”

She sputtered, “What? This wasn’t a date.”

“I don’t know. You took me to the movies, put on a show. I met your ex.”

“He wasn’t an ex!”

“Seemed like more than just a friend. He sounded pretty jealous of your little monkey lover.”

“I could… Argh!”

I laughed as Wren kept trying to argue with me.


Chapter Seven



Adark shadow loomed over the horizon, blotting out the moon. The size of it was incomprehensible and my mind refused to make sense of it. I didn’t know where I was or what was happening, only adding to my struggles.

The area around me was an oddly quiet tropical forest, hot and humid even in the dark night.

“What the hell?”

“There’s something moving in the ground.”

I picked out a large gray hill, and saw something shifting within it. It bulged in ways I really didn’t like.

I turned to look at the shadow again, but when I faced the other way, I found myself standing in a dark tunnel.

“Which way?” Rory asked. She walked by me. At the end of the tunnel, it split into three paths, all sloping down.

“I’m… not sure,” I said.

“Nothing? What about the map?”

“Uh…” I glanced down at my hands, where I held a map painted onto a thick parchment. It blurred under my eyes.

“This isn’t good,” I said.

And suddenly it all clicked for me.

I was having a dream. Before each Challenge, Galliyae would send me a dream to push me in the right direction. This had to be another one — even though it felt so real, the vagueness at the edges and teleporting around were familiar.

That meant I needed to figure out what was going on so it could help me later. I looked up from the map, but was no longer in the tunnel.

A dark cavern spread around me. Something resembling a huge snake shifted around me.

“What is that?” I wondered.

It shifted, sending a wave along the tendril in my direction. I realized I was standing on another part of the snake, or whatever it was. With a yell, I leapt off into the air.

I crashed down onto dirt. The air had changed, and I felt like I was back outside. I looked up and saw that a moose stood in front of me, eyeing me. It was huge — way bigger than I thought a moose could get, but as far as I could tell, it was a normal moose.

It snorted, then turned away. The moose trudged off through the woods.

“That was sick,” Rory said.

“I didn’t love it,” Juniper said.

They stood behind me. We were in a forest, but a different one from the start of the dream. It was cooler and drier, and we were all dressed for a hike.

“Do you think I could ride it?” Rory was eyeing the path of the moose. “The horses did love me a lot.”

“No!” Beatrix said, stepping out from behind a tree. She looked over at me. “Is something happening, Ace?”

“Uh…”

A crash made me spin. Shadows twisted around me.

I was somewhere underground. There was a cavern filled with stalagmites spreading around me. Dark shadows shifted back and forth.

Tingling spread up my neck. “A demon,” I whispered.

I felt it moving to my right, and tried to find it, holding my sword up. Maybe catching a look at the creature would give me a hint as to what I was supposed to be doing. Anything would be helpful.

THWICK

An arrow flashed past me into the darkness.

Somewhere out of sight, Via shouted, “Something is coming!!”

I drew my sword and faced the opposite direction. Once again I’d moved, and I was standing in the shadow of a black stone castle. Via pointed to the middle of the platform. Weird green and purple lights flashed in the dark sky.

“Get ready!” Beatrix yelled.

The ground was made of volcanic rock. I sprinted up the slope, heading for the top of the structure. Looking behind me, I saw the others were frozen in place. I stumbled to a stop.

“This is new,” I muttered.

A calming voice entered my mind. One that felt familiar — like a warm summer day. It was the voice of my goddess, Galliyae.

“My Chosen. You must prepare yourself. The next Challenge approaches, and I do not know if you will be able to face it.”

“I’ll handle whatever it is, Galliyae.”

“I would not give you this Challenge if it could be helped, Ace Winters. You have faced so much more than I should have asked of you. But if you do not stop the coming danger, then there will be no world left to protect.”

That was a sobering thought. But my other Challenges had big stakes as well.

“I won’t let you down.”

“I know you will do your best. Seek out whatever help you can.”

The dream world I stood in shook.

“My captor knows I have reached out. Perhaps they even allowed it, but I will be punished. The Sleeper comes. Good luck, my Chosen.”

The air around me vibrated, and then shattered as if made of glass. I fell down into a deep blackness as a dark, deep laugh filled my mind. All I could see were golden reflections and sharp teeth.


Chapter Eight



Isat up with a gasp, sweat pouring down my face. Sunlight streamed in through the window.

“Mmmm, what time is it?” Rory shifted in bed next to me. She reached out and grabbed her phone from the night stand. When she saw it, she groaned. “Too early. Good night.” She rolled over and shoved her face into the pillow.

The dream still sat in my head. I knew I wouldn’t be sleeping any time soon, so I slipped out of bed and got dressed as quietly as I could.

I’d come home after dropping off Wren and fell asleep after some energetic nursing from Rory. Mostly the fun kind. Thanks to the powers from Galliyae, the bruises and aches from the fight the day before were already mostly a memory.

Sounds from the kitchen caught my attention as I walked into the hallway. I followed them to see Juniper watching a news report on her phone while she ate breakfast.

“Morning,” I said. She didn’t respond, and I asked, “What’s up?”

“Something happened in Alaska.”

Leaning over her shoulder, I saw a clip from a news program. A news anchor was midsentence, “ — no warning. Officials are still unsure whether this was a localized earthquake due to drilling, or some other event.”

The video showed a fire burning in the distance, and smoke covering a large area of the forest. The news anchor continued, “Currently there are no known survivors from the town. According to the nearest Sheriff’s office, the area is still too dangerous to approach, but rescue crews are assembling to contain the fire and move in once it is safe.

“And apparently animals are fleeing the area as well, as some of the waiting crews have reported attacks from bears, moose, and other large animals. These are currently unconfirmed, and we’ll have more for you soon.”

She paused the video and set the phone down on the table. “It’s so terrible, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” The mention of a moose reminded me of my dream. “I think I need to go there. It might be related to the Fourth Challenge.” I explained how I’d had another prophetic dream.

“It sure sounds like something bad.”

“We need to loop Bea in,” I said.

It took about an hour to wrangle everyone together. We gathered at the Veiled Volumes, sitting around the chairs in the front of the store. Via and Rory looked half asleep, and Beatrix had on a dressing gown.

Rory yawned. “It’s still too early.”

“We have to get a move on with this,” I said. I told them all about the dream, and how I thought that whatever was happening in Alaska might be involved.

“The timing is certainly fortuitous,” Beatrix said. “A Sleeper returning would be quite catastrophic.”

“A moose isn’t a bit of a stretch, is it?” Via asked. “As a connection, I mean?”

Shaking my head, I replied, “It’s hard to say. But I don’t know where else I would run into one, so Alaska makes sense.”

“Also, while they are attributing the attacks to wild animals, there is every chance it could be demonic.” Beatrix leaned back. “The normal world does its best to ignore all evidence, and it's easier to blame a bear than a monster if you don’t know better.”

“That’s how you end up in the loony bin.” Rory stood and stretched. “Well, if we’re going to Alaska, I need to go pack.”

“I’ll see about a plane.” I looked around, and saw that Via looked worried. “What’s up?”

“I… uh, I want to help, but would it be okay to sit this one out? It feels so lame to say it, but I don’t know that I’m up for another wilderness trek, and I have so much class work to catch up on.”

I smiled at her. “Of course. You never have to do any of this, Via.”

“Yeah, you’re one of the gang,” Juniper said.

“And your contributions are just as valuable even if you don’t go into the field,” Beatrix confirmed.

“For real.” Rory pranced over to Via and sat on her armrest. “You made me that sick jacket.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to let you down.”

“You wouldn’t ever.” Our eyes met, and I tried to reinforce what I said with a comforting look. She blushed.

“Via, you are basically untrained and a civilian,” Beatrix started. I shot her a glare, but she ignored me. “Yet, even so, you have shown your worth repeatedly. So, by all means, stay here and rest and prepare. We all know you can and will step up when the time comes.”

“Thank you guys.” Via stared at her hands in her lap.

Rory leaned over and threw her arm around the woman’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, girl. We’ll take care of Ace and bring him back in one piece. And you can make me some pants to go with that jacket to say thanks.”

Via laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

To be honest, it was a bit of a relief to me that Via wouldn’t be coming. She had handled the different situations we’d ended up in pretty well, but I worried about her in a way I didn’t with Rory, Bea, and Juniper. If there was danger of the Sleeper arriving, I wanted to keep her safe, especially if that’s what she wanted.

“Let’s get you all home.” I drove the group back to our house, while Beatrix stayed behind to prepare her own bag and magical items. When we got there, I dropped them off, and Via volunteered to pack a suitcase for me since I had plenty to do before we left.

First up, I needed to book a plane.

Ace: Hey, Douglass, I need a flight to Alaska ASAP.

Douglass: That might be difficult with the disaster up there.

Ace: That’s why I need to go.

Douglass: It’s demonic?

Ace: Maybe. Probably.

Ace: Better safe than sorry.

Douglass: Okay, there’s a charter I know that should be able to do it. Either way, I’ll have something for you in two hours.

We needed as much help as possible, so I decided to call in a favor a lot sooner than either of us expected me to. Pulling up in front of the house, I was surprised to see Wren waiting at her door.

“What do you want?” she snapped.

“You see what’s happening in Alaska?”

She nodded. “Looks bad. Demons?”

“Worse. A Sleeper.”

“Shit.”

The Sleepers weren’t well known among humans, but demons were very familiar with their legend, even if a lot of the details had slipped into myth. The story went that originally, the Sleepers were the rulers of hell — some sort of powerful demon lords. They were almost godlike, and reigned in an earlier time. No one knew what happened to them, but they all left millennia before. They tapped into a unique power that all smart demons and people knew to stay away from.

They called it the Deep. Culcate, the consulting firm I faced during my Second Challenge, summoned a Sleeper to earth and used a Deep ritual to absorb its power. I managed to stop them before they could fully use all of what they gained, but they’d made a mistake. And not just the one that led to me killing all of them. Their actions woke a different Sleeper, and now we might all pay the price.

“We’re going to check it out,” I explained. “I could use some backup.”

She sighed. “Me and my big mouth. Fine.”

I waited while she packed a small bag, mostly with weapons. Before too long, we’d picked up all of the others, and Douglass called with an update. A private plane would take us as close as possible without raising any flags.

So we were off — a gang of demon hunters looking to stop the end of the world.


Chapter Nine



“Come off it, Bea.”

“I’ll thank you to not call me that. Only friends call me that.”

I rolled my eyes, listening to Wren and Beatrix squabble some more. It had been like this since takeoff, and I was starting to think it might be more pleasant to just jump out of the plane instead.

“Do you know any spells to fly? Or even just survive a fall?” I whispered to Juniper.

She giggled. “No. Sorry.”

“And I didn’t think to pack my parachute.”

The private plane that Douglass booked was an upgrade from our previous one. It was a bit smaller, but the cabin was the height of luxury. The chairs were comfy leather seats, and there was even a private bedroom in the back. Rory was taking a nap back there, while the rest of us sat together in the middle.

A flight attendant checked on us again, offering us more champagne.

“No, thank you, dear,” Beatrix declined.

“Top me up.” Wren held out her champagne flute.

“Are you sure that’s wise?”

Wren ignored her as the flight attendant filled the glass. Once the lady returned to the front and we had some privacy, Wren leaned forward while sipping her drink. “So, what’s the big bad we’re facing this time? Any hints from ole Galliyae?”

“Nothing concrete. I just saw something massive in the distance.”

“The last one wasn’t that big,” Juniper pointed out.

“I mean, it was the size of a bus.” I remembered seeing the Sleeper vividly. It was almost a blob of different demon parts, multiple heads, arms, legs. I was just glad it didn’t wake up before the ritual was finished. Turning to Wren, I asked, “Do you know anything about them?”

She shook her head. “No. Not anything that would help. They predated most demons.”

“Aren’t you all eternal?” Beatrix crooked an eyebrow up.

“Immortal, mostly, but that doesn’t mean we didn’t have a starting point.” Wren finished the champagne in one gulp and set the glass beside her. “To be honest, no one knows much about them. We all fear the Sleepers, but it's like an instinctual fear. Which makes what Culcate did especially dumb.”

“You can overcome fear.” I shrugged. “I feel like we all have to do that.”

“Yeah, but you don’t wander out into the woods where the tigers are, especially if you don’t know how many tigers there are or where they are. Or if the tree you’re hiding behind might turn into a tiger.”

Juniper swallowed nervously. “I wouldn’t.”

“Exactly. The fact is that even demons don’t really know much more than you. And even that might be wrong, just like humans have myths about vampires and werewolves, but that’s just bastardized stories about demons. And rabies. A lot of rabies, actually.”

“Why is that?” Beatrix was suddenly a little more interested.

“I mean, someone in eighth-century Poland gets bit by a dog and then goes mad and dies shortly after… It's weird and spooky. Makes sense that horror tales would come out of it.”

Beatrix shook her head. “Not that. The Sleepers. There’s almost nothing written about Sleepers or anything like that.”

“There are a few theories. The main one is that they predate almost everything in existence, and left when the ancestors of demons and humans were still crawling out of the muck.”

“Ancient primordial beings.”

“Exactly, Bea. There are two other theories that I think have merit, and probably a billion others out there that aren’t worth the air to say them. First, there’s the idea that they came from a different realm altogether. One that isn’t hell or earth.”

“That would definitely shake up our understanding of… well, everything.” Beatrix let Wren’s casual nickname slip by.

“Yeah. But while I, personally, think there are more realms out there, I don’t think it matters all that much. We’re not going there. What does it matter whether it's real or not, if we can’t see it either way? So, in this theory, the Sleepers ruled here for a while, and then either left on their own accord or were pushed out — maybe by the gods, or a demon uprising. Whoever did it, that happened so long ago that only the legends remain.”

“I like that theory,” Juniper said.

I turned to her. “Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah! If the theory is true, then they can be defeated, or banished again.”

Beatrix nodded. “Right. We’ll operate under the idea that it’s possible.”

Wren stretched in her seat, drawing my attention. “You said there was one other.”

“Right. So the final one is that they did go to sleep or to hibernate or to study the deeper planes of existence, but to make sure that no one bothered them, they actually erased most of the memory of them from everyone. Demons, humans, all writing. They left just enough to make people too afraid to go looking.”

“That would make them very powerful,” I said.

“Yeah. And we know they are on another level.” Wren sighed.

“Which do you think it is? Since you’re our resident expert.” Beatrix pulled out a notepad and started jotting down ideas while she watched the demon.

“Maybe any of them. But if I had to choose, I think it’s a bit of all three. They aren’t from hell, and whether they left or were banished, whatever caused them to leave also erased the memories of their existence. There’s always a tickle in the back of my mind when I think of them, and I can’t explain it. And if they were pushed out, then we’re in serious trouble. Because whatever did that isn’t around anymore.”

That was a sobering thought. My best guess was that Galliyae and her sisters were the cause of the Sleeper’s departure. They were all gone, though, except Galliyae who was imprisoned by something that could trap a god. Another Sleeper? I wondered. Well, that’s a problem for future Ace.

The four of us sat in silence for the remainder of the flight. Juniper even fell asleep leaning on my shoulder.

Before too long, the plane began its descent into Fairbanks. The skies were covered in low, grey clouds. We made our way out of the small airport without any fuss, and I picked up our rental car. Loading it up, we got in, but that was the extent of our plans.

“So… Now what?” Rory asked.

“Great question.” I pulled out my phone. The town struck by the disaster was a three-hour drive away, and there was only one road. “What are the odds the road is closed?”

“One hundred percent.” Rory held up her own phone, and it showed a news story about road closures.

“Do you think we can find a back way?” Juniper looked over at Beatrix.

The Brit shrugged. “I’m sure we could walk, but how far is the issue.”

“I might know a guy,” Wren said.

“Really?” We were all shocked by that.

“Hey, I know people. I have friends who aren’t you guys.”

“Friends, or just people who haven’t tried to kill you yet?” Beatrix grinned, knowing she’d struck a verbal blow.

Wren rolled her eyes. “He’s a warlock, and not too crazy.”

I didn’t love the sound of that. “But he is a little crazy?”

“Oh, yeah. You have to be if you want to be a warlock. Let me up there.” She crawled into the front seat and made Juniper squeeze into the back. “It’s been a while since I’ve been here, but I bet I can find it.”

We pulled out onto the road. Wren directed us through the small city, although we had to double back multiple times. After half an hour, we pulled up in front of a house that was basically a mobile home. The lawn was unkempt, with a few scraggly bushes around.

“This is it?” Beatrix skeptically asked.

“Yeah. Should be. Come on, Ace. Let’s see what we can find.”

“What do you expect us to do?” Beatrix crossed her arms.

“Wait here.”

Wren slammed the door as she got out. I gave the others an apologetic look and then followed the blue-haired demon up to the house.

The stairs creaked and shook as I stepped on them. They felt particularly flimsy. Wren didn’t seem to care and immediately knocked on the door.

“Yo, Baron. Are you in?”

No answer came back. She pounded on the door again. “Hey man, don’t tell me you died. That would be really embarrassing. For me. And sad for you, I guess. But mostly the embarrassing thing.”

The door swung open with a low creak. Behind it was only blackness and shadow.

“Is that a good sign?” I asked.

“The Baron has always been a bit of a drama queen. Come on. It’ll be fine.” She stepped in, vanishing as she crossed the threshold.

I looked back at the car, then took a deep breath and walked inside.

As soon as I passed the door, the light changed. I was suddenly inside a large foyer inside of some sort of mansion. Bright sunlight streamed in through windows above me. Expensive rugs covered the floor, and the walls were filled with statues and art.

“Ah, Wren, what a pleasant surprise.”

“Baron. Good to see you.”

Stairs led up to a second floor — something that clearly wasn’t there on the outside — and a man stood at the landing at the top. He looked to be in his seventies, with a shaggy beard of dark hair speckled with grays. Balding slightly, he had a bit of a paunch, but the clothes he wore gave him a regal look — it was an old-fashioned suit, and on him it looked pretty good.

There was also an odd tingle at the back of my head. The Baron wasn’t a demon, but something about my senses was set off in his presence. That hadn’t happened with Saidra, the powerful witch training Juniper, so I didn’t know what to make of it.

“Who is your friend?”

“This is Ace. He’s the Chosen.”

“Whoa, blowing my cover just like that?” I glared at Wren.

“The Baron is good people.” She narrowed her eyes at the man above us. “You are still good, right? You haven’t gone insane and are just waiting for the chance to sacrifice us to some demon.”

He thought about it for a second. “I didn’t plan on that, no. Do you think anyone would give me a good price for you, Wren?”

She snorted. “If you find someone who will, let me know. I already had to deal with Marst again, and that was a pain and a half.”

“Ha! Marst always was an asshole. I hope it was painful for him.”

“Yeah. Ace here helped, too.”

The Baron turned away from us, and I could hear him whispering to someone — maybe just himself. “No, no, I know what the Chosen is. And I like having them around. Things got pretty crazy the last few decades. No, you shut up.”

Wren met my eyes as I gave her a questioning look. She just shook her head as if it wasn’t anything to worry about. I was still concerned that we might be talking to an insane warlock of some kind, and she mouthed “He’s got an invisible friend.” I let it go, thinking that it might explain the sense I had.

The Baron faced us again. “Excuse me. My partner can be quite insistent. It’s a pleasure to have you both here. Can I provide you with some refreshments?” He waved his hand, and plates of food floated out of a side door and settled on a table in the middle of the room.

“Not today, Baron. We’re here on business.”

“The Chosen and a demon here on business? I’m not in trouble, am I?”

“Just the normal end of the world stuff.”

“Oh, is it Tuesday already?” He chuckled.

“Is this guy for real?” I whispered.

Wren just ignored me. “You hear about that little disaster in your backyard?”

“Yes. Elba. I felt the power surge last night. It did not seem like something to concern myself with.”

“So it’s not a natural fire.” I was happy to have that confirmed.

“Oh, no, it was a large demonic event. One I have not felt before. And, Mr. Ace, I have learned one thing in my long life, which is to avoid unusual events at all costs.”

Wren butted back in. “Well, we need to get there.”

The Baron waved his hand dismissively. “I do not see how that is any concern of mine.”

“The end of the world isn’t important?” Wren glared at him.

“Oh, the world ends and doesn’t end every day. What new change will this be?”

“A Sleeper.” I said.

The Baron froze. He slowly turned his face in my direction, looking at me intensely. “You lie.”

“No. It’s a long story, but some demons tried to steal their power, and now a Sleeper has returned. Or is returning.” I shrugged. “We’re still figuring that part out, but it’s definitely bad. And we need to get up to Elba and see exactly what’s going on.”

“I know what that means.” He spoke, but didn’t seem to direct it at us. “Yes. Yes. No. Of course not, my lord. What do you want me to do about it? I don’t see how that would help. Fine. I will send them on their way, and then we can start packing. Yes, I’ll bring the Gilmore Girls boxed set, I know we still have three seasons left. Do you want to sit here telling me what to do or just let me get on with it?”

The Baron stood in silence for almost twenty seconds. Then, finally, he nodded. “That’s settled then. Yes, I can get you to Elba, but I will not be accompanying you. If a Sleeper truly is returning, then I have many preparations to make.”

“Need to go find the deepest hole you can hide in?” Wren asked.

“Precisely.”

He waved his hand, and a small leather satchel floated out of another hallway. It settled on the ground in front of me. “This has a map and a key. Follow it to the door, open it, and step through. You will need to cross a bridge, but it will take you to Elba. Do not look under the bridge, if you value your sanity.” The Baron shivered.

Wren grabbed the satchel and slung it over her shoulder. “Thanks, Baron. Good luck out there.”

“I think you need the luck more than I do.”

Wren laughed. “Ain’t that the truth. Come on, Ace.”

The Baron nodded at me, and I returned the gesture. We walked out, and as soon as I crossed out of the door, I was back in front of the mobile home. When my foot hit the solid ground after the rickety stairs, a loud crunch came from behind me.

The mobile home collapsed in on itself, crushing into a tight ball of glass, wood, and metal. When I thought it couldn’t get any smaller, it vanished. The lot was then totally empty as if nothing had ever been there before.

“Ace? Did you just blow up that house?” Rory hung out of the back window, a stunned expression on her face.

“I don’t think I did it. But maybe.” I looked over at Wren. “Did I?”

“Nah. I told you, he’s a big drama queen.”

We hopped back in the car. Beatrix asked, “Did you get what you needed?”

“I hope so.” I glanced at Wren.

She pulled the map out. It was a foldout guide you could find at any gas station and showed the greater Fairbanks area. “Let’s see what we have here.”

The directions were simple enough, so we followed them to the outskirts of town. Even in the new city, we made it without too much difficulty. Soon the road narrowed and the buildings thinned out. It wasn’t totally out in the country, but the houses there were few and far between.

At Wren’s word, I turned the car up a dirt path. I weaved through the trees, and a mile up it ended. I parked, and the group climbed out. Rory grabbed her new leather jacket, pulling it on with a flourish.

“I don’t see anything.” Rory looked around, confused.

“This is where it should be,” Wren said.

“Another untrustworthy friend, Wren?” Beatrix gloated.

“I know you haven’t had a friend before, Beatrix, but sometimes they aren’t as clear as they should be. Especially if they’re crazy enough to make an eternal pact with a demon.”

Beatrix shook her head in disgust. “This is why I hate warlocks.”

I ignored them. The clearing the path stopped at was only about fifty feet across. I walked to the far end, but didn’t see anything that resembled a door. But when I turned back, a door stood in the middle of the grass.

“Uh, guys…”

The door was seven feet tall, made of thick, dark wood. A brass handle on one side looked like a match for the key Wren had.

“What is it, Ace?” Beatrix glanced my way.

“Come to this side.”

Each of them crossed over, and Juniper gasped when she passed the door. “It just appeared out of the air.”

“It must be hidden, except for from this direction,” Beatrix guessed. “Clever.”

“Well, this is the door. Should we head to Elba?”

Wren tossed me the key. “Lead the way, Chosen.”

I swallowed nervously, and approached the door. The key slid in, fitting perfectly. I turned the handle and pushed it open, ready for anything.


Chapter Ten



The door to nowhere opened into darkness. It wasn’t solid black like the entrance to the Baron’s house, but it was gloomy, like a night with the moon hidden by clouds. A sense of depth lingered, but my eyes couldn’t pick out too much.

What I could see was a stone path that ran for twenty feet from the door until it reached a bridge. The bridge was made of grey rock and brick, with a design I would charitably call creepy as sin. The rails had misshapen points every few feet. Carved faces lined the inside, each locked in a scream of terror.

Rory handed me a flashlight, startling me back to reality.

“Thanks.” I flicked it on and walked further in. The added shadows and light did not make the bridge more appealing. The terror turned to pain and hate. The temperature dropped, and a cold wind cut through the area behind the door.

The light did little to illuminate the unusual area around the bridge. It felt like the air sucked the light away once it was far enough past my vision. I decided to put that out of my mind and concentrated on what lay in front of me.

The bridge spanned a hundred feet, and the ground dropped away immediately after the bridge began — a steep, craggy cliff descending to who knows what. Something moved down there.

Remembering the Baron’s words, I tore my eyes away and reminded the others, “Don’t look down.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Rory whispered.

I kept my eyes fixed ahead, and as I approached the bridge, a door came into view on the far side, identical to the one we’d just walked through.

I set my first foot down carefully on the bridge. When nothing happened, I continued, treading as carefully as possible.

With my eyes locked straight in front of me, I did my best to avoid looking to either side. Shapes moved at the corner of my vision, each trying to resolve into something I couldn’t quite understand. Shifting shadows threatening to turn solid or worse.

The bridge rumbled beneath me.

“What was that?” Juniper gasped.

“Just keep walking,” Wren shouted.

“Good idea, for once,” Beatrix said.

Something large shifted deep under the bridge. It sounded like a rope uncoiling, but a rope the size of a skyscraper. Remembering the weird space from my vision, I tried to encourage the others.

“Maybe move a little faster,” I said.

Picking up the pace, I crossed the bridge. The ladies followed behind, hot on my heels. Before I realized it, I was on the far side and at the exit door. I unlocked it and threw it open, then moved to the side to let the others pass through.

That might have been a mistake.

A deep, rumbling voice spoke directly into my mind.

“Ah, a little Chosen darting through my realm. And you didn’t even stop to say hello.”

My shock must have been clear on my face, because Beatrix stopped. “What?”

“Did you hear that?”

She shook her head. “Nothing new, anyway. Why? What did you hear?”

“Do not worry the little witch, Chosen. I will let you pass. There would be no sport in stopping you here.”

I shook my head at Beatrix. She gave me a concerned look, but continued on, wanting to be out of the weird path as soon as possible. I whispered, “Who are you?”

The ground shook as if the creature speaking to me was laughing. “A fine question. One that I won’t answer, although I am sure we will meet again some day. Well, if you succeed. That is no guarantee. But I hope you do. It would be so unfortunate if I had to rouse myself now.”

“You think you can stop a Sleeper?”

No answer came, but I thought I felt a deep, distant rumble as if the whole space was chuckling.

Wren was bringing up the rear, and she reached the door as the last words echoed in my head. She grabbed my arm. “You wouldn’t be doing something dumb like talking to whatever is here, right?”

“Uh…”

“Come on, Ace.” The demon pushed me through the door. It slammed shut behind us, and when I tried to see where it was for our return trip, it was gone.

“Looks like it was a one-way journey.”

“Ace, a little help!”

I spun around and saw Rory with two knives out facing off against a hulking demon. It was eight feet tall and orange, with slimy skin and five eyes and two mouths. Its arms swung around with elbows that could bend both ways.

We were on a paved road that ended in a burnt crack fifty feet away. Beatrix and Juniper were already starting to cast spells, and two more of the orange demons were running in our direction.

“Mul!” I cast the spell as I drew my sword, sending a crescent of fire at the demon attacking Rory.

The blonde ducked away as the spell sheared an arm off at the shoulder. Orange ichor sprayed across the air.

“Arrrgh!”

It roared in pain, but still managed to swing at Rory. She blocked with her knife, but the blow sent her sliding back on her heels.

Already in motion, I thrust my sword forward and slashed the demon across its thick chest. It flailed around and I followed up with a solid chop deep into its hip. It screamed and dropped to the ground, shuddering as it died.

“Šu taka!” Juniper finished her spell and pointed at the nearest orange demon.

With a big gust of wind, the demon rocketed away, smashing into a tree at the side of the road. A huge branch speared it through the neck, and it fell still.

THWACK

Wren tossed one of her small axes at the final demon. It cut into the thing’s shoulder, but that didn’t slow it down.

“Not trying too hard, are you,” Beatrix sniped.

The Brit pulled out a smooth, round stone and flung it like she was trying to skip rocks at a lake. The stone sailed through the air faster than it should have and impacted the demon in the eye.

Its head exploded in a shower of orange blood and blue brains.

“There we go,” Beatrix said.

“I could have taken it,” Wren growled.

“But we didn’t have a half hour to let it wear itself out beating you first.”

“Let’s not fight right now, huh?” I looked between the two of them. Beatrix blushed, embarrassed by what she’d done. Wren just rolled her eyes, but she did nod. “Good. Now, where are we?”

The door dropped us out in the middle of a thick forest along a narrow, paved road. There was smoke in the distance.

“Looks like it’s that way.”

I kept my sword out as we continued. It was difficult to get a sense of just how far away the smoke was.

A few minutes later, we rounded a bend. There, standing proudly in the middle of the road, was a moose. It was at least a foot taller than me, with a spreading set of antlers towering above its head. It huffed at me when it noticed us.

“Uh, careful,” I said.

Everyone stopped behind me. Wren spoke up first. “Should we just kill it and move on.”

“Maybe avoiding killing wildlife is a good move,” Beatrix replied.

It snorted, then turned away, not at all bothered by the group of humans. It trudged off through the woods.

“That was sick,” Rory said.

“I didn’t love it,” Juniper said.

I realized that I was in part of the vision.

“Do you think I could ride it?” Rory was eyeing the path of the moose. “The horses did love me a lot.”

“No!” Beatrix said, stepping out from behind a tree. She looked over at me. “Is something happening, Ace?”

“Uh…” The déjà vu from my vision was intense. I shook my head and explained. When I finished, I said, “Guess this was the right spot. Time to hurry, then.”

Beyond the end of the road, the land was charred and damaged. The dirt was hardened, almost a blood red in some places. The ground sloped down, and from where I stood, I could see that the entire area was now a sort of bowl-shaped depression two miles wide. Smoke poured from fires spread around the bowl. It obscured much of the former town, although I could see the shattered remnants of a few buildings here and there.

“I’m guessing whatever we’re looking for will be in the center,” Juniper said. “Right?”

“Probably,” I agreed.

A few figures moved through the smoke down below us, but nothing seemed interested in us.

“Do you think the Sleeper is here?” Wren asked.

“I hope not. And while I know what my Challenge is, it doesn’t feel like it’s officially started yet.”

I didn’t tell them that I wasn’t sure if Galliyae could even reach me again after the vision. Her captor could block her somewhat, but the rules that governed us let her speak to me at certain points. But there was at least one sign it wasn’t already in progress. “These guys didn’t get sucked up into my sword, so I think it’s safe to say we’re not about to fight a Sleeper.”

“If we do, I might just bail,” the blue-haired demon muttered.

“How come?” Rory looked at Wren. “Aren’t you unkillable?”

“Sure. Technically. Except I know there are ways for me to die. Like how Ace killed Pallatrox. And I don’t think for one second that the Sleepers are controlled by the same rules as the rest of us, so if anyone could do it, they could.”

“We won’t let that happen,” I said. “I won’t let it happen. So keep your eyes open, but let’s see what’s going on here. It’s definitely demonic, so even if there’s no Sleeper, I need to take care of it.”

“It’s so hot when he’s in hero mode, isn’t it,” Rory whispered to Wren. The demoness faked a gag. Well, I hoped it was fake.

I started down into the big depression. The dirt was hard beneath my feet, and the air was filled with the smell of smoke.

A loud roar surprised me as a demon broke free from the obscuring smoke. It was nine feet tall, and shaped like a centaur. Except instead of horse legs, it looked like a grasshopper with oddly bent knees and a hard carapace. The “human” part was equally disturbing, with one large compound eye on its head and a mouth the size of a basketball on its chest.

“More food,” it hissed.

“Nope,” I replied.

It charged at me, moving incredibly fast.

“Kešda!” Juniper shouted behind me, and vines sprang up and tangled the thing's feet. It toppled over, ripping free of the bindings as it did. It smacked into the ground and tried to right itself.

I jumped forward, taking advantage of the trip. My sword swung down and chopped into the side of the demon’s lower part.

“Arrrrgh!” It squealed and thrashed as I hit it again. Steam blew out of the wounds, a dark green cloud of hot air.

“Gross!” I retreated and cast a crescent of fire at the demon. The flame cut through its throat. It shuddered and fell still as more of the steam billowed out of its head.

“Yuck,” Rory said. “I’ve never seen one like that before.”

Beatrix nodded. “I am unfamiliar with it as well. And I think I would remember something that… unusual.”

“I have.” Wren’s face darkened as she looked at the corpse. “It’s been a long, long time though. They lived deep in the bowels of hell, and served as guards and mercenaries for demon lords. And they had no interest in Earth.”

“So why is it here?” Rory asked.

“That’s a good question.” The blue-haired demon didn’t say anything else.

I continued deeper. The ground sloped gradually away, and after only a hundred feet, we could no longer see out of the area. With my sword in front, I kept an eye out for any more demonic surprises.

Three more times something attacked us. We had more warning each time, and they never got as close as the centaur-bug-demon. But they were all tough and unusual demons, and I could tell each one made Wren more nervous than the last.

About twenty minutes later, we reached the end of the slope. A flat stretch of land sat before us, with large, black stones jutting out of the ground.

“What is that?” Juniper’s stunned words drew my attention further in.

An energy crackled through the air, shifting from purple to green. It resembled lightning, but was stable, moving through the air in a weird pattern.

“A portal,” Wren said.

“A very stable one, by the looks of it,” Beatrix agreed.

“That explains all of the demons.” Wren frowned.

“How do we close it?” I asked.

“There are some rituals I know,” Beatrix offered. “I’ve never seen a portal like this, though. It’s anyone’s guess what will actually close it.”

A low growl echoed through the rocks. I glanced at the others. “First, I’ll deal with that. Maybe stay back for now.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Rory nervously stepped away from the stones.

I walked into the forest of black stone. They stuck out of the ground at odd angles, some towering almost thirty feet high. They were somewhat spaced out — no more than fifteen feet between them. As soon as I was inside, I felt claustrophobic. My sightline was cut dramatically.

The scraping of a clawed foot on the ground made me jump. I swung my sword in front of me, but there was nothing there. Weaving between the stones, I moved deeper into the stone field and closer to the portal.

My hair tingled, and it felt like I was touching one of those Van de Graaff generators that makes your hair stand on end.

“You must be quite the brave human to come this close.”

The voice that spoke was deep, and I could feel the vibration in my bones. Spinning around, I couldn’t see where the demon was.

“How does this end for you? Eaten by something mindless fleeing the destruction below? Or are you one of the fools that wants to explore our prison?”

I shouted back, “It just looks like someone left a door open. I was just going to shut it. You know, keep the bugs out. Easier than having to call pest control, you know?”

The unseen demon snorted in derision. “Is that so? You are quite cocky. But, then, maybe all humans are so reckless. It’s been millennia since I saw any of your kind.”

“So you’re some big bad demon? Am I speaking to the Sleeper?”

“Rrrr…” The stones shook as the demon growled. “Do not say that. Do you want to draw their attention sooner?”

“So you’re running from it.”

“I run from nothing.”

Behind me, I heard a soft brush against the ground. I twisted, holding my sword in front.

The demon stepped out from behind one of the sharp stones. He was ten feet tall, with dark green skin. His face had mostly human features, but the eyes were a deep, empty black. Leathery wings were held tight to his back, and he had an iron crown on his head. The demon wore a silk shirt, with nicely stitched pants. A sword hung on his belt.

“So, what are you? Some Duke of hell?” I nodded to the crown.

“In a sense. A large domain quaked whenever my name was mentioned. Now… Heh… Now we’ll all learn to bend the knee — eventually. You are here instead of running. Perhaps you know the answer to this question: What fools reached for the Deep?”

“A demon collective known as Culcate. They summoned one here, and took its power for themselves.”

He grimaced. “Idiots. They’ve doomed us all.”

“Not yet.”

“There’s nothing you can do to stop them. I could only take the deal that was offered and run.”

“I didn’t get that deal. And I’m pretty sure most of the people who live here won’t get the same offer. So I’ll just keep on going and stop this big bad. But first I need to close up this portal. So, are you going to get in my way or are you going to run and hide? If you can disguise yourself, I can recommend a few resorts to wait out the rest of your eternal life.”

The demon eyed me. “For someone who cannot imagine an endless life, you are quick to throw your short one away. But I can sense some power in that sword. Something unusual. Something I thought was long gone.”

“That might be because I stopped Culcate. And my sword… ate them. I guess.”

“Ah, a Chosen. So not only are you the Avatar of some god, but you absorbed the power of that summoned creature. Part of the Deep lies within you.”

I was surprised that he’d put it together so quickly. But, I probably shouldn’t have been. He was an immortal demon lord, so he’d likely learned a few things here and there.

“That’s right. So, what’ll it be?”

“I think I shall take that sword for myself. I don’t know that it will work the same way… but I’ve got time to figure it out.”

He drew a sword of his own from the scabbard on his belt. It was almost six feet long, and dwarfed mine.

“You should be honored, Chosen. It has been a century since I slew anyone.”

“It’s only been a couple of minutes for me. So, forgive me if I’m not as rusty.”

The demon flashed his teeth at me. “I respect your confidence. But I am the Demon Lord Glistorck. I have not been defeated in five thousand years.”

“Yeah, yeah. You demons sure love to talk. Let’s do this.”

The Demon Lord dove forward, flapping his wings back to help speed him forward. He cut down and across, and I met his blade with my own.

CLANG

The sound echoed through the air. His eyes opened in surprise when I just grunted and wasn’t flung away.

“Maybe I have forgotten just how powerful a Chosen can be,” he muttered. “I thought they were all gone, but which of the gods do you serve? No matter. You shall die all the same.”

I backed up, putting some distance between us.

“Mul!” I sent a crescent of fire at the demon. The air sizzled as the hot magic flew at the demon.

Glistorck moved quickly. He had to retreat, but he ducked out of the way of the spell. “Not bad, for a human caster. But, it is nothing compared to —”

“Mul!” I shot off another blast of fire, and followed it with two more.

The demon spun to avoid them, but one of the crescents ran across his back and he hissed in pain.

“The impudence! I was speaking, Chosen.”

He sneered at me. While the demon was closer to human than anything else I’d seen that day, when he opened his mouth, I saw rows of sharp teeth, angled and vicious.

“Well, do you want to talk or do you want to fight?”

“I can do both.”

“Can you?” I chuckled and threw another spell at him as I danced away between the stones.

“You dare mock me? If I wasn’t in such a hurry, I would enjoy torturing you for a long, long time.”

“Big words.”

I slid behind a stone and tried to quietly sneak around to the opposite side. Glistorck was fast and surprisingly fleet of foot for such a giant monster. But he didn’t hear me as I came around to his side.

The tip of my sword bit into his back as I thrust with all my might.

“Arrrrgh!”

He flailed around and caught me in the chest with a fist. The demon was strong enough to throw me into the stone ten feet behind me.

“Oof.” I dropped to the ground and rubbed my aching side.

The Demon Lord pressed a hand to his wound. When he lifted it, I could see sickly brown ichor glistening on his fingers. “You dare to draw my blood.”

“You chose this path.”

He glared at me, but I didn’t let him recover. “Kešda!” Thick vines ripped out of the ground and wrapped around him. But the Demon Lord was unbothered. He twirled his sword quickly, slicing most of the vines to pieces before they could reach him.

He rushed at me, bringing the sword up for a devastating overhand swing.

I squeezed my eyes shut, grabbed as much of my magic power as I could, and shouted “Zalag!”

Even through my eyelids I could see a bright white light flood the area. “Ahhhhh!” The Demon Lord screamed in pain.

As soon as the light faded, I opened my eyes. The Demon Lord had dropped his sword and rubbed both his eyes.

“I’ll kill you! I’ll eat your heart and learn all your secrets.” He roared in rage and pain as he stomped around..

Behind him, I could see one of the stones was at an angle, with a sharp point jutting out. It was time for one last spell.

I just hope this works, I thought.

“Šu taka!”

Pointing with my sword, I felt a huge swirl of wind sweep down my arm. It ripped across the space between us. As the wind hit the demon, it snatched him up.

“What the…”

Glistorck only had a brief moment of surprise before the stone behind him pierced him right through where a heart should be. I readied myself to rush and finish him off, but he hung limply.

I thought he was dead, but then I heard a soft, bitter chuckle. “So you’ve doomed me, Chosen. Your god must be so proud. But there’s nothing you can do to stop the Sleeper. To stop Lythnyla.” I didn’t recognize the word, which he pronounced Lith-nil-a. “They will end everything. But it looks like I’ll go first.”

His head sagged to the side. As I watched, his body melted, but the drips turned into a brown smoke before they hit the ground.

Panting, I leaned against the nearby stone. He’d been a difficult fight, and I was tired after drawing on so much of my magic. I might be nearly limitless, but it still took a toll on me.

“Ace?”

Beatrix stepped around one of the rocky protrusions. She had her hands ready for a spell, and Wren followed close behind, an ax in each hand.

“I got it,” I said.

“What was that?” the Brit asked.

“Some sort of Demon Lord. Glistorck.”

“You killed Glistorck?” Wren looked at me in total disbelief.

“Yeah, but it wasn’t part of the Challenge, so he might return.”

My face must have fallen, because Beatrix asked, “What is it, Ace?”

“He seemed like he was running from the Sleeper. I think this portal may have been made for him and his demons to flee.” I explained what else he’d said, trying to remember it all. “So I guess maybe he could come back. Or something worse.”

“Then we need to shut it even faster,” Bea said.

I nodded. We walked to the portal. All three of us could feel where it was, as the air seemed to curve and bend into it. An invisible energy pulsed from it, like a heartbeat pushing it into our world.

“Whoa.” I stopped twenty feet from it. The portal was ten yards tall, and the green and purple outline was the only thing that made it feel like an opening. Otherwise we could peer directly into hell.

And someone was coming out.

He wasn’t human, but he was slightly shorter than me. He had on a black cloth robe — like what a cultist might wear in a cheesy movie. The demon stepped through the portal, and when he did, he pulled back the hood over his head.

He had two almost normal eyes, one red and one green. Like Wren, he could probably pass for a human outside of his ears, which were wide and twisted, like a bat’s.

The new arrival smiled when he saw me. “Ah, the Chosen. I was hoping we would meet.”

I stared at the new demon. “Who are you? Are you the Sleeper?”

He chuckled. “Oh, no.” The demon looked around the area. “This world is not ready for Lythnyla. That’s what I am here for. I am the Acolyte of Lythnyla, and I have come to prepare this world for her arrival.”


Chapter Eleven



My hand tightened on the pommel of my sword. Checking behind me, I saw that Beatrix and Wren were both readying themselves. Further back, I saw a flash of blonde hair and knew Rory and Juniper couldn’t be too far off.

“Oh, don’t be too hasty there, Chosen.” The Acolyte waved his hand. “No need to rush into all of that unpleasant killing.”

“Is this portal just going to close up on its own, then?”

He laughed. “No. It’s bleeding the energy of hell into this realm.”

“That’s the weird pulse I’m feeling, then?”

The Acolyte gave me an appraising look. “I’m impressed you can sense that. Yes. My master and their ilk have been gone too long. If Lythnyla arrived here, the raw power would rip this world apart.” The Acolyte licked his lips. “And, well, that would be such a shame. No one wants to rule over a desolate landscape.”

“You know who I am.”

“Of course. You have a fragment of another Sleeper inside you. I was instructed to take great interest in you.”

That set me back. I knew that I’d absorbed power from Culcate, but apparently that meant that I also had the Sleeper they’d summoned inside of me. At least somewhat, filtered through their ritual. It also made me realize something else.

“Wait. That Sleeper was here and the world didn’t end.”

“Those demons were like ants, thinking they’d stolen the whole kitchen when they were fighting over a crumb. They only pulled a small piece into this realm. A shadow of the true power.”

If that was only a part of a Sleeper — a shadow, even — then I did not want to see what the real deal looked like. I’d only barely survived the fight and Wren would have died if she could actually die. And that was with a group of demons still getting used to the power as their bodies adjusted. Even a day later I would have been toast.

“I see it in your eyes. You know you are no match for what is coming. But it doesn’t have to be all bad, Chosen. I am here to spread the word of Lythnyla’s return, and there is always room for someone willing to do the dirty work here. You and yours could be safe — well, safer than anyone else. All you have to do is join us, and Lythnyla will allow you to keep that stolen fragment for as long as you serve.

“Before you jump to any conclusions, my master has instructed me to tell you a story. One that you will find most enlightening, I believe.”

“And how can we trust you?” Beatrix stepped closer.

“We can’t.” Wren looked at us both. “This demon threw in with a living apocalypse rather than protect the world we have. He’d say anything if it would help bring the Sleeper here.”

The Acolyte shrugged — a surprisingly human gesture from the demon threatening to end the world. “My journey is my own. But, be that as it may, my master and I do not think there is anything left in all of existence that can stop us. The ant metaphor was apt. You are bugs crawling over Lythnyla’s domain, and the once and future ruler is graciously explaining why you have no hope to stop us.”

“I guess we should hear him out,” I said. “We can always kill him after.”

Laughing, the Acolyte said, “I admire your bravado, Chosen. Galliyae always did pick exciting humans. I don’t want to bore you, but how much do you know about the Sleepers and the Gods?”

I wasn’t sure how much to give away, but the truth was we knew almost nothing. While I’d gleaned some here and there, Galliyae and the other gods had been missing for so long that even people who knew about magic and demons were not convinced that the gods were real. If the Acolyte was willing to share information, it might help us. So I was honest.

“Not much.”

“No, I wouldn’t think so. Well, then, a history lesson first. Long ago, before your ancestors crawled out of the water, there were the gods. They roamed throughout the different realms, each creating and crafting creatures and constructs. Animals, plants, demons, and other intelligent beings were made at this point. Each god had their own desires and ideas, and so a wide variety of life burst into existence.

“The gods came from their own realm — hints of it have filtered down into the world as heaven or Olympus. There were two other worlds they visited.”

“Earth and hell,” Juniper guessed. I saw that she was standing behind Wren, and her hands were tensed to cast spells if needed.

“Yes, little witch. Something in the ether of the universes made travel between the three realms easier. So the gods came here and they had their own squabbles and fighting, and all three realms were open to all. There was travel between them, but it was not a peaceful time, but it was simpler. But there were other worlds, other dimensions, and the residents there felt the tremors of travel between heaven, hell, and earth.

“You call them the Sleepers. At the time, the gods and their champions called them the Invaders. They have their own name, but one that is better not spoken. For their names have power. Even the nicknames and codenames they were given — Sleeper and Invader — started to hold a small piece of that.”

He sighed. I thought he was done, but he continued, “I do not think even the Invaders truly know where they originated. The other realm that they came from was not their home. They lived up to their name, moving from realm to realm and taking whatever they pleased. And the ones that came were those pushed out or wanted to conquer new kingdoms. The ambitious. The ruthless.

“They came first to heaven. It was a slow process, as they had to change the atmosphere, the terroir of the firmament. The gods were caught unawares and many were killed or destroyed or banished. Some fled to parts unknown, while a core group retreated to Earth.”

All of this was quite the shock. Wren had hinted that the Sleepers might not be from hell, and this Acolyte seemed to confirm it. As long as he wasn’t lying. The Sleepers might want to build up their own mystique, but they were powerful enough that there wasn’t any real point in questioning whether they were outsiders or demon gods.

Rory spoke up. “If they are so strong, how come they’ve been gone for longer than anyone has memories? Even old bones over there.”

“Hey,” Wren complained.

“I am getting to that, if you wouldn’t be so impatient. Mortals.” The Acolyte shook his head, more amused than anything. “Your short life doesn’t mean we have to rush everything. The gods here were the first real challenge the Invaders ever faced. Before them all realms eventually fell. But not earth and hell.

“A gathering of gods organized their final defense. They set aside old conflicts and battles to work together. There were two main factions, each led by a sister that had been feuding with the other since time immemorial.”

“Galliyae?” I whispered.

The Acolyte nodded. “She led one group, and her elder sister Anyanda led the other. Two of the most powerful beings in all three realms, and they had armies of gods and followers forged in the fire of battle.

“The Invaders started to build their own base in heaven, but the goddesses would not let them get a foothold. They brought their forces into that heavenly realm and waged a war like none seen before or since. The fighting raged for centuries. Power ripped through the very fabric of reality in that realm. The mistake the Invaders made was thinking that the gods would not risk destroying their own home.

“They were wrong.”

He stepped away from the portal and looked up at the sky. “Hundreds of gods died, but so did many of the Invaders. Neither side truly thought that was possible, but they learned. Even with all of their sacrifices, the war stayed as a stalemate until Galliyae and Anyanda came up with the boldest move.

“The two gods crafted a spell that took most of their power, as well as that of their other sisters. It took seven years and seven days to cast, but when it finished, it swept through heaven. The realm was changed and broken, left a shell of itself. The Invaders were caught totally unprepared. Their soldiers were all killed, and most of the Invaders were as well. The rest were thrown out.”

“Back from where they came?” Juniper asked.

“No. To the space between worlds. They were trapped there, unable to return.”

Beatrix was faster at putting it together than I was. “Until Culcate tried to summon one.”

“Yes. They made a small crack in the prison’s walls, and now my master is set to return. We just need to prepare this world.”

“Why not just stay in hell?” Wren glared at the Acolyte. “Or does that need to be changed, too?”

“Yes and no. It is much more welcoming. The Invaders had made inroads there, and there’s something about you demonic folk that makes it more palatable to my master and their ilk. I believe Anyanda took some inspiration from the Invaders’ servants when crafting you. There are also a few surviving members of the Invaders’ original forces masquerading as demons. And so Lythnyla is currently… cleaning house, as you might say. But I think that concludes what I wanted to tell you. I hope it was enlightening.”

“So now it’s time to shut this portal, huh?”

The Acolyte laughed. “No. While my master cannot visit this realm yet, there’s nothing stopping another Shadow from coming. So, good day, Chosen. I doubt we will meet again, but if you somehow survive, then maybe reconsider my offer. It’s the only good option.”

The demon waved his hands through the air, and a bright flash of light briefly blinded me. When my eyes cleared the Acolyte was gone.

In his place was a truly terrifying sight.

A Shadow of a Sleeper.


Chapter Twelve



The Shadow looked just as corporeal as anything else in the world — much like the Sleeper I saw during Culcate’s ritual.

Then, the Sleeper looked like a mass of all different types of demons. This time, the form was both more normal and even more hideous. At least compared to the demons I’d fought before. And, I realized, this wasn’t even a demon.

It stood seven feet tall, with two legs and two arms. They were willowy and longer than felt right. The Sleeper’s skin was a deep gold, almost metallic, and I could see reflections in it of things that were not in that crater in Alaska. Reflections of hell where the Sleeper was laying waste to demonic armies. Terrors I’d never seen or even imagined before were screaming in fear and running from the Sleeper.

The Shadow had no eyes and no ears, but I could still feel it focus on me. Its mouth opened wide in a smile, and inside was a coiled tentacle with a hand on the end.

Then I heard Galliyae speak into my mind.

My Chosen, your Fourth Challenge is to stop the Sleeper and save the Earth. You will need allies and all the help you can get, but I believe in you.

I nodded, not wanting to take my focus off of the Shadow. Even without eyes, it was examining all of us.

“Okay, this is maybe the grossest demon yet, right?” Rory said with a nervous laugh.

“I don’t know… the oozes were pretty gross,” Juniper replied.

“It’s not a demon,” Wren growled. “Not really. It’s something else.”

With my ability to sense demons, I knew that Wren was right. The same tingle didn’t happen when I looked at it, even though I could feel some of its power. Whatever it was, the monster’s legs tensed and I whipped my sword up. It flashed forward, arms twisting and turning to slash at me. I parried the first strike, and it sent me sliding back across the ground until I bumped into one of the stone pillars.

“Kešda!” Juniper waved her arms as vines burst out of the ground around the Sleeper’s Shadow. They weren’t as thick as mine, but considering she didn’t have a cheat code from a god, they were still impressive and almost as thick as my arms.

It didn’t matter, as the Shadow spun quickly. The creature’s arms sheared the vines off and sent them spilling to the ground. Even as the Shadow was spinning, it lunged for me.

CRACK

An ax hit it in the side of the head, making the Shadow flinch and stumble.

Wren stepped forward, swinging another ax. “Come on, big guy. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“Oh, with pleasure, little demon,” the Shadow hissed.

It faced her, and I could see Wren’s expression sour. And if we were fighting fair, Wren would battle it alone after a challenge like that. But we weren’t here to fight fair, but to kill this Shadow.

I thrust my sword forward and nicked the monster in its back. The Shadow’s skin was thicker than armor, and without my supernatural strength, I doubt I’d have been able to pierce it there.

“Arrrrgh!” It roared and slapped out at me.

I ducked under the arm and slashed. The thing’s hard elbow knocked my blade away, and I retreated before it could strike again.

THUNK

A crossbow bolt bounced off the Shadow’s head, leaving only the shallowest cut.

“Well, damn,” Rory complained.

“This thing is tough,” Juniper said.

“Tell me about it.” I danced around the Shadow, looking for an opening. The monster moved too fast for me to get around it.

I decided to just go for it and juked as if I was trying to get behind it. Then I grabbed my sword with both hands and swung as hard as I could.

That surprised the Shadow, and it reacted too late to get out of the way. My sword cut a deep cut across the arm it brought up to block it.

“Hissssss!” It snarled at me.

Then I felt a tickle of power reaching into my mind. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as fear wormed its way in. Darkness and terror pushed in at me, making me think that the light was dimming and I couldn’t stop the Shadow of the Sleeper. I took a deep breath and pushed back.

A few months earlier a mental attack like that might have done some real damage — but I’d absorbed the powers of the Queen Succubus, and my defenses were stronger than they’d ever been.

And if the Shadow wanted to play like that, I would be happy to.

“Igi mamu!”

I sent my own mental attack back. The images were of me attacking the Shadow. Two versions of me split and ran around either side of the Shadow.

It roared in anger and tried to slash the one on the right as it followed it. But I’d stayed where I was and ran forward. My sword once again cut into the monster, this time leaving a gash across its back.

“Rrrrargh!” It slapped me away, sending me tumbling across the ground.

“You foul creatures,” it growled. “I look forward to killing and enslaving all of you. My new kingdom will be bright and glorious and terrible. You cannot stop me.”

I pushed myself back to my feet. “Oh, I bet we can. Just ‘cause you got some gold plating doesn’t make you all that and a bag of chips.”

“Maybe don’t make the big monster mad, Ace,” Beatrix chided.

“What’s it going to do? Destroy the world?”

The Shadow rushed at me again. I dove out of the way and found myself next to one of the spears of black stone that was sloped at an angle. It was smooth, but I stepped onto it and was able to keep my balance.

I ran up the stone. As I neared the top, I turned and shot off a crescent of fire at the Shadow as it tried to follow me.

It didn’t have enough space to move without leaving the stone, and that hesitation meant it took the spell directly to its face.

“Sssrrrargh!”

The Shadow tumbled backwards — I wasn’t sure if it was purely pain or surprise. Beatrix took the chance to attack as well.

“Haš ki dar!”

A five-foot-long section of one of the black stones broke off. It was blunt and looked like a rough club, but that didn’t stop it from doing some serious damage. The magical club slammed the Shadow in the side of the head as it tried to recover.

CRACK

That blow sent it to its knees. The club swung back and hit the Shadow again with another echoing crack.

“Ha!”

I hadn’t noticed Wren, but she’d climbed on another of the stones. With her yell, she leapt off and brought her ax down with a double-handed overhead swing. The blade cut deep into the shoulder of the Shadow.

It knocked her away as it roared in pain but Beatrix hammered it again. Sparks of light and a crossbow bolt shot out from Juniper and Rory — not doing much damage, but adding to the overwhelming attack.

I ran back to the Shadow. It struggled to its feet.

“There are worse things than death, you pathetic creatures. You’ll find out what that is soon enough, if — “

My sword shoved into the creature's mouth. Whatever protected it from the outside didn’t cover that spot. The blade cut deep into its head and it shuddered.

With that final cut, it burst apart. Instantly it became incorporeal, turning into an actual shadow. The parts flew towards the portal to hell, but they stopped before reaching it. They started glowing, turning into a golden light that sucked back to my sword.

When they reached my weapon, they vanished into the surface. A surge of odd power crashed into me, and I could feel just how different the Sleeper was from the demons I normally fought. It was like biting into what you thought would be a well-cooked steak and instead finding applesauce. Weird and off-putting. I stood as I adjusted to the new power within me.

I hadn’t finished acclimating to the new power, but I didn’t want to wait any longer. I looked at the others, trying to reassure them.

“I think we did it.”

“Good work,” Beatrix said. “All of you.”

The Brit glanced at Wren, who nodded. If their frostiness was thawing, I’d be happy.

“That seemed pretty easy for a Challenge,” Rory said.

I shook my head. “It’s not over yet.” My mind flashed back to all of the terrifying moments of the vision, and I shuddered. There was a lot more to come. “The Sleeper is just getting started.”

With the Sleeper gone, we set about closing the portal. We were lucky that what Beatrix knew managed to work. It was a difficult ritual, but thankfully Bea and Juniper were expert casters. I stood guard with Wren to make sure nothing else came through, but nothing did.

When they finished, the portal closed up as if it had never been there.

Except we were standing in a crater in the middle of what had been an Alaskan town.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said.

The others nodded, and we set back out for our home.


Chapter Thirteen

Juniper Martindale


The young witch sat in her car parked at the edge of the forest a couple hours outside of town. Returning from Alaska had taken a lot out of everyone — not to mention the fight with the Shadow of the Sleeper and the demons fleeing the actual Sleeper in hell.

Juniper was a little worried about Ace. Ever since absorbing the Shadow, he’d been moody and withdrawn. That was part of why she was visiting Saidra, the witch who mentored her. She hoped the elder, powerful woman would be able to give her some advice about her love.

So with a deep breath to steady her nerves, she climbed out of the car and trekked down to the witch’s house. Juniper walked through the forest, following a trail that wound for a little more than a mile. When she reached the end, she stepped out into a clearing to find a house that wouldn’t be out of place in the suburbs of the city she just left.

It practically glowed in the beam of sunlight that broke through the sparse cloud cover. Saidra sat on the porch, and smiled when she saw Juniper.

One of the most unusual things about the witch was that her appearance changed — and everyone who met her saw different versions of her. For Juniper, while Saidra occasionally shifted for her, the main version she saw was a woman in her late forties, with a motherly attitude.

“Matriarch,” the redhead said, bowing her head.

“My little Juniper. Welcome back.” The witch’s eyes narrowed. “I sense that you’ve crossed paths with something very unusual.”

Juniper could only nod. She explained, “The Chosen is trying to stop a Sleeper from returning, Matriarch. We faced its shadow two days ago.”

Alarm crossed the experienced witch’s face. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. It had an Acolyte that announced it. Apparently Earth is not suitable for it to return yet, so we’re trying to stop it before it comes.”

Saidra sniffed the air. “So that is traces of the Deep on you.”

“Yes.”

“This is… worrying.”

The older witch stood up and beckoned for Juniper to follow her. She entered her house, and the redhead followed closely behind.

Juniper wasn’t sure what the other witch was up to. They went straight back to the ritual room where Saidra often trained her. The walls and floor were inscribed with circles and words of power that allowed her to access her inner space and grow much faster than if she were practicing on her own.

“I appreciate you giving me this warning, Juniper.”

“I was hoping you’d help us.”

Saidra shook her head. “No. There is nothing I can do against the Sleeper. No one can stop them.”

“At least give me some advice. Ace absorbed the Shadow as part of his Challenge, and he’s been… different since.”

Saidra froze, then turned to her. “He actually absorbed it? The Sleeper?”

Juniper nodded. “Just like a normal demon, as far as I can tell.”

“Incredible. Truly.” She pulled a bag out from a cabinet on one wall. Then Saidra started packing a few of her books into it. “That is at least a small ray of hope.”

“Should I be worried?”

“About Ace?”

“Yes, Matriarch.”

“I don’t think so. The Deep is a dangerous, different source of power. But Galliyae wouldn’t let him take it if it would harm him. Just be there for him. His body and his center are trying to make it work, but that’s no easy task.”

Juniper sighed in relief. “Thank you. He’s normally so bright and confident, and I really didn’t like sullen Ace. Of course, Rory just found it hot that he was brooding.”

Her mentor started grabbing jars of ingredients and other supplies and shoving them in her bag.

“Is there anything I can help you with?” Juniper asked.

Shaking her head, Saidra kept focused on her work. “No, I just need a few of these things.”

“Are you leaving?”

“Yes, of course.”

“What? Why?”

Saidra stopped. She stood and faced Juniper, a serious expression written in her grim frown. “Juniper… I do not know much about the Sleepers, although I know more than most. The one thing I know for sure is that the only thing I can do is run for my life. The Deep — the power they wield — cannot be stopped by anything I know or can do.”

“But… you’re the best magic user I know.”

“There are probably only a handful of people even close to my level in the entire world. If you add in demons, maybe another dozen or so outside of hell.”

“And you’re still running?”

“I cannot do anything against the Deep. I studied it for a century, and came away knowing that the only thing I could do was avoid it.”

“You’re going to hide.”

It was a statement, not a question, but Saidra still answered. “Yes. I have a few safe places around the world that should go undetected for a while. I hope.” Saidra put one last jar into her bag before zipping it shut. “You can come with me. The two of us there… we might be able to put up some better barriers.”

Juniper shook her head. “I’m not leaving Ace, Matriarch.”

“I do not know that you will survive this, little Juniper. I truly wish you the best, but I cannot risk everything I’ve built, everything that I’ve sacrificed.” Saidra lowered her head. “Call me a coward if you want, but I… I have to leave. I need to hide.”

“It’s okay, Saidra. You’ve already helped me a lot.”

Juniper had hoped that the powerful witch would help them, but she couldn’t blame her for wanting to run. Juniper probably would, too, if she wasn’t so committed to Ace.

“Here, take these.” Saidra grabbed a book off a higher shelf as well as a few pieces of chalk that were almost as thick as Juniper’s wrist. “The book will show you how to create circles like the ones here, so you can grow on your own. Just take it slow — start with the first and go on from there.”

Juniper clutched the books and chalk close to her chest. “Thank you, Saidra.”

“There’s one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not particularly fond of the Celestial Convocation, but when I studied the Deep, they were the only ones in the entire world who knew more than me. Outside of some elder demons, I’m sure. But if anyone can help you, it’s them.”

“We met one of their agents in the Hidden Kingdom.”

“Reach out and see if they can help you. Now, I must ask you to leave. There are a few more preparations I need to make.”

The older witch escorted Juniper to the door. When they reached the porch, Saidra pulled her into a tight hug. “Good luck, Juniper. You and your Chosen might be all that stands between us and the apocalypse.”

Saidra released her, letting Juniper walk down the stairs. Juniper gave her one last wave, then headed back to her car. At the edge of the clearing, before moving down the path, she looked back.

The house was gone.

As if it had never been there, the clearing was no longer there, either. Old trees grew, and if she didn’t know better, Juniper would have thought the forest had never been visited by anyone at all.

“Weird,” she muttered.

Saidra’s fears shook her, and she drove back to the house with new worries tumbling through her mind.

When she arrived, Juniper went up to her room. She wanted to read through the new book that Saidra gave her — especially because of how important it was.

When Saidra trained her, the circles played a huge part in allowing her to grow. Even Beatrix noticed the change, saying her power had grown more in the past year than most people did in a decade. Some of that was due to Juniper’s connection to Ace — his power fed into her. But much of it came from the ritual room Saidra made. With even a fraction of that available to her regularly, Juniper believed she would accelerate even more.

But the fact that the powerful witch was so terrified of the Sleeper that she wouldn’t even try to face it worried her more than she’d hoped. Her eyes wouldn’t focus on the words in the book.

A knock at the door interrupted her anxiety circle.

“Yes?”

Ace opened it. “Hey, Juniper.”

“Hey.” Juniper studied him — he had dark circles under his eyes, and wasn’t standing as tall as normal. “Are you okay?”

He nodded. “Yes. Tired for the first time since I became the Chosen, but nothing I can’t handle.”

She patted the bed next to her, and he sat down by her. “Saidra said that the Sleeper’s power might not agree with you the same way as others.”

“Makes sense. Even the small amount I took during the Second Challenge had already been filtered through that ritual. This time it feels like I ate cheap street meat and it’s fighting back. Did she offer any other advice?”

Juniper told him about the book of ritual circles, but he sensed that there was more, so she explained how Saidra was running. “She packed while I was there. I have no idea where she’d even go.”

“Maybe the moon?” Ace said with a chuckle.

“Maybe.” It was good to see him smile again. “I can picture Saidra with a small cottage looking out on Earth from space. She did say that the Celestial Convocation might know more about the Sleepers. If nothing else, they seem like they’d be willing to help us out. I assume that not every member is a witch powerful enough to run and hide from a godlike demon.”

“I don’t blame her. Maybe you and the others should do the same.”

“Not a chance, Ace. You’re stuck with us.”

He leaned his head over until it touched hers. “Well, I want to keep you safe, but I can’t say I don’t appreciate the help.”

“Good.”

They sat there for a minute, just enjoying each other's company in silence. He eventually broke it by asking, “So, uh, do you know why Rory’s been… so…”

“Horny?”

“Yeah. Even for her, it’s out of the ordinary.”

“What can I say? That lady likes a brooding guy.”

“I haven’t been brooding that much, have I?”

Juniper wiggled her hand as if to say “Maybe a little.”

“Okay. I think the Challenge officially starting, mixed in with the new power threw me off my game. But I’m fine.”

“I'm glad.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “So, what do we do now? Any other hints from your vision?”

“No, but I think Saidra had some good advice.” He pulled out his phone and dialed. After one ring, the other side answered. Juniper could just make out what she said.

“Ah, Mr. Winters.” The voice was harried, but familiar.

“Mei. Hello.”

“Hello to you. I wasn’t sure if the Chosen would ever call me after our previous work together. Now what do I owe this honor to?”

Ace glanced at Juniper and shrugged. “Well… I need some help, and I think you might be the one who can do it.”

“Indeed? Well, I can’t wait to hear more. But I believe it is better to speak in person. Are you free tomorrow?”

“Yes…”

“Great. I will see you then.”

The phone clicked off. Ace looked over at Juniper. “I guess that’s that.”


Chapter Fourteen



We waited for the delegation from the Celestial Convocation in the Veiled Volumes. Everyone was there — except Wren, who I hadn’t seen since the return from Alaska. She’d been shaken after the encounter with the Acolyte and the Shadow, and I needed to check on her. But that would have to wait, because Zhou Mei arrived with a handful of other people in tow.

The bell over the door rang as a man in a black suit and sunglasses pushed it open. He scanned the room, assessing it for danger. It wasn’t subtle — he was a bodyguard, and looked like it. While I didn’t see a gun, I suspected there was one based on the bulge on his chest. The only unusual element of his whole getup was a sword and sheath at his hip. It was simple and unobtrusive, but still pretty obvious.

Apparently he was satisfied with what he saw. “Clear.”

“Ugh, thank you, Benjamin.”

Mei stepped past him and into the store. She was Chinese, somewhere in her mid-forties, and dressed in a no-nonsense business suit. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. She nodded to me. “Mr. Winters. A pleasure to see you again.”

The woman offered me her hand, and I shook it. As I did, a few more people followed her in. I guessed two more were bodyguards, and they took up positions near the door. Two other people stood out from the guards. One was an older woman with short grayish-blonde hair. She wore a plain dress, but I could sense power radiating from her jewelry — she was a witch of some kind, clearly.

“These are my associates from the Celestial Convocation. Karin,” Mei gestured to the woman, “And Victor.”

The final new arrival was a shorter man, with dark skin and eyes. He wore slacks and a button-down, but looked oddly uncomfortable in them. He nodded at me without saying a word.

“Well, I’m glad you could make it,” I said when I finished making introductions of my own. “Grab a seat.”

Mei sat down across from me, while the other two stood behind her. “You are in need of help?”

I nodded. “My most recent Challenge has begun, and I need to stop a Sleeper before they return.”

At that, Mei straightened. “A Sleeper? Truly?”

Beatrix spoke up, “Yes, unfortunately. We encountered a demon serving as its Acolyte and herald, and even faced a Shadow of it.”

“This cannot be,” Victor growled.

“No, it’s happening. Galliyae told me herself, if we needed more proof.”

Victor and Karin shared a glance. I wasn’t sure why, but I felt like they were hiding something. Or maybe even communicating telepathically. The witch grimaced, then said, “It would explain some of our foresight rituals failing. According to some of our older texts, the Sleepers and the Deep cannot be read in the same manner as most.”

“This is quite alarming.” Mei relaxed, although I could still tell she was nervous. “And what do you think that we can do to help?”

Now it was my turn to play things close to my vest. “A friend told us the Celestial Convocation is the closest we have to an expert on the Deep. The Shadow was tough, and the Acolyte even tougher. If I’m going to stop them, I need all the help I can get.”

“Who is this friend? No one alive should know we studied the Deep.” Karin glared at me.

I realized that she might also be much older than she appeared. Even though I pegged her in her sixties, I knew that Saidra was maybe a couple thousand years old, and other witches might have similar techniques. If I gave away too much, she might know it was Saidra. Of course, I wasn’t too worried about Saidra’s safety, but I didn’t want her mad at me, so I decided to ignore the question.

“So, it’s true. I’m looking for anything that might help us stop them. You know how dangerous they can be, and without the gods here… well, it’s up to us, isn’t it?”

“That doesn’t mean I’ll —”

Mei held up her hand, and Karin immediately shut her mouth. “We’ve worked together before, in a sense.”

During the last Challenge, I’d ended up in the Hidden Kingdom fighting off the Queen Succubus. Mei had helped somewhat. Part of that help had been promising to do something especially destructive if the Kingdom fell under the Queen Succubus’s control, which I didn’t love.

“You know, I hoped the whole stopping an apocalypse might earn us a few brownie points,” Rory chimed in.

“For real,” Via agreed.

“You are here as a courtesy to the Chosen, not to participate,” Victor said.

My hands clenched on the chair, angry that he’d speak to them that way, but Mei headed it off before I got too angry. “Victor, hush. They are right. If we do not stop the Sleeper, everything that the Convocation has worked for and stands for will be for naught. So, we will do what we can.”

Victor stared at the others for a moment, then nodded and stepped back.

“Well, where do we start?” Beatrix tried to get everything back on track.

“First things first, we should compare notes.” Mei smiled. “Why don’t you start with what you know, and we can go from there.”

“Sounds good to me.” I proceeded to fill them in on what we’d learned in Alaska. They listened without interruption for the entire story.

When I finished, Mei nodded, once. “As far as we know, what the Acolyte said is true. Those that were alive during that time either will not or cannot say much else, so we have learned little else.”

“So, there’s nothing you can do to help?” Juniper asked.

“I said little else, not nothing else,” Mei answered.

“Madame…” Karin whispered, “You cannot share that. None of them are even probationary members of the Convocation.”

“Karin, I am in charge of this delegation. And while the Chosen isn’t one of us, he is the best chance we have to stop the Sleeper. That is truly the only goal that matters right now. And need I remind you that the Council gave me the authority to do whatever was required?”

Karin shook her head, anger in her eyes. “So be it, but they will hear my complaints.”

“I’m sure they will.” Mei turned back to me. “Sorry for that. The Convocation — like any old, large bureaucratic organization — has its fair share of secrets, and we are not always on the same page. The one I am about to tell you is one of our most closely guarded. There are maybe seven people who know this.”

I leaned in, excited to hear what they might know. “Thank you for trusting us.”

“Hopefully we can grow to trust each other,” Mei said.

She sat back in her chair and began her story. “The Sleepers and the gods fought for a long time. While you might imagine them to be near omnipotent beings, members of both groups could be hurt, captured, or killed.”

That wasn’t news to me. Galliyae was trapped somewhere by something or someone even she couldn’t overpower. Plus, the Acolyte mentioned many gods dying during the original invasion.

“We don’t know the exact origins, so this next part is conjecture, but we’re pretty certain it is close to the truth,” Mei continued. “A Sleeper was captured and experimented on. The goal was to find a weapon that could hurt them that one of the followers of the gods could use.”

“Kryptonite for the Sleepers,” Via said.

Mei chuckled. “Yes. Or something like it. And they found it. The Sleepers might have been in our realms, but they still had threads of connection back to whatever pit they crawled out of. One of the gods discovered a way to sever that connection. That would dramatically hinder the Sleeper, leaving it vulnerable to attack from more mundane sources.

“That was part of what turned the tide in the war. Suddenly the Sleepers faced many more opponents that could harm them, and if the weapon was used, then they would quickly fall. We don’t know how many weapons were actually created, but most have been lost to the ages.”

“Damn,” Rory said.

Mei agreed. “Yes. It is unfortunate. But it is just a factor of time, for the most part. Very few things can survive for that long without becoming damaged. Lucky for us, we know the location of maybe the only remaining weapon.”

Karin laughed. “But good luck trying to get it.”

I glanced at the older witch, then back at Mei. Mei frowned. “That is the biggest issue. To preserve it, the weapon — what we call the Gauntlet of the Gods — was sealed in a chamber to protect it from the damage of time.”

“Where’s this chamber?” I asked.

“We can figure out how to open it, surely,” Beatrix said.

“It’s in the tunnels and dungeons under the Hidden Kingdom.” Mei thought for a moment, then continued. “The Hidden Kings and Hidden Queens used it to protect their own royal treasures, and even used some demonic spells to make it harder to break into. And that’s where the biggest issue comes in.”

“They used demon magic but didn’t write down how to access it?” Beatrix guessed.

Mei nodded.

“Classic,” Rory said. “So, can we just bust the doors down and take this Gauntlet?"

“Unfortunately no,” Mei replied. “The key to the seal was lost when a King died unexpectedly in battle. His heirs spent a century trying to break the locks or discover the way to open it.”

“Then how do you expect to get in?” Beatrix asked.

“Well, they did not have the appropriate records, but the Celestial Convocation does.”

“So you can get in?” Juniper glanced between Mei and Karin, who was still fuming.

“If we could, we would have already,” Karin spat back.

“Karin, behave,” Mei chided. “We do not know how to enter it, but we know who made the seal. And we believe that they can open it. The problem is just finding the demon responsible.”

I nodded. Finding a demon who didn’t want to be found might make this extra difficult. And that was ignoring that they might have been killed and we’d have to find a way to summon them back from hell. Then they’d need to be convinced. “I can see how this will be tough.”

“Yes.”

“Is the demon even on earth?”

“That is the one stroke of luck. The demon is for sure on earth, although we do not know where. And while we have heard rumors of the demon’s travel, they blend in relatively well, so we do not currently know where she is.”

“She?” Beatrix raised an eyebrow.

“She’s a mighty demon and cannot be killed. This will be tough, but we need to find Wren Harmonius.”

Beatrix rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “That bitch?”

Rory laughed. “Oh, I thought this was going to be hard.”

Mei was clearly confused and her eyes darted between the ladies and me. “You know the location of the demon?”

“Yeah. She’s around somewhere.”

“Can she be convinced to help us?”

“Yeah, probably,” I said. “But if we’re going to the Hidden Kingdom, we’ll have to figure out how to get her unbanned.”

The members of the Celestial Convocation stared at me, and I just shrugged. “What? Surprised we knew more than you?”


Chapter Fifteen



We chatted for a bit more, but since the most important part of our next move was convincing Wren to help us out, the delegation from the Convocation headed back for the Hidden Kingdom. Zhou Mei would reach out to her connections in the Hidden Kingdom government to try and get Wren unbanned.

Since I also had an in there, I decided to text her and give her a heads-up.

Ace: Hello, Your Majesty.

Jenna: Ace!

Jenna: Good to hear from you!

The Jenna I was texting with was Queen Jenna Holmes. A few months earlier she’d been Princess Jenna Holmes, but thanks to my efforts during the attack of the Queen Succubus, she’d been the only heir able to take the mantle. The Hidden Kingdom was happy at the outcome, especially since the previous King had wanted her on the throne.

The Hidden Kingdom was located underground in New Zealand, and I was a bit surprised she texted me back right away. It was the afternoon in California, but I had no idea what time that made it where she was.

Ace: I hope I didn’t wake you.

Jenna: It’s midmorning, Ace.

Jenna: I’ve been up for hours. This Kingdom doesn’t run itself, and if I want any time to myself, it’s either early or late.

Ace: A lot of work?

Jenna: Yes and no.

Jenna: There’s the whole elected government that does a lot of the work. But as the magically gifted ruler, I still have to do a lot. And people like me, so the Parliament is always asking for my help.

Jenna: I didn’t know how many ribbon-cutting ceremonies my father actually went to. It’s a wonder he didn’t go crazy.

Ace: Heavy is the head that wears the crown.

Jenna: I…

Jenna: Geez. Really?

Ace: What? Too cliché?

Jenna: You know how often I hear jokes about being the Queen?

Ace: Never? Because everyone is too afraid to joke…

Jenna: I wish.

Jenna: Okay, before you dig yourself a bigger hole, what did you want?

I laughed to myself and gave her the cliffnotes version.

Ace: There’s a crazy powerful demon monster thing coming, and apparently your family has an old sealed magical time chamber hidden away. Supposedly with a weapon we need locked in it.

Jenna: Yes, although no one has been able to enter it for six hundred years.

Ace: Well, I found you a locksmith. But you’ll need to let her back into the country.

Jenna: You’re kidding? Wren?

Ace: Got it in one.

Jenna: Well, if she can get us back in, I can’t imagine why we wouldn’t let her in. There’s laws about banning demons, so I can’t promise anything, but I’ll see what I can do.

Ace: The Celestial Convocation is also trying, if you want to sync up.

Jenna: Thanks, Ace. Well, it sounds like I’ll be seeing you soon.

Ace: You know it.

I put my phone away. Then I once again found myself driving across town to meet up with Wren. I went alone, hoping that would make her a little more likely to agree. While we didn’t hang out, the drive was familiar, and I started thinking through what I would even say to the demoness.

To be honest with myself, I wasn’t sure why I was nervous. We’d worked together well and she could have left town at any point, but instead stayed nearby. And, hell, it was her planet too, so I doubted she wanted to let it die.

But she could be a bit volatile, so I decided to tread carefully.

KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK

It took almost a minute for her to answer after I knocked on the door. By the end, I was debating if I should just open the door and try to find her. It wasn’t like she had a lot of other places she hung out.

But she did answer the door, pulling it open slightly and peering at me through the crack with an eyebrow craned skyward. The hallway behind her was dark.

“What do you want?”

“Bad time?”

She sighed. “No. Just… a lot on my mind.”

“Anything I can help with?”

Wren shook her head, then stepped back from the door. She walked off, down the hallway leaving the door wide open, and I took that as an invitation. I followed the blue-haired demon. Most of the time I’d visited we’d just sat in her living room, but she headed past a few shut doors, through the barren kitchen and out onto the back porch.

There was only one small couch pushed against the wall under a weathered umbrella. Wren sat down on one side, and I awkwardly stood, not sure what to do.

“So, you need something?”

“What makes you think that?” I glanced at her.

“You have a look in your eyes when you do. You know something, or you need my help. So tell me, who are we fighting now?”

“No one. Probably. Yet.”

I decided to just end the awkwardness and sit next to her. She scooted to the side to give me a little more space. Her house backed up onto a stretch of forest. Looking out, I could see her barely maintained yard trail off into the nature just a hundred feet away. It reminded me of Wren in a way — wild, but wanting to be close to humanity.

“I do need your help.”

“I mean, if it’s about the end of the world, you know you can count on me.”

“It’s about a demonic seal you placed on the treasure chamber of the Hidden Kingdom.”

Wren jumped to her feet. “Nope, you’re on your own.” She walked to the other end of her porch and stared away from me.

“Come on, Wren. Is it really that bad?”

“You have no idea.”

“I mean… Queen Jenna did tell me a little of what happened.”

The blue-haired demon looked at me over her shoulder. “She didn’t.”

“Just the highlights.”

The ban Wren received was due to a bender she went on after drinking a special brew. She got in a fight with the High Witch of the Kingdom and was teleported into a bathroom being used by one of the Princesses. It was centuries earlier, but since demons don’t die, she was still banned and there were people there who remembered.

She sighed. “I’m sure that it’s even worse than whatever you heard.”

“How much worse can it be than getting stuck in a bathroom wall right while Her Highness was doing Her Lowness?”

“One — gross.” She spun and faced me. “Two — getting merged with stone and unable to die while being hammered did not leave me in a good mood, so I may have said some things that were not written down in the royal record.”

“What did you say?”

“I questioned the Princess’s honor, since I got a pretty good view of what she was working with.” I must have looked confused, because she briefly explained, “The Royal Gardeners must have had a lot of work grooming her topiary.” I gave her a hard stare. She didn’t blink. “Maybe I should say her Royal Hedge Maze.”

“Oh, come on,” I groaned. “That’s low even for you.”

“I know. I was in a bad way. Since I cannot die, I don’t often make friends. But back then, I’d grown close with two witches. We’d worked together on a few different projects, and more than once they’d helped me heal faster than I normally would when I lost a bad fight.”

It made sense that she’d meet and like witches. They could often extend their life — not always to the extent of Saidra, but two hundred years is better than a friend dying after thirty or forty.

“Was one of those witches Saidra?” I wondered.

“Yes. The two of them had a little circle, and Saidra and Eni led it. Then an enemy of mine wanted to make trouble for me, and ended up killing Eni. We both took it hard — Saidra retreated from the world for a century, and to be honest, Juniper’s the first witch she’s spent that much time with since it all went down.”

Her eyes dropped to the wood porch. “And I didn’t retreat, but instead found the warlock responsible. He’d been summoning demons to try and make a little kingdom of his own. A few of those demons were on my personal shit list, which is why I stopped him the first time. The second time I stopped him it was more permanent. He wouldn’t ever be a problem again after what he did to Eni.

“But that didn’t help me feel better. I’d still lost another friend, one of hundreds I’d buried over the centuries and millennia, and it hit me that I’d have to keep doing it. So I tried to find some solace at the bottom of a glass of ale. Well, more like the bottom of a barrel.”

I stood and stepped closer to her. “I’m so sorry, Wren. That’s terrible.”

She looked up, sadness and anger on her face. “You’ll eventually have the same problem, Ace. You might not live forever, but a lot of the people you know will die before you do.”

“I know.” It was something I’d thought about. “But my powers do mean that the women I love will live a lot longer than they normally would. And if Saidra can figure out how to basically live forever, so can Juniper. So I’m not going to worry about it right now. First I have to kill some sort of cosmic monster being so that the world doesn’t end. Then I’ll look into how to save all of the people I love.”

Wren didn’t speak for a moment. Then I did something I knew was a risk, but I thought she needed it.

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her in for a hug. She resisted briefly, then leaned into me.

“I hope you’re right, Ace.”

“I knew you liked me,” I teased.

She playfully shoved my chest as she moved back. “Ugh. No. Rory’s just the first human I’ve ever met with good taste in clothes. It would be a shame to lose her. So you need me to get into the chamber, huh?”

“Yeah, apparently you sealed it up and they lost the password. Do you remember it?”

“Ha! Absolutely not. But since I cast the spell, I can end it.”

“That’s awesome. Can you do it from here?”

She shook her head. “No. I need to be there.”

“Well, Jenna is working on getting you back in. Can I count on you?”

Wren shrugged. “I guess. But you better be flying me in a private plane again. That never gets old.”

I laughed and plopped back onto the couch. She hesitated, then joined me.

“I’ll do what I can.”

“On the topic of the plane: Do you own it?”

“Not right now. Just a rental. But once I complete all five Challenges, I’m sure I’ll buy one. Heck, maybe two, so you and Beatrix don’t have to ride on the same one.”

Wren grinned at me. “Now we’re talking. That’s what I call true luxury.”

“Feels like at the rate I’m going, I’ll need the space for my entourage.”

“Oh, big guy over here with his harem. The world’s saddest man.” A devious light crossed Wren’s eyes. “Say… You’ve never told me how Beatrix is in bed.”

“I’ve never told you how anyone I’ve slept with is in bed.”

“Dang. I hoped you wouldn’t realize that. But I’ve got to know — how is she? I bet she’s a real freak. The buttoned-up ones always are.”

“A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

“And you’re a gentleman, are you?”

“I try.”

Wren put on a fake pouty face, sticking her lip out. “Come on. Tell me something!”

“Beatrix is a lot of fun.”

She glared at me. “You’re no fun, that’s for sure.”

“Hey, I want to respect her privacy. I’m still figuring out this whole dating thing — but I sure as hell know telling you about Bea is the wrong move.”

She rolled her eyes. “It must be so tough having so many gorgeous women fawning over you.”

“It’s even harder for the women who won’t admit they want to be part of it.” I elbowed her.

“No chance.”

“You say that now, but I’ve seen you checking out my butt.”

“You didn’t see me!”

“No, but you just admitted you did it.”

“You’re the worst.”

It was apparently a day of taking risks, because I went ahead and put my arm around Wren’s shoulder. She gave me a look, but then leaned in and rested her head on me. It felt like electricity running up from her head to my spine, and the air was full of tension. I just tried to play it cool.

After a moment, she said, “Don’t get any ideas. It’s just nice to be close to someone. Even you.”

“I bet. Any time you want, I’m here. No strings attached.”

She poked me in the stomach. “I don’t need to be that close.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you knew it. I just mean that I think of you as a friend, Wren. And I know it’s hard for you to be close to a mortal like me, but I’m not going anywhere anytime soon, if I can help it. So if you need a friend, and not just someone to kill an annoying gangster demon, just call.”

“Thank you,” Wren whispered.

I didn’t say anything else, and instead just kept her company for a little while. It was nice to spend time with her, but eventually I had to return to the real world and start planning our trip to the Hidden Kingdom.


Chapter Sixteen



It took three tense, long days, but Queen Jenna found a way to let Wren back into the Hidden Kingdom. She sent a cryptic text about it.

Jenna: So, there’s an easy loophole to get her back in. It’ll be a bit of a to-do, but I’ve alerted the guards to allow her in temporarily.

Jenna: We’ll handle the rest when you get here.

Ace: Thanks, Jenna.

I put “the rest” out of my mind while I prepped. Everyone was coming on this trip — Via didn’t want to miss out on the chance to see the Hidden Kingdom while we weren’t under immediate threat of Succubus attacks. I thought that the fact that she could buy some more interesting materials to craft with was a draw, but she claimed that wasn’t true. I didn’t believe her since she brought two empty suitcases with her, but I didn’t mind. I was well-off enough that she didn’t even need to graduate college, so I wouldn’t hold it against her.

Mei and the other Convocation groupies were already back in the Hidden Kingdom, so it was just the core group of us on the plane.

I’m not sure if it was because of the moment Wren and I shared or just the nerves of returning to the scene of her embarrassment and tragic memories, but she was better behaved than on our previous flight.

She sat with Rory near the front and chatted. I could hear a bit of what they were talking about while I sat in the middle of the plane.

“Okay, so you have to tell me why you always use those axes,” Rory said.

“They’re handy.” Wren shrugged. “Axes have plenty of different uses, plus you can throw them.”

“You can throw a knife. I throw knives all the time.”

“They have to be balanced.”

“Skill issue. I mean, sure, that makes it easier, but I’ve never met a knife I couldn’t throw.” Rory smiled deviously and leaned closer to Wren. “Is it because you like the feel of the handle?”

“Grow up.”

“‘Cause the world has changed a lot since your day. You can just buy sex toys, you don’t have to carve them out of a mammoth tusk.”

“I only have one sex toy made out of a mammoth tusk.”

Rory blinked in surprise. “Really!?”

Now it was Wren’s turn to grin. “No. The mammoths were long gone before I … Came to earth.”

“Well, either way, there’s this new material called silicone and it’s amazing. They even will mail them to you, so you don’t have to talk to a human.”

“I know about that. Come on.”

“Really? I figured you were all repressed since you haven’t jumped on the ole Ace train, but you’re clearly waiting at the station.” Rory wiggled her eyebrows at the demon. “It’s a fun ride.”

“It’s a little crowded for me right now.”

“Aha! You are interested.”

I wanted to hear more, but I was worried Wren wouldn’t appreciate me eavesdropping, so I stood up and moved to the back of the plane. They kept chatting for a while, and I drifted off to sleep.

The rest of the trip was rather uneventful. We landed at the same airport as our first visit to New Zealand and the Hidden Kingdom. From there, we took two cars up to a dock on the river. A boat took us upriver and into the dark tunnels that led to the underground Kingdom.

With a spray of water and a shout of joy from Rory, the boat burst out of the wall, flying hundreds of feet above a lake.

The Hidden Kingdom spread out in front of us. It was located in a cavern deep under the earth. Stone walls rose in the distance and formed a ceiling above us. The city was built right up to the edge of the water, with tourism focused more near the shore, and the other districts further in.

A guard greeted our boat at the docks. “Ace Winters? Wren Harmonious?”

“That’s us,” I said.

Wren nodded behind me, her body tense. She was already on the defensive. “I was invited.”

“Yes, I am here to smooth your entry. But there’s some things we need to take care of first, to satisfy the removal of the ban. Would you mind joining me at the courthouse? My associate will take your friends to the royal lodgings.” A mousy girl with dirty blonde hair perked up, moving closer.

I looked over at the others. “Is that okay?”

Beatrix gave me a tight smile. “I’m sure we can manage, Mr. Winters.”

“We’ve got you in a lovely suite,” the girl said. She whispered conspiratorially, “Really it’s more of a whole floor. You’re in luck! The last person to stay there was that movie star from that series. The one with all the explosions.”

“That doesn’t narrow it down,” Juniper said.

“But I like it! Lead on!” Rory stuck her arm through Juniper's, and they headed off. “Tell me about this movie star…”

“Thank you for not making a fuss, Mr. Winters,” the remaining guard said. “I know you must be tired, but there is a strict procedure for this. My name is Captain Elias. If you two would follow me.”

He led the way. We walked parallel to the beach for a few minutes before turning deeper into the city. It was crazy to think I’d been fighting a whole army of demons here just a few months earlier. The Hidden Kingdom kept turning as if they hadn’t almost fallen to one of their greatest enemies.

Our destination was a courthouse I hadn’t visited before. The stone building would have been right at home in a medieval village, and there was even a larger structure behind it connected by a path.

“Just through here.”

Captain Elias held the door open for us. The inside was glamorous, with marble floors and paintings covering every wall. Humans and demons in suits raced back and forth, a dull murmur of conversation filling the space.

Queen Jenna was waiting for us in a room near the back. The courtroom looked like a fancy version of the kind I saw on TV legal dramas. A massive wooden bench hung over the front of the room, with a table on either side facing it. There wasn’t any room for an audience, and we were the last to arrive.

“Hey, Ace. Sorry about all of the hoops to jump through. Thanks for doing all this.”

Jenna held her hand out. I took her hand and kissed the back of it. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

She blushed, and pulled it back. Jenna was only a few years older than me, and while she looked mature in her regal garb, she still had the energy and beauty of the woman I’d met before. She was Black, with a New Zealand accent. Her dark hair was braided under her crown, and she had on a dress that was classy but clearly would allow her to move if needed.

“Okay, enough with that,” Jenna chided me. “You must be Wren. I apologize for all of this, and I appreciate you helping us out.”

“No, it’s my fault.” Wren shook Jenna’s hand.

“It normally is,” I joked. Wren elbowed me, but Jenna just chuckled politely.

“All rise.” A bailiff near the back door shouted out. He opened the door, and the judge walked into the room.

The big surprise was that the judge was a demon. He had light red skin and two bony horns protruding from the sides of his head, curving up in a tight coil.

“Judge Wolandar, thank you for taking the time to handle this,” Jenna said.

“It’s a pleasure to serve the throne, Your Majesty,” he replied. He waved his hand for us to sit. Jenna sat on one side with some sort of lawyer, and I joined Wren at the other table.

“Looking over the case,” he began, “I see that we’re here to handle the banishment of Wren Harmonious for crimes against the throne. Has there been a material change in the situation?”

The lawyer with the Queen stood. “Yes, Your Honor. I represent the Throne and the Kingdom. We have come to learn that it was in fact Wren Harmonious who sealed the Royal Time Chamber, and she has agreed to unseal it for us. As you may know, the Chamber was believed locked and lost forever, and there are untold treasures within that will assist with the defense of the Hidden Kingdom.”

Judge Woland thought for a moment. “Hmmm. That is a good reason. I’m sure mending the fences between the Kingdom and Wren Harmonious would also help, as she is a well-known demon and powerful in her own right. Do you plan to drop the charges?”

“Yes, sir.”

The Judge looked over at Wren. “And Wren Harmonious, are you willing to repent your crimes and face the judgment of this court?”

“Repent?” Wren grimaced. “I thought this was all just a formality. It’s honestly a pretty big ask for what was just a trumped-up drunk and disorderly charge.”

He opened a file on his desk and scanned through it. “I see here that you teleported into Princess Ophelia the Fourth’s bathroom and proceeded to give her grooming tips on her private parts.”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t sense a lot of remorse.”

“Well, I regret it, but also everyone who was bothered is dead. And it’s not like I teleported myself there.”

The Judge practically growled his response. “There are only two ways to remove this banishment, Wren. The Royal line was offended by your comments, and they are the ones who are harmed. The Queen has graciously agreed to let the matter drop. But you still have to apologize to the crown.”

“That doesn’t sound too fun. I’ll take the other way. That’s good enough for everyone, right?”

“What are you doing?” I hissed at her. “Just apologize so we can save the world.”

“You and this world.” Wren laughed. “It’s like you love it or something.”

“Oh my god,” I muttered.

Wren asked the judge, “We are on a bit of a clock. Will the second way take much longer?”

The Queen’s council tried to interject. “Your Honor, this is all too much. Maybe we can sweep it under the rug —”

The Judge waved a red hand at the lawyer. “No. And while I am a humble servant of the Throne, this realm has laws. Laws, I must remind you, that are carved onto stone and magically imbued as part of our protection. I am tasked with enforcing them, or we risk losing the protection your ancestors spent so long building. Now, Wren has come to face judgment, and if she wants to stay, she must either apologize or face a trial by combat.”

“I was hoping it was combat,” Wren said with a grin. “I’ll do that one.”

Jenna glanced at me. “Really, Ace?”

I sighed. “I don’t like this either, but I’m not her boss.”

“Combat is to surrender or to her death,” Jenna explained. “I don’t think she’ll surrender.”

“She can’t die, so I don’t see how it’ll go wrong.”

Wren elbowed me. “Good point. It’s not fair that I can’t die. So Ace will be my Champion.”

“I’ll be doing what?”

“So be it,” the judge said. He banged his gavel and stood. “Let justice be served at the appointed hour.”

“What did you just sign me up for?” I asked.

Wren batted her eyelashes at me. “You have to go defend my honor. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

I looked over at Jenna and the lawyer, who both wore a nervous expression.

“Is it bad?” I asked.

“It’s not good,” Jenna said.


Chapter Seventeen



The courtroom was quiet for at least a minute as the judge returned to his chambers. The only sound came from Wren chuckling to herself.

I finally broke the silence. “So, uh, when does this fight to the death happen?”

The lawyer scratched her head. “That’s up to us and how long you need to prepare. It just has to happen at three p.m. on whatever day we choose.”

“Except Thursdays,” Jenna said.

The lawyer agreed. “Right.”

“Why not Thursdays?” I asked.

The lawyer glanced at Jenna. “It’s a specific rule in the Hidden Kingdom… I can’t say more than that.”

Jenna rolled her eyes. “I can. It’s considered a Royal secret, although it’s more embarrassing than anything. The Royal line, back five hundred years ago or so — hosted a big party every single Wednesday, and they didn’t want to fight hungover the next day.”

“So the same reason frat boys don’t take classes on Thursdays if they can help it. Fair enough.” I laughed. “I guess when you have a thousands-of-years-old Kingdom, there are some weird traditions and rules.”

“Tell me about it,” Jenna sighed.

I looked over at Wren, who stared back. “What?” she asked aggressively.

“This is a bigger mess than it had to be,” I said.

“Oh, well. It’ll be good practice for you. Remember, you both need my help.”

“Will the person I have to fight surrender?” I asked the lawyer.

“The Champions generally don’t fight to the death, no,” she explained. “But we haven’t had a trial by combat in almost forty years, so the current Court Champion hasn’t ever been in a real trial.”

That perked me up. If they were inexperienced, then maybe I could win this easily. “Then there’s nothing to worry about, right? They can’t be tougher than the Queen Succubus.”

The lawyer grimaced and quickly looked down at her papers. When she didn’t answer, I turned to Jenna. “Your Majesty?”

“Well, while it’s mostly a ceremonial position, the holders have always taken it seriously. And the current Champion more than most. He was elected after winning a fighting tournament at age twenty, and has spent the last two decades occupying all of his time training and competing in any type of fighting he could.”

“And he’s good?”

“He’s undefeated.”

“This keeps getting better and better,” I muttered. “Next you’ll tell me he has extra powers thanks to the position.” When Jenna just frowned, I groaned.

Then I had an idea. “If we can choose the day, can we just pick a day next week? Then Wren and I can head down in secret and unlock the Chamber, grab the Gauntlet, and head out. She’ll still be banned, but problem solved, right?”

“That works for me,” Wren said.

“Unfortunately, no,” the lawyer said. “If we choose any time but today, she will need to be confined in her room with a guard. And the judge wasn’t lying — our laws are carved down and magically enforced, so she’d be branded a criminal, along with you. And if you somehow managed to get out of the Kingdom without more trouble, it could weaken the foundation of the Kingdom’s power.”

“Which, I remind you,” Jenna added, “You just fought a demonic army to make sure we kept that power.”

“Definitely not what we need right now,” I said with a sigh. “I’m sure we’ll need your help with the Sleeper if we make it that far.”

Pulling out my phone, I saw that it was only lunchtime. Just over two and a half hours until the next appointed time. “If I have to do this, I guess we should just do it today.”

“That’s smart.” Jenna thought for a second, then didn’t say anything.

“What?”

“I can’t say anything more. I’m the Queen, Ace, and as much as I want to help you, this is still the law of my Kingdom. I have to represent the Kingdom. I’m truly sorry.”

I gave her a smile. “Don’t worry about it. We all know whose fault this is.” All three of us glanced over at Wren.

She was trimming her nails with her ax. “What?”

It was true that her story made me more sympathetic to her plight and how she ended up here, but I didn’t particularly appreciate being thrown under the bus.

“There’s more I need to do to prepare for this, Your Majesty,” the lawyer interjected.

“Of course. Ace, Wren, the fight will happen in the arena behind the courthouse. I’ll have the bailiff show you to the waiting room you can use to prepare, and I’ll have the others brought here as well.” Jenna smiled at me, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Good luck.” She quickly left, followed by the lawyer.

A few minutes later, a bailiff appeared to take us to the waiting room. We ended up in a space more like a locker room. The bailiff gave me a dusty book titled “The Rules of Official Trials by Combat” before leaving us alone. I sat on one of the benches while Wren leaned against the wall.

“I think you’ve got this,” she said.

“You couldn’t just apologize?”

“Nah. I didn’t do anything wrong, really. The High Witch knew what she was doing when she teleported me there. So this way I get to clear my name and watch you kick someone’s ass.”

I could hear the steel in her voice, so I let it go. Otherwise we’d talk in circles for the next two hours.

While it didn’t go the way that I wanted, I didn’t want to stress too much about it, so I pulled out the book and scanned the rules. Luckily there was a summary at the start, with the minutiae worked out later.

The Rules of Official Trials By Combat in the Hidden Kingdom

Established 1104, revised 1471, revised 1810.

The five basic rules are as follows:

	All trials will continue until one of three conditions is met:
	Death of a participant

	Surrender of a participant

	If neither a nor b has been achieved after twenty-four hours have passed with both still willing to fight, the trial shall end with the challenger being declared innocent.




	Each participant may bring in a single weapon. The Champion of the Hidden Kingdom will choose first of the two weapons brought.

	Magic is allowed, although there will be no active channeling or support from outside the participants.
	Permanent magical bonds are allowed, but must be disabled during the fight if possible.

	Intrinsic powers are allowed. The Champion of the Hidden Kingdom will be fighting with the power of the Throne behind them.

	Magical artifacts may not be worn or used during the trial, unless they are a part of the weapon brought by the participants.




	Demonic summoning is not allowed — any hints of it will lead to disqualification.
	Demons are allowed to participate, but only as a participant.




	Fights may be delayed for up to twenty-eight days. All Trials take place at three p.m. on any day except for Thursdays and the King’s Celebration.




I didn’t love all of the restrictions, considering a lot of my power — especially my magic — came from my sword. If I ended up with whatever weapon the Champion brought, I’d be fighting from behind against someone with a lot more experience. I’d had a few one-on-one fights, but generally found myself in skirmishes. And none of them were as formal as this. Hopefully the part about the “Power of the Throne” was more metaphorical than accurate.

By the time I finished reading the rules, the others arrived. They burst into the locker room in a flurry of worried comments and questions.

“Ace! There you are.” Juniper gave me a big hug. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“He’s got this,” Rory said. “He’s had training from the best. Me.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Via asked.

“I don’t think so,” I explained. “The rules are pretty strict.”

“And how could you let this happen, Wren?” Beatrix immediately turned on the demon. “This is so irresponsible.”

“Lay off, Bea,” I said. Both the Brit and the demon were surprised. “We need her to remove the seal, and she can’t do that if someone spends twenty-four hours beating her into a paste. At least not on the timeline we’re working with.”

“Thanks,” Wren said. I could tell she was grateful I wasn’t letting everyone have at her.

Beatrix glared at her for a moment, then nodded. “So be it. Now, what is your plan for this fight?”

I walked them through the rules, and added, “So I think I’ll just take my sword in there and hope for the best. If he chooses it, at worst he just has a sword.”

“Can someone else even wield it?” Bea looked at the sword lying on the bench in its scabbard.

“I think so,” I said. “You guys have been able to, and Pallatrox stole it as well. That was before I had it, but still. It can burn demons, but that’s not a given. It’s bonded to me, so it won’t boost their spells or anything.”

“Small blessings,” Beatrix muttered.

We spent the next two hours nervously chatting. While I knew it wasn’t a guarantee, I felt like I had a good chance to win this thing thanks to all of the power I had from Galliyae. I wasn’t anywhere close to a normal human or even most demons. That had to count for something.

Three minutes until three, an attendant opened the door on the far side of the room. Behind him was a tunnel that led to a circle of light in the distance. “Are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Follow me. The others can use the stairs in the hallway to reach the observation area.”

Rory gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “For luck,” she whispered.

Then I turned and started after the attendant. He walked in silence. The tunnel was made of brick, with a matching floor. Our steps rang out. I expected the roar of a crowd, but there was only silence ahead of us.

We reached the exit, and I could finally see into the arena. It reminded me of what the Roman Colosseum must have been like before falling into disrepair. There were three tiers of seating, all made of carved stone, brick, and marble. The audience was empty — just vacant seats up to the top of the building. While there was no roof, the stone ceiling of the cave hung up above, making it feel more enclosed and claustrophobic.

The central fighting area was hard-packed dirt. It stretched out in an oval, with a matching entrance on the far side. Two viewing boxes sat on either side at the narrowest part of the oval. The Queen, her lawyer, the judge, and a few other people occupied the one to my right, while Wren, Via, and the others sat in the left box.

Jenna stood when I stepped into the arena. Her voice carried through the entire space, magically projected. “Welcome to the Hidden Kingdom’s Arena of Truth. A Trial by Combat was called for by the Defendant Wren Harmonious. Her Champion, Ace Winters, will fight in her stead. By the Throne’s choice, this will be a closed Trial, with only representatives of the Throne and guests of the Defendant allowed.”

The Queen gestured to the other entrance. “Representing the Throne is the court-appointed Champion, Arlo Frederick.”

A man — apparently Arlo Frederick — leapt out of the far entrance. When he landed, he faced the Queen and bowed deeply.

She frowned. “Are you ready, Arlo?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Arlo wore a shirt and rough leather pants. I was still a hundred feet away, but I pegged him at a few inches taller than me at least. His tight shirt revealed a well-muscled chest and build, although he was more on the wiry side.

Jenna continued, “Then we shall proceed. Please walk to the starting position.”

A small piece of black marble a foot wide and three feet long had been packed into the dirt. I moved to it, and saw a matching white strip forty feet away. Arlo walked to his. Our eyes met and he grinned. The excitement he clearly felt was palpable.

“Greetings, Challenger,” he called out. “I am happy to face you in this glorious field of battle.”

“Same, I guess,” I muttered. There hadn’t been anything in the rule book about what to say.

Jenna took charge again. “Champion Arlo, what weapon did you bring?”

Arlo unhooked a strap around his chest. With a tug, he pulled it off and tossed it between us. “I have brought the Hammer of Justice, Your Majesty.” I could see that it was a warhammer, the shaft was three feet long, with a metal handle that led to a brutal-looking head. One side was flat, while the other resembled a pick someone could use for mining.

“I see,” she said. “And Champion Ace, what have you brought?”

I unhooked the scabbard from my belt and tossed my sword to the middle. “I’ve brought my sword. I don’t know if it has a name. Grandpa never mentioned. The Sword of the Chosen, I guess.”

“Thank you both. Now, before we begin, does either Champion concede? For the good of the Kingdom?”

“I don’t think I can,” I said. Conceding meant Wren’s ban would stand.

“I cannot pass up the opportunity to defend the laws of the Hidden Kingdom, Your Majesty. Everything I do is for the good of the Kingdom.” Arlo smirked at me.

With a saddened voice, Jenna continued, “I understand. Then the Trial by Combat shall take place. Champion Arlo, you may choose your weapon.”

He never took his eyes off me as he jogged to the middle. He bent to reach for the two weapons lying next to each other. For a moment, I was relieved as his fingers brushed the handle of the hammer. But then he shifted and picked up my sword.

“The Sword of the Chosen, eh? Let’s see what it can do.” He drew it out and tossed my scabbard away. Arlo retreated back to his slab of marble.

“Then the Hammer of Justice is yours, Champion Ace,” Jenna said. “May it serve you well.”

I crossed the space to the Hammer and picked it up. It was heavy in my hands, although my increased strength meant I wouldn’t have any trouble wielding it. No, the trouble would come from my first real fight with a weapon like this. Rory had trained me with a few different weapons, but after I got my sword, that had fallen by the wayside.

“Do you know how to use that, Chosen?” Arlo taunted.

“Hit you with this end, right?” I pointed at the handle.

“No… the — Oh, you’re joking, aren’t you?” He glared at me.

“I like the spirit,” Rory shouted. “But maybe don’t antagonize the guy you want to surrender.”

I took her words to heart as I returned to my slab. Arlo might come across as a dick to me, but he was just doing his job. Same as me. So I would need to win, but if I could avoid killing him, I’d prefer that.

The Queen raised her hand. “Let the Trial begin!”

A bell rang in the distance, and I tensed. I gripped the handle of the Hammer, one hand near the head and the other at the base. It was top-heavy, so I wanted to keep an even spread to block the sword.

Arlo paced to my right, his eyes fixed on me. I mirrored him, circling around to my left. He moved at a steady pace, each foot settling before the next lifted off. He didn’t quite have the grace of Rory, but our training together was paying off as I could read just how good at this Arlo really was. I wouldn’t be catching him by surprise — at least charging at him.

The sword was a connection to my magic, but it wasn’t the only one. When I held it, my magic poured into me like a firehose on full blast. Without it, though, I still had a steady stream. A faucet, maybe, but still more than most as Juniper repeatedly told me. My sword served as a shortcut, letting me cast spells without the necessary hand motions. But I still learned all of them.

Most required two hands, which ruled them out with the Hammer. I still could use my old, reliable spell. I let go of the Hammer under the head.

My fingers twisted into the required shapes and I shouted out, “Mul!”

I threw the ball of flame forward — my sword could really enhance the spells, but even with just my added abilities, it was the size of a tennis ball. The fire flew straight at Arlo.

He grinned and casually ducked under it as if it were a slow-moving snowball.

“Great. He’s fast,” I muttered.

“So you can cast spells. A good skill for a fighter, but I prefer to do things manually.” With that taunt, he darted towards me.

He practically blurred; he moved so quickly. I grabbed the handle again and brought the Hammer across.

CLANG

Arlo slashed at me, and the blade of the sword bounced off of the Hammer. The force of the strike pushed me back three feet. He rapidly closed the distance and swung again, his sword low and aimed at my ankle.

I leapt into the air. With a twist, I kicked out and caught him on the jaw. There wasn’t much power in it since I was totally off the ground, but it still sent him stumbling away.

When Arlo recovered, he rubbed his jaw. “Not bad, Chosen. Not bad at all.”

“Want to just call it there, then? There’s a whole apocalypse at stake.”

“The world is always ending, boy. That’s why we fight.”

“Yeah, sure, but specifically a big monster is going to reshape the earth and enslave or kill everyone.”

Arlo shrugged. “They can try. If you cannot defeat me, how can you hope to defeat the monster?”

I sighed. It was useless trying to get through to him. And it wasn’t like he was wrong — I did need to be able to beat him. So, it looked like I would have to do it the hard way. I went on the offensive and swung the Hammer at him. He ducked away.

With the miss, he lunged forward and thrust the sword at me. It was all I could do to stop the momentum of the Hammer and knock the tip away with the handle.

Then he was on me with a flurry of strikes. Our weapons clashed together, filling the silent arena with the ring of metal. I started to develop a better sense of the man — he was stronger and faster than a normal human, but I had him beat in both areas. He had the edge in training, but the longer we fought, the more that edge was sanded off as I figured out his moves.

With a growl, he tried to catch me with an overhand slash. He brought the sword down hard, and I stopped it at the last second with the Hammer. My arms vibrated from the impact, but I pushed through and kicked out.

It hit him in the stomach, and this time there was more force behind it.

Arlo went flying away, rolling across the dirt. I chased after him as he rolled to a stop, coughing. His eyes lit up. “Finally! A true test.”

He flipped to his feet and blocked my next hit. Then we were back at it. He pressed me even harder, leading me around the arena as I tried to keep enough space between us to block the sword.

We both put everything into it. Every time I blocked the cuts or slashes, I felt how hard Arlo was fighting. He wanted this more than anyone and there was no way he’d surrender if he could still stand. But I didn’t see a way to injure him without exposing myself to a counter. I’d noticed an opening on his backswing I could maybe take advantage of, but it would mean hitting him in the back with the Hammer, and there was no telling if he’d survive.

As another minute flashed by, Arlo managed to land a few small slices on me. They weren’t anything more than painful, but it meant he was also figuring out my style. It was just taking him longer because I was making it up as I went.

So I gave in and decided to try and end it.

The next time he started a backswing, I struck out with the Hammer. It cracked the air as it sped toward his back.

I could see it in my mind’s eye — I was about to wreck this man, but I didn’t have any other choice.

Except he’d been faking the opening the whole time. Arlo bent and spun so that the Hammer I thought was in his blindspot flew just over his head. He followed it with a sharp cut that hooked onto the pick part of the Hammer’s head and sent it sailing across the arena. It smacked into the wall and left a deep crack.

Backing up, I realized just how much trouble I was in. He’d disarmed me and now stood between me and the Hammer. I decided to try and reason with him again. “So, are you just going to kill an unarmed man? Or is this where you honorably let me pick up my weapon.”

He snorted. “If Lady Justice wanted you to have the Hammer, you’d have it. This is where you surrender, Chosen.” Arlo relaxed, leaning on my sword like a cane.

I glanced over at the Queen and saw the fear in her eyes. The ball was in motion, and she couldn’t stop it any more than I could.

“We can find another way to break the seal, Ace,” Juniper shouted. “It’s not worth it.”

“Listen to your friend,” Arlo said.

There might be ways to break the seal, but the Hidden Kingdom had had centuries to figure it out and failed. What were the odds that a plucky group of twenty-somethings and their sexy British mentor would succeed? And to do it soon enough to stop the Acolyte and the Sleeper? No.

I shook my head. “It’s not over.”

Wiggling my fingers, I cast a spell with as much power as I could manage. “Kešda!”

Vines burst out of the ground, but Arlo spun in a quick circle. The sword sheared the vines off before they could start to wrap him up. He jumped out of the range of the last few.

“Not bad.” He sneered at me. “A powerful spell. But not good enough, Chosen.”

He was right — I needed something else. So I remembered what Beatrix had done during my mental defense training and cast another spell. Instead of sending it right away, I held it. The power of the magic rolled around inside me, ready for me to say the words and send it.

Arlo decided he’d given me enough time and sprinted for me. When he was twenty feet away, I shouted “Igi mamu!”

I sent a vision to him of a half dozen versions of me charging him from every direction.

“The fuck?” His calm demeanor broke as he slashed wildly at invisible phantoms. I ran at him as he twisted away.

My fist jabbed out and hit him square on the back of the head. He grunted in pain and tumbled away. After two steps he lost his balance and dropped to the ground.

The Champion rolled over, my sword swaying in front of him. “Fine. If you want to fight dirty, we can end this now.”

His free hand made a circle in the air, his fingers bending even faster than Juniper’s. “Niri udu uš!”

Whatever he planned, I don’t know. Because the spell backfired and shattered the air in the arena. It had happened before when Juniper tried to cast a light spell, and I was overjoyed that it worked again.

Chaos ripped through the air around me. For a brief moment the only oxygen was what was in my lungs, and I felt the vacuum outside sucking it out. Then it all crashed back in, causing the most intense thunder I’d ever experienced. My teeth rattled in my mouth.

But Arlo received the worst of it. He slammed back and my sword went flying up into the air. I quickly grabbed it and faced him, but I didn’t need to worry.

The Champion was unconscious, his mouth lolling open.

“Is he alive?” the Queen called.

“I think so,” I answered. I walked closer and nudged him with my boot. He didn’t move, but I could see his chest rise. “Yeah.”

“Good. Well, I think that settles it,” she said.

The judge beside her nodded. “Wren’s banishment is lifted. Well fought, Mr. Winters.”

I smiled, happy to have fixed at least one of our problems. Of course, there were more right around the corner.


Chapter Eighteen



“Now, we need to make sure everyone is on the same page of what to expect.”

An officer in the Hidden Kingdom’s army stood in front of our group wearing a mix of modern clothing and enchanted leather armor. Major Thomas Dint gave us our second briefing before our journey into the caves below.

Once I’d won the Trial and Wren could freely move around, we started making preparations. Queen Jenna Holmes would be coming with us — over the objections of most of her military and advisors. But she had the final say, and we needed her there to open the chamber, so she had to come.

The tunnels varied in size and were full of different demonic dangers, so we kept it to a small group — Wren, Jenna, Beatrix, Rory, and Juniper. Via stayed behind, and one of the Queen’s assistants was showing her around the Hidden Kingdom and helping her buy more materials for her projects. The guards worried it was too small of a group, but Jenna overruled the special forces team that Major Dint wanted to send with us.

While I didn’t necessarily mind the idea of more support, we had to move fast and judging by the number of briefings and meetings they were having here, I agreed that they would just slow us down.

Plus we were pretty stacked when it came to our own abilities. Wren literally couldn’t die, and I was the Chosen of a god. The Queen also inherited powers of her own as the ruler of the Hidden Kingdom. That left Juniper and Beatrix as our two magical heavy hitters, and both of them were on par with anyone that they would have sent with us — according to Jenna, anyway. And Rory was good with knives. Okay, maybe not that special, but we all trusted her, and that’s what counted.

We all left it unsaid that this group defeated the Queen Succubus without any help from the army. That just felt like rubbing salt in the wound.

The one major preparation we’d done was making a defensive bracelet out of the Yil-Aer hairs we’d brought with us. Everyone would be able to survive at least one death blow, which gave us all some peace of mind. Jenna turned down our offer and pointed to the small tiara she wore.

“I have a few of my own in my accessories. But thank you, Ace.”

Our group gathered near one of the entrances to the underground. I’d expected a dark cave, but I was surprised. They’d built a covering and entrance which made it feel like the entryway to a subway, with stairs leading down into the ground all lit by fluorescent lights overhead.

Dint was rehashing the magical necklaces we were all supposed to wear. “If you need a rescue, just pull it and break the cord around your neck. We’ll receive an alert, and our team following you will rush in and — “

Rory yawned loudly and interrupted him.

He shot her a dirty look. “Am I boring you, Ms. Silver?”

“Yeah, thanks for asking.” She smiled sweetly back.

“This is important. While you might all be untrained, this is important safety information. You are not prepared for what is down there.”

“Really?” Rory ran a hand through her hair. “Tell me, Major, how many demons have you killed?”

“I don’t see how that is relevant to this discussion,” he said.

“Come on, just humor me.”

“I have forty-seven confirmed kills, although I’m sure the number is higher.”

“That’s not bad.” Rory did not seem impressed.

“Oh, well, I am glad you see that I have the experience to know what I’m talking about.”

“I didn’t say that.” She looked around, taking in that a few of the guards were also demons. “You have a lot more friendly demons here. Outside of the Hidden Kingdom it’s a different story. We don’t have all of our dangerous monsters hiding in caves far away from everyone else. They roam the woods and parks and graveyards at night.”

The Major took the bait. “Alright then, so you have some experience. Maybe you can enlighten us on how many demons you’ve fought.”

“Fought? I don’t really keep track.” She glanced over at Juniper. “Junebug? Got a guess.”

“I mean, we probably run into something about once a week on average. Of course that might be one demon or a group, so most likely an average of let’s say two demons a week. And we’ve been doing this since we were fourteen…”

Major Dint’s face blanched. He looked back and forth between the two women, speechless.

Juniper continued, “I’d guess that puts us somewhere around a thousand. Not counting anything like when we helped kill the Queen Succubus. Yeah… we’re probably around four hundred kills each.”

“Whoa…” One of the other guards said before his neighbor elbowed him back to silence.

“Now, Major, if you’re done with the dick-measuring contest, maybe we can go unlock the Royal Chamber and save the world?” Rory put a hand on her hip and stared at him.

“Yes, I guess so. Uh, proceed.”

“Thanks!” The blonde strutted past him and down the stairs.

“That’s our cue,” I said and followed her. The others fell in behind me.

The stairs had a landing every twenty steps where they doubled back. I estimated that by the time we reached the actual caves we were five stories or more below the entrance. The area around the stairs was walled off with steel from floor to ceiling. A few more guards manned the doors, but they were already briefed and quickly ushered us to the exit.

While I appreciated Rory cutting through the boring prep work, I knew I was going to take the lead when we entered the true underground wilds.

Beyond the door we found a tunnel twenty feet wide and slightly taller. It was cut straight through the rock with smooth edges, and I wondered what exactly made it. Now knowing that would have made for an interesting briefing.

Powerful spotlights illuminated the tunnel for a hundred yards or so, before it curved out of sight. “Alright, I’ll take point,” I said.

We set off, but stopped as soon as we passed the curve and the cave dimmed into darkness.

“Just a moment, Mr. Winters,” Beatrix said. She twisted her hands in a circle and mumbled something I couldn’t hear. Six wisps of light flowed out of her hands.

An inch across, each gave off a cool, white light almost as strong as a bulb. One drifted to all of us, hovering just over our shoulders and behind our heads.

“Nice one,” Jenna said.

With our magical flashlights, we continued down the tunnel. It sloped down and turned slowly, making me feel like we were staying under the Hidden Kingdom for the most part. While many details of the Royal Chambers had been lost to time, the actual location was still known, and a closely guarded secret of the Kingdom..

An hour of walking brought us to our first landmark. We’d ignored a few branches and offshoots of the tunnel, but it ended suddenly against a craggy rock. If I didn’t know better, I would have assumed it was a dead end. But there was a small crack in the corner that a person could fit through.

I slid through first and into a shaft. The rough walls provided plenty of handholds — so much so that some of them had to be manmade for convenience. My magical light made it even easier, and it felt like climbing down a ladder.

At the bottom was the first section where we might really encounter something dangerous. I dropped the last few feet and pulled out my sword. Sweeping it back and forth, I checked for any hidden monsters.

The shaft stopped in a small cave about thirty feet across. Another small hole led to the next tunnel, but the room was otherwise empty.

I whistled that it was clear.

While I waited, a glowing rock on the wall caught my eye. It was the size of my pinky nail, and gave off a green light. It was embedded in the wall, and I knew better than to touch it.

When Jenna arrived, I nodded at the rock. “What’s that?”

“A marker. Green stones mark the way back here.”

“Can we just follow them all the way to the treasure chamber?”

She shook her head. “No. There are many paths, and the stones all lead back to here, not to a specific place.”

“I guess I should have paid a bit more attention to the briefing.”

Jenna giggled. “That’s what I’m here for. I’ve done my own service down here, so we’ll be fine.”

The others joined us, and we restarted our journey.

Our path became more twisted and confusing. I was grateful for both Jenna and the map we had. The tunnels narrowed, and it felt like marching through an ant’s nest.

And while nothing attacked us right away, I could hear distant noises and sounds that didn’t comfort me.

Thirty minutes in, Wren stopped me. “Do you hear that?”

I paused and focused. After a minute, a faint rumble reached my ears.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know, but that’s the fifth time I’ve heard it.”

“That’s not good.”

Something was hunting us.


Chapter Nineteen

Beatrix Victoria


The absolutely oppressive nature of the tunnels was starting to get to Juniper, Beatrix guessed. They’d been underground for close to three hours, and while it was eating at all of them, the redhead was having some trouble. Beatrix thought she looked twitchy, always checking behind her.

Beatrix stepped closer to her and patted her shoulder. “Are you okay, Junebug?”

“I think so,” she replied.

“You’re doing very well. If you feel off, just take a deep breath and center yourself. Reach out for your magic source, just letting a small amount flow into you without a spell ready. It will help to ground you.”

“Thanks.”

“Of course, darling.”

Juniper gave her a tight smile. The two kept walking, catching up quickly with the others. The Queen and Mr. Winters were discussing where to go next as they examined a map.

“We’re looking for the forest now,” Jenna said.

“A forest underground?” Mr. Winters leaned in and peered at the map. “That’s this part here?”

“Yes…”

“What makes it a forest?”

“It better not be mushrooms,” Rory grumbled. “I hate mushrooms.”

“It’s not. But it should be at the end of one of these two tunnels.” Jenna pulled the map closer to her face. “I’m just not sure which one. I thought this would be more of a turn, not a fork in the tunnel.”

“We can always double back,” Mr. Winters offered. He looked down one tunnel, the light of her spell casting shadows across his face. It made him look serious, and handsome.

Beatrix couldn’t quite let go of the professional distance she’d built between herself and Mr. Winters. It still felt odd to refer to him as Ace outside of their private romantic moments. But now she would catch herself admiring him — or as Rory might say, checking him out.

After her harsh childhood and early adult life, Beatrix had never expected to find something like love. Especially not with a man almost half her age. Not that she was complaining — he had a vigor and eagerness that was endearing, and she felt more youthful than ever. Plus, he was pretty attractive, and the more he came into his powers and confidence, the more that grew.

Someday she would be able to be fully comfortable with it, Beatrix was sure. But she’d taught and mentored Juniper and Rory, and it was awkward to be dating the same man — to say the least. Although he was an insatiable lover so Beatrix never felt like she was neglected. She flashed back to the last time they were together — Ace above her, holding her down as he thrust into her with passion.

A low, echoing growl broke her out of her naughty thoughts. She blushed, and was happy for the dim tunnels preventing others from seeing her.

“Is that thing still following us?” Rory complained.

“I don’t think it will leave anytime soon,” Beatrix said. “We must have entered its territory. Queen Holmes, do you have any idea what it might be? Any sort of information might help us prepare properly.”

Jenna looked up from the map. “No, unfortunately. We send patrols down here occasionally to clear things out, but that’s been neglected since the attempted invasion. We’re short staffed, so they’ve mostly been focused on making sure no one is trying to mount an attack from underneath us.”

Beatrix looked behind them, peering into the darkness. It could be any number of monsters hunting them.

“Okay, I’m ninety percent sure it’s this way,” Mr. Winters said.

“Then lead on, sir.” Jenna grinned at him.

There was something more than friendship in the way Jenna looked at Mr. Winters. Beatrix was worried that new additions to their group might make her jealous — she could handle the others, as they were there first, so to speak.

But when she saw the way that Jenna checked out Mr. Winters, Beatrix felt excited. The Queen of a magical kingdom wanted her man. Instead of envy, she felt pride.

“Finally getting the show on the road,” Wren grumbled.

“Sorry to inconvenience you,” Beatrix snapped.

Of course, Beatrix’s benevolence to new members didn’t extend to absolutely everyone. She’d long suspected that Wren Harmonious harbored attractions to Mr. Winters. The recent travel together only confirmed it for her.

The blue-haired demon clearly desired Mr. Winters and masked it with her sass and cutting comments. When Wren thought that no one was looking, she gazed at Mr. Winters with longing. Beatrix suspected that it wasn’t just lust. And Beatrix saw that at least some of the feelings were reciprocated by Mr. Winters.

And she couldn’t blame him. Wren was pretty, even sexy, though she didn’t try to look her best in her jeans and shirt. But the demoness had a killer body, and her face and hair were just inhuman enough to be stunning.

And if Mr. Winters decides to date Wren… I’ll just have to cross that bridge when I come to it, she thought. I’ve dealt with worse monsters, after all. We all have.

Their two leaders apparently picked the correct path, and a few minutes later they reached the forest.

It was composed of neither trees nor mushrooms. Instead, stalactites and stalagmites grew out of the ceiling and floor, most meeting a counterpart in the middle. Beatrix could see how they formed a forest of sorts. The space was large, spreading out further than their light could see in any direction.

“Wow,” Rory whispered.

“Indeed.” Beatrix smiled at the blonde. “Quite the impressive sight. It is good to remember there is some wonder to be found out in the world.”

“We have to cross this,” Jenna said. “Once we’re inside the forest, it will be difficult to know which way to go, so try to stay close.”

Another low growl came from behind them. Juniper squeaked in fright. “Maybe we should hurry.”

“Yeah,” Jenna agreed.

The group set off, each keeping at least two others in sight the whole time. Beatrix wished she could spend time just enjoying the scenery — it was otherworldly, magical, and she loved how it felt.

The slow pace gave her plenty of time to check out everything. But another growl startled everyone. The group froze, everyone reaching for their weapons. Louder and closer, this growl was much more threatening.

“Be ready,” Beatrix whispered.

She had a leather purse slung over her shoulder. Beatrix reached in and pulled out a small stick with etchings along the side.

A tense thirty seconds ticked by.

Mr. Winters broke the silence. “Let’s move. Wren, Beatrix, can you bring up the rear?”

“Yeah,” the demoness said.

“Of course,” Beatrix added.

They fell in next to each other as the group tightened up their spacing. Mr. Winters had his sword out and walked carefully through the stalagmites.

A soft scratch to Beatrix’s left caught her attention. She twisted around the nearest stalagmite and said, “Mul!” Beatrix didn’t put much power into it and just sent the small spark spinning through the stones.

Shadows shifted and shook as it passed. One large shadow a hundred feet away didn’t move, and Beatrix quickly realized that it was the demon hunting them.

“There,” she hissed.

“I see it,” Mr. Winters said.

The spell broke whatever peace they had, and the demon rushed forward as the light dimmed.

Beatrix got a decent look at it. The demon stood over seven feet tall, and ran on all fours. Hair the color of dull iron covered it, and large claws clicked with each footfall.

A chorus of “Mul!” rang out as Mr. Winters and Juniper sent their own attacks at the rushing monster. It dodged the ball from Juniper, but the crescent of fire crashed into its shoulder, illuminating the demon’s head.

The head was the size of a horse’s — but it had a reptilian appearance, even with the thin hair on it. A long snout filled with sharp teeth snapped at the air. Two long fangs protruded from the front of the mouth.

“Gross,” Rory said with a grimace. “Why can’t we ever fight a cuddly monster?”

“Be careful what you wish for,” Wren replied.

“Wait? Really? Are there actually cute demons out there?”

Everyone ignored the blonde as the monster drew closer. The crescent of fire had fizzled out on the thing’s fur, leaving only a faint singe where it hit.

“This one is tough,” Mr. Winters shouted.

TWANG

An arrow lanced out and ricocheted off the side of the demon. Jenna had her bow out and was already firing another arrow.

“The eyes!” Wren shouted.

“Easier said than done,” Rory answered, pulling a crossbow out as well.

The dark and shifting shadows made it almost impossible to get a clean shot at the demon. Now, it was circling them quickly, dodging in and out of the pillars of stone and sediment.

Mr. Winters darted forward and slashed at the thing’s leg. His sword clanged against it, and then bounced away without doing any real damage.

“Yeah, the hair is armor,” he shouted. “The hair shouldn’t be armor, right?”

“I wish my hair was armor,” Rory replied.

Juniper cast the vine spell, and Mr. Winters joined her a second later. The vines ripped up and wrapped around it, but the demon was strong enough that it only slowed it for a few seconds.

Beatrix searched her memory for something that might hurt this kind of demon. A spell came back to her, but she needed a minute, and that meant slowing the demon down for long enough. She focused on the creature and snapped the stick in her hand. Magic burst out of the artifact.

A matching snap came from the creature’s leg. The demon roared in pain and limped as one of its legs broke.

“Nice trick,” Wren said. “Now can you do it for the other three legs?”

“No. That was three solid days of preparation gone in an instant.”

As much as Beatrix didn’t like Wren — for well-deserved reasons, she thought — Beatrix could admit she didn’t shy away from danger. The demon couldn’t die, but she felt all the pain of any injury, and that would be enough to make most hesitate. But Wren charged at the demon, her axes whirling through the air.

That gave Beatrix the opening to start her spell.

“I’ve got something,” she told Mr. Winters. “Just keep it off of me.”

She had to use her whole body to create the appropriate energy. Her feet stepped in an intricate pattern and her hips and arms swayed in contrasting circles. At the same time, her fingers twisted into some of the most complex patterns she’d ever learned. The spell started drawing on her energy, and she poured more into it. Beatrix reached into the ring that connected her to Mr. Winters and pulled some of his power in as well.

While she focused on the spell, she couldn’t help but notice the others fighting. They each took shots at the demon — all ineffectual, but enough to distract it. Wren and Mr. Winters kept cutting at it, and it yelped when they hit the wounded leg. Nothing broke through the armor-like hair, but the impacts caused it pain. They wouldn’t kill it, but it turned away from Beatrix.

When she felt the motions reaching their crescendo, Beatrix shouted out the magic words.

“Zag šahan kisikillil guʾe!”

Her knees went weak as the power flowed out of her. At first, nothing happened. The demon froze as the magic hit it, sniffing at its hair.

“Was it supposed to do something?” Wren taunted.

Then the demon started glowing — or, more accurately, each individual hair glowed.

“Rooaaargh!” The demon roared in pain. It started thrashing around as the others backed away.

The hairs turned from their iron coloring to a dull orange. That continued to a hot red, and to an almost blinding white. The thing’s skin started smoking, and it rolled around, but that only pushed the hot hairs into it.

After another thirty seconds, the demon fell still. The hairs continued to heat up. Beatrix felt the scalding heat even thirty feet away. The spell kept working for two more minutes, then it gradually faded, leaving nothing but ashes where the large demon once was.

“Holy shit, Bea,” Rory gasped.

“Nothing to it,” she replied.

Then she sagged against the nearest stalagmite, barely able to stand.

“Are you okay?” Juniper asked.

“It took a lot out of me. I’ll be fine.” Mr. Winters ran over to her and put an arm under her shoulder, helping her up. She appreciated his strong touch.

“We should move before anything comes to investigate this,” Jenna said.

Mr. Winters looked over at Beatrix. “Do you think you can?”

She nodded. “Yes. Let’s go.”

Beatrix stepped away from Mr. Winters, showing she could manage well enough on her own. Her legs were shaky, but she could make do. There wouldn’t be any more big magic from her for a day or two, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t contribute.

Rory whistled in awe at her. “Remind me not to mess with you.”

“That’s always good advice,” Beatrix said, with a pointed look at Wren.

The blue-haired demon frowned, but didn’t say anything. And soon they were all back focused on crossing the stone forest.


Chapter Twenty



Overall, it took us close to six hours to reach the Royal Treasure Chamber. After the giant demon attacked, we had a bit of peace. We were attacked a few more times, but nothing as dangerous as the metallic-haired creature. I’d had multiple moments of deja vu while trekking through the tunnels, so I knew we were at least on the right path.

We came to a stop in front of an ornate door. It was round, like a traditional bank vault you’d see in the movies. Carved out of stone, the door had thick iron bands across it, along with a large keyhole right in the middle.

I wasn’t an expert on magic, but even I could feel the power that radiated from it. This chamber was practically vibrating with the magic keeping it locked.

Everyone relaxed as we realized we’d reached our destination. “This is pretty far out of the way,” I said. “Not just a quick trip to the corner ATM if you want something.”

Jenna laughed. “Nah, yeah, that was part of the reasoning. There was a lot more concern about humans breaking in, so putting it this far down made it dangerous to even attempt to rob it. We used to have guards down here as well, but once we realized we couldn’t get in — and probably no one could — it didn’t make much sense to keep them here. Heck, probably only less than a dozen people even know where it is at this point.”

I stared at the impressive door, then asked, “What next?”

“I guess that’s the question. Hold on.” Jenna pulled a small notebook out of her bag. She flipped it open. “So there’s an order we have to do all of this so we don’t activate any of the defenses.”

“How bad is it if we get it wrong?” Juniper took a step back from the door.

“Let’s try not to find out,” the Queen answered. “Okay, here it is. There are three barriers that I have to bring down, then I press my ring against the door.” She held up her hand with the Royal ring on it. “Then one more barrier, then it’s Wren’s barrier. After that, we just need the key. The only question is for Wren.”

The blue-haired demon looked up. “Huh?”

“Do you need to bring your barrier down first, or only when it’s ready in the order?”

“Oh, uh…” She thought for a minute. “I think taking the others down first is the best choice. I don’t think it matters, but that way we won’t accidentally trigger anything else.”

“Then I’ll get started,” Jenna said.

“Easy peasy.” Rory grinned. The blonde sat down on a large stone and kicked her legs out. “Looks like I can just relax.”

“Everyone can for a bit,” Jenna said.

“Can I assist in any way?” Beatrix asked.

“I don’t think so.” Jenna stared at the notes. “No one living has done this before, so I’m operating off of my family’s notes. And it was always just the monarch in the past. So just hang tight, yeah?”

And hang tight we did.

Dropping the first three barriers each took a different series of rituals and spells. Jenna had practiced them all on the surface, but she did a practice run through each one again before trying them on the door.

Once she actually did the rituals, they were rather anticlimactic. When she finished the first one, I couldn’t even tell what had changed. I think she could, because Jenna just nodded to herself and kept on with the next one.

We waited for almost an hour as she worked through them all. I tried to stay alert since we weren’t actually in a safe area. Nothing attacked us, but I did sense a few demonic beings moving just out of range of my hearing or sight.

“Alright, that’s that.” Jenna said. She’d pressed her ring against the door, and it stayed there while she finished her last ritual. The Queen turned to Wren. “Are you ready?”

The demon stood up. “Yeah, but this is going to be rough.”

“How rough?” Jenna asked.

“Well, I set this up for your family, but I never knew the passphrase to bring it down. So I’ll have to backdoor this and just end the entire barrier. I can set up another one for you after, but while I am bringing it down we might encounter some… dangers.”

“Interesting that you didn’t mention this before,” Beatrix sniped.

“It didn’t seem like it would matter unless we actually made it. And I can handle it, with Ace’s help. The rest of you… Uh, that small cave a hundred yards back up the tunnel? I’d recommend hiding there.”

“We are quite capable.” The Brit glared at Wren.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Even if you blew your wad against that big guy, I wouldn’t want to mess with you, Bea. But when it’s breaking down, there’s an element of Hell that leaks through, and non-demons don’t do well with it.”

“Will Ace be okay?” Juniper looked nervous.

“Yeah, he’ll be fine. His whole Chosen thing will protect him. Probably.”

“Probably?” The redhead bit her lip.

“I don’t love the sound of ‘probably,’” I said.

“One of your ancestors handled it fine. He’d been through all of the Challenges, but that shouldn’t matter. You’ve absorbed some demonic energy with that sword of you, so I’m betting this won’t be anything bad. But, either way, I need someone to watch my back and you’re the only one with a chance of it.”

“We could have brought a demonic soldier with us,” Jenna offered. “There’s still time to go back and find someone.”

“Nah, they’ll get sucked straight back to hell. That’s why this is so effective, Your Majesty. Any human would be hurt or driven away by the hellish energies, and the demons would disappear. But just like the Hidden Kingdom, I’m not welcome in hell.”

“You do make a habit of getting kicked out of places,” Beatrix said.

“Okay…” Jenna still didn’t seem sure of the plan.

“It’ll be fine.” I tried to reassure the others. “Listen, we need the weapon, and Wren wouldn’t steer us wrong. I trust her, so trust me.”

“Works for me.” Rory sprang to her feet. “Come on, ladies. Let’s go and let these two do all the work.”

The others filed out after her, with Juniper and Beatrix both sending worried looks my way. Once they were gone, I faced Wren. “So, what do you need from me?”

“I maybe softened what would happen so that they didn’t worry too much. The barrier is actually anchored in hell itself, and I’ll have to open a portal and rip it out magically.”

“And while that’s happening, demons who want to come to earth are going to come through the portal?”

“Yup.”

I sighed. Of course there would be another catch she hadn’t shared. “Great. Great. Okay, I’ve got this.”

“I’ll get started, then.”

Wren stood in front of the door. She pulled two small pots of paint out of a bag, and retrieved a brush as well. The demon knelt and started painting intricate designs on the floor.

I took the chance to examine the room again, looking for any advantages I could find. The Treasure Chamber had a fifty-foot anteroom. The floors were black stones, and some had cracked or been removed over the centuries it fell out of use. There was only one entrance that the others just exited through. Nothing stood out as a benefit, but at least the terrain should help me.

“There we go.” Wren interrupted my thoughts. “You ready for this?”

She’d completed the painting. The floor under her was filled with white and red circles and lines with a small space in the middle where the demon stood.

“Let’s do it.”

“Good luck.”

The blue-haired demon faced the door. She started chanting in a language I didn’t know. The words wouldn’t even stick around in my ears long enough to make sense of the sounds. That type of magic concerned me, but considering the source, it must be a sort of demonic language.

I didn’t have more time to worry about her spell, because the air between her and the door ripped apart. A red and white crackling line appeared before her. It slowly widened until it revealed a hill covered with scraggly brown grass. A ghostly image of the Chamber door hovered at the top of the hill.

“There it is,” she said. “Now I just have to make it come to me.”

She resumed her chanting, but as she did, another rip appeared in the room.

“Uh, Wren…” I muttered.

She glanced over her shoulder, but didn’t stop her chanting. I pulled my sword out and put myself between the new portal and Wren. There were two different forces working on me. The same energy that let me feel where demons were flooded into the room. It made my skin crawl, but that was the worst of it. I could also feel a faint tugging from the opening, but it was nothing more than a strong breeze. At least I wouldn’t be disappearing into hell.

Her odd words filled the room with sound and magical energy. For a minute, nothing else happened, and I hoped we’d skate through this without much trouble.

But I’m not that lucky.

A six-inch-long claw reached around the edge of the portal. It tapped for a few seconds, then gripped it. The hand it was connected to came into view as the demon pulled itself into the cave.

I didn’t recognize the type. The demon had mottled purple and black skin, but was otherwise humanoid and about six feet tall. It wore leather pants, and had a matching claw on its other hand.

“Mmmm, fresh meat,” it growled.

“Nope. Store’s closed.” I held my sword up.

“I don’t think so, human. I hear the call, and I hunger.”

“Mul!” Rather than debate, I tried to take the demon by surprise. The crescent of fire shot out and hit it in the neck. The flame burned through as it tried to scream in pain. Just like that, the head separated from the body and it collapsed to the ground.

The demon’s remains smoked and oozed, but my relief was short-lived. Two more demons appeared at the portal. These were smaller — just under four feet — with dark gray skin and short wings. They hopped through the portal with a snarl.

“Hisss!”

I shot off another crescent of fire, but the little demon was fast and moved out of the way.

The other leapt at me, sending itself into the air with a flap of its wings. I slashed my sword across.

“Arrrgh!” It screamed as its hand was cut off. I followed up and sliced the demon in half.

The first demon lunged for me as its compatriot’s body fell to the stone floor. I was off balance, but I kicked out and hit it in the chest. It squeaked in pain. I brought my sword up and split its head before it could recover.

I checked back in with Wren, but she wasn’t even paying attention as she kept working on her ritual. And then another demon crawled through and I was back in the fight.

None of the demons were particularly powerful, but it felt like a never-ending flow. I fell into a rhythm of casting, cutting, and killing demons. Their different-colored blood ran into the gaps between the stones. Even with my gifts from the goddess, I started to tire after a while.

Then a massive demon pushed through the portal. It was nine feet tall, with three arms on one side and a long tentacle coming out of the other. Its head looked like a snapping turtle, with a sharp beak I didn’t want anywhere near me.

“I wondered who was stupid enough to open a portal near my domain,” it squawked. “And then it turns out that it’s none other than Wren Harmonious and her pet. I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

Wren’s eyes opened in surprise, but she managed to keep chanting.

I raised my sword. “Just turn around. Head back into hell. We don’t have to do this.”

The demon laughed, a high, barking noise. “But then I would miss out on all the fun.” With a crack, the tentacle snaked out at my head.

I ducked under it and slashed with my sword. It bounced off the thick scales of the twisty appendage.

The demon drew closer as I continued to bat away the tentacle. When it was in reach, it tried to grab me with two of its hands.

“Mul!”

I sent a crescent of fire at the lower one. The fire immediately burned through the demon’s wrist.

“Ooossss!” It howled, throwing its head back.

“Don’t like fire, do you?” I threw another blast at it. This hit it in the chest, where it burned a deep cut, but didn’t go further.

“You dare injure me? A mere mortal.”

“Oh, shut up.”

I tossed off a third crescent of fire and then rushed after it. I stabbed out with my sword and plunged it into the wound on its chest. With the opening already there, it slid in without any resistance.

The demon squeaked. I ripped the sword back, cutting even more of its insides. The demon stumbled to its knees.

It looked like it wanted to say something, but Wren cried out the last few sounds of her ritual. The room vibrated. Twisting cords of power extended from the edges of the opening. The demon struggled to stand, and then the strings wrapped around its arms and legs.

“Grrrr.” It growled at me. Suddenly the turtle-headed demon was sucked back into hell. I saw the body spin away through the air right before the portal closed behind it.

I spun to see Wren’s portal close as well, with no sight of the ghostly door behind it. She dropped to the ground when it finished.

“Wren? Are you okay?”

She struggled to breathe. I knelt next to her and ran my hand up her back. She coughed for a minute, then nodded. “It’s done. Thanks.”

“Thank you,” I said.


Chapter Twenty-One



With the barrier down, Jenna came back and opened the Royal Treasure Chamber. As she turned the key for the final lock, the door clicked and clacked before slowly opening under its own power. The inside was maybe fifty yards long, with small pedestals lining each wall. Overall, it felt pretty empty, with only fifteen of the stands on either side and two against the back wall.

Jenna consulted her notes again. “I think that it’s there.”

She pointed to a plain chest sitting on the third pedestal. Rory got to it first and checked, but it was still locked. “What’s the deal?”

“According to my notes, the Celestial Convocation has the key. We kept them separate so they wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands. They hopefully know more about what exactly it does, too.”

“Then let’s get it and go back up,” I said.

Jenna looked down at the end of the chamber. “There’s one more thing I need to take.”

She headed to the rear, and I followed a ways behind her. The two pedestals against the back wall had small pieces of jewelry on them. One was a necklace, while the other was an unassuming gold ring.

“Need to accessorize?”

“You know it.” Jenna laughed. “These are two of the most powerful artifacts of the Hidden Kingdom. They amplify my powers.”

“Why lock them away?”

“We didn’t want to lose them… and then we did, anyway. But now I’ll keep them a little closer.”

“Smart thinking. Anything else we should grab?”

We both looked around at the other pedestals. Jenna noticed a quiver without any arrows. She smiled and grabbed it as well, then nodded.

“Now that we can get back in, we’ll bring in a team later to see what is worth keeping here or taking back to the castle.”

“Great.”

From there, Jenna broke her emergency necklace. Five minutes later, a team of worried soldiers and guards arrived. She locked the Chamber and assigned them to protect it until she could discuss with her government if they should have Wren put another barrier up.

We made our way back up. It only took three hours, since we could follow the glowing green stones back to our exit.

Everyone was exhausted, so we decided to meet up at the Throne Room the next day, where we’d open the chest and see exactly what this weapon was. That also gave the Celestial Convocation time to make sure they knew how the weapon actually worked.

We arrived bright and early. Jenna met us there, sitting on the throne in a regal dress with her crown on. I could see the ring and necklace we’d liberated on her as well. I’m sure the quiver isn’t too far away, either, I thought.

I bowed. “Your Majesty.”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Ace. We don’t have to be so formal.”

“But it’s so fun.”

I wanted to tease her some more, but then Zhou Mei arrived. She came alone, and saw the box on the floor of the Throne Room.

“That’s it?”

“As far as we know,” I said.

She produced a key from a pocket. It was brass, and looked older than the castle we were in. “May I?”

Jenna waved for her to unlock it. Mei approached the box, studying it carefully. “I don’t know if it’s trapped.”

“I don’t think it is,” I said. “I mean, we carried it up here without an issue. Why add more danger than where it already was?”

“Fair enough.”

Mei crouched down in front of the box. The key slipped into place with a loud click. Everyone in the room was silent, and I could hear the mechanical parts of the lock clunk as she turned it.

The lid popped open, and Mei gasped and fell back. When nothing else happened, she gave an embarrassed laugh. “I guess I worried about nothing.”

“Is it there?” Jenna asked.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Mei said. She pushed the lid all the way open, and we could finally see what was inside. “The Gauntlet of the Gods.”

Resting on a plush velvet interior sat a metal glove. It was thick, with three sharp spikes on the knuckles, and sets of two more running down the arm to where the elbow would be. With the chest closed, I hadn’t felt anything, but as soon as I saw it I could sense the touch of Galliyae on it — mixed with another power I didn’t recognize.

“How does it work?” Juniper asked.

“Can I punch some crazy demon monsters with it?” Rory added.

“No. Absolutely not.” Mei glared at them.

“We can use it for the fight, though,” Via said. “That’s why we came here.”

“Yes,” Mei explained. “But the Gauntlet of the Gods cannot be wielded by just anyone. It was made for the gods's soldiers, the ones who came from their realm. But all of those have been lost or died.”

“Then why did we bother with all of this?” Wren looked as annoyed as I felt. “Can a demon wear it?”

“No. But there is one here who has been touched by a god.” Mei’s eyes met mine. “Only the Chosen of a god can wield the weapon. Ace must use it.”

“Man, I never get any cool magical weapons,” Rory complained.

“At least you still have knives.” Via patted her on the shoulder.

“Yeah, you’re right. Knives rule.”

I ignored them and walked over to the chest. The Gauntlet of the Gods drew my attention like a magnet. The metal reflected light back, but I could feel something else there as well. Something different from both demons and the Deep.

It reminded me of Galliyae.

So, this really was made by the gods ages ago, I thought. Weird to think about. But I’m glad we have it.

“How do I use it?”

“I… don’t know.” Mei looked embarrassed to admit it. “That was not included in our records.”

“It might be safe to assume you need to wear it,” Beatrix said.

“No time like the present, right?” I looked around, and got nods back from everyone. “Here goes nothing.”

The Gauntlet was even heavier than it looked when I picked it up. I didn’t struggle with the weight, but I doubted that Juniper or Via could have lifted it without help. They definitely couldn’t wear it and fight at the same time. Even Rory would find it difficult. It was clearly made for something or someone not human.

It was built for a left arm, so I positioned it to slide my hand in. The metal was cool to the touch, and as I put it on, it fit so perfectly that I thought it was made for me. There was still the faint sense of godlike power, but nothing else happened.

“Did it come with an instruction manual?” I asked.

Mei shook her head. “No. Not one that survived in our archives.”

Then it clamped onto me, tightening.

“Oof,” I growled.

“What’s going on?” Beatrix stepped closer.

“It… grabbed me.”

“Can you take it off?”

I tried to pull it down, but it wouldn’t budge. “Ouch. It’s really tight. Is this part of the plan, Mei?”

“I don’t know!” She looked as concerned as the others. “We don’t have any real knowledge about it.”

“Do you feel its power?” Beatrix asked.

Concentrating, I tried to connect with the weapon again. There was a source of power somewhere deep inside it.

“It’s there. Faint, but there.”

“Often great weapons need to bond with their user. You can try touching the source.”

Taking her advice, I threaded my magic into the Gauntlet. It was a labyrinth of twisting walls blocking off my magic’s advance. But I finally connected with the center of the weapon.

And everything went black.


Chapter Twenty-Two



Ithought at first that the lights had turned off. But when I called out for the others and didn’t get a response, I realized that something else had happened.

The darkness pushed in on me. I wasn’t hovering — there was something for me to stand on, but I couldn’t see anything at all. It pushed in on me, an almost physical manifestation of the dark.

“What the hell is going on?” I muttered.

Patting down my side, it was clear the gauntlet was still on my arm. My sword was gone, which I didn’t love, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it.

“Can anyone hear me?” I shouted.

No response came. Tentatively, I tried to take a step. Nothing changed. If I was still in the Throne Room, I couldn’t tell.

And knowing how crazy magic could be, there was every chance that I was somewhere else entirely.

A green flame flickered into existence fifty feet in front of me. The fire twisted and shifted, and it was about the size of a baseball, or maybe the end of a torch. Except it was totally unsupported.

Two more lit on either side of it. Slowly more joined, and I stood in the center of a circle. The light they cast didn’t illuminate any more secrets.

“Not creepy at all,” I said to myself.

“So you are the Chosen of Galliyae?” A deep voice rolled out of the darkness. It was filled with power and danger.

“Yeah. Who’s asking?”

“One who has taken an interest in the proceedings.”

The darkness pushed in and the flames dimmed. While I still couldn’t see anything, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Whatever was in the darkness had focused all of its attention on me.

Something was examining me.

“An interesting choice.”

“Thanks?”

“That was not a compliment, Chosen. I am surprised that Galliyae would take on someone like you.”

I shrugged. “Not many options. But I should remind you it’s rude to talk without introducing yourself.”

I could hear the derision in the voice of whatever hid in the darkness. “I do not need to concern myself with pathetic mortal manners.”

“Then, uh, what the hell is going on? I kind of need to stop an apocalypse here, so can we either wrap this up or get with the fighting?”

“You are eager, Chosen. That is not always wise.”

A sword blasted out of the darkness, slashing as it flew at me. I ducked out of the way and knocked it to the side with my gauntleted arm.

“See! It’s always fighting with you people.”

“That will not last forever, Chosen.”

The sword stopped in the air and flew back in my direction. I took a few steps back and raised my fist with the gauntlet on it.

“Do you want to make this fair and come out and fight me?”

“You would not enjoy that experience, Chosen. Not one bit.”

I blocked another cut of the sword. The metal rang out, but the gauntlet didn’t pass any vibrations into my arm. When it thrust at me again, I reached out and grabbed the blade. My armored hand clutched it tight.

A weird energy permeated the blade, but as soon as I caught it, it vanished.

“Not a total disappointment, Chosen.”

“Listen, this is fun and all, but I need to go kill a Sleeper.”

“Truly?”

“Yeah, why do you think I have the Gauntlet of the Gods? It’s not for the look, since it doesn’t really go with my sunglasses.”

Silence fell over the blackness. I held my ground, trying to prepare in case another sword attacked.

“Interesting. Then the rumors are true. So be it.”

One by one, the balls of fire winked out. The darkness pushed back in, pressing down. When only a single flame remained, I heard, “We will meet again, Chosen.”

It extinguished, then it felt like a train hit me in the chest. I was flung backwards while light flooded my eyes.

CRASH

I smashed into something hard and firm. As my eyes adjusted, I realized I was lying against the wall of the Throne Room. Jenna leapt from her seat as the others rushed over to me.

“Ace?” Juniper reached me first. “Are you okay?”

“What happened?” Rory asked.

My head was still foggy from hitting the wall. “The Gauntlet took me somewhere.”

“Where? Describe it.” Beatrix knelt next to me.

I recounted what happened, briefly. When I finished, I looked at the others. I realized their clothes had all changed.

“What’s with the outfits?”

“What do you mean?” Beatrix asked.

“When did you have time to change clothes?”

Beatrix glanced at the others, then back at me. “Ace, you’ve been gone for three days.”

“It only felt like a few minutes,” I said.

The Brit nodded. “Once you vanished, Zhou Mei let us into the archives to research the Gauntlet. Apparently no one there could read Middle Sumerian, and Juniper figured out that it would test you. We just had to hope you’d come back.”

“Might have been helpful to know beforehand,” I said.

“Indeed,” Beatrix said. “But what’s done is done.”

“And it’s good you returned when you did.” Jenna approached, a worried look on her face. “We just received word of another demonic incident, and we think that it’s possibly another breach from the Acolyte and the Sleeper.”

“Where?”

“England.”


Chapter Twenty-Three



We prepared to leave quickly. Zhou Mei had connections in England, and said that a local would meet us there. Queen Jenna came as well, but her security people made her take her own plane. That wasn’t the worst, as it gave me and the others some time alone. Well, a lot of time alone. Flying from New Zealand to England took ages, even when we didn’t have to stop for normal layovers.

One nice element of my private plane — besides the whole private plane thing — was that the cabin crew was able to reset sections into sleeping quarters.

While Rory and Via were all for some sort of contest to see who got the good bed, in the end I slept in the private area with Beatrix. She’d recovered somewhat from her massive show of power in the underground caves, but Juniper and I could tell that she was still not at one hundred percent.

Everyone got settled into their various bunks and chairs. I shut the door, which gave us at least the illusion of some alone time.

“How are you doing, Bea?” I asked.

“I’ve been better…” She paused. I knew that she still had some trouble being familiar with me, but she did say my name. “Ace. Are you okay? It must have been very disconcerting to experience what you did.”

“It’s still hitting me, I think.”

The fact that I’d lost almost three days putting on the Gauntlet did unsettle me. Once I reappeared, I could remove it. According to everything the others found, I shouldn’t have any issues putting it back on. We just didn’t want to test that theory until we had to.

I pulled off my shirt and tossed it to the side. I kicked off my pants. Then I plopped down on the bed. It was luxurious, soft and firm in equal measures. “I need to get a mattress like this for the house.”

Beatrix sat on the edge. “It is quite nice.”

The brunette started unbuttoning her blouse. She peeked over her shoulder at me.

“Just enjoying the view,” I said with a grin.

“Is that so, Ace?”

I rolled over closer to her and wrapped my arm around her waist.

“And what do you think you’re doing now?”

“Getting a little more hands-on in my enjoyment.” I gently brought her down next to me. Her shirt hung open, revealing the spectacular cleavage underneath.

I kissed her neck, and she shivered. “The others can hear us, Ace.”

“We’ll just have to be quiet, then.”

She rolled her eyes, but Beatrix couldn’t hide her smile. My fingers found the button for her slacks, and I undid it. I slid my hand inside as my lips moved up her neck and nibbled on her ear.

“Oh,” she gasped.

Her pussy was already hot and wet with excitement. I teased a finger around her opening as she tried to keep from making any noise.

“Mmmm, Ace. That feels nice.” She turned to face me, and our lips met.

Beatrix kissed me with a reserved passion. She wouldn’t quite let herself go, but I still enjoyed the way she felt in my arms.

I slipped my tongue into her mouth at the same time I pushed my finger inside of her. She moaned in pleasure, and I felt her velvety walls clench down. I kept it up for a few minutes, and her tongue grew more frantic playing with mine.

Then I sat up.

“What?” she panted.

“You have too many clothes on,” I whispered.

“I guess we should fix that.”

She took off her shirt as I pulled her pants and panties off in one swift motion. That left her wearing only her bra. She had amazing breasts, large and wonderful.

But I had my mind set on a different treat. I crawled down between her legs.

“Oh my,” she gasped.

I leaned in close, smelling her earthy fragrance. My tongue slipped out and ran up and down her slit.

“Mmmmm.” Bea bit her lip, trying to keep quiet.

“Shhh,” I chided.

She glared at me, and right when she was about to say something, I licked her pussy again. Her whole body twitched.

Beatrix’s hands slapped down on either side of her. She balled her fists up, gripping the blanket tightly between her hands.

I went to work, tracing my tongue along her folds and occasionally teasing her clit. When I looked up at her, her eyes were practically rolling back in her head as she tried to keep from crying out.

But I didn’t want to make it easier for her, so I slipped one of my fingers inside of her slit. She was dripping wet and it slid easily in. I started rubbing it on her inside as I sucked her clit into my mouth.

“Ohhhhh…” she moaned through gritted teeth. “Ace…”

I could tell that the Brit was close, so I picked up the pace. My tongue lapped at her clit as I stroked her velvety walls.

The warning signs of her orgasm crept up on her. Her thighs twitched, her chest flushed darker red, and her walls started throbbing around my finger, tightening and trying to pull it further in.

At the last minute, she grabbed the other pillow and clamped it over her head. At the same time, her legs kicked out and her thighs clamped down on either side of my head.

“Ooooooo.” Her sounds of pleasure were muted by the pillow, but I could still barely make them out. Her body shook as the orgasm washed over her.

When her legs relaxed and settled to the side, I knew she was done.

“Oh my god, Ace,” she whispered. “Are you trying to let the whole plane know what we’re doing back here?”

“Maybe.” I gave her a grin as I slid off my boxers..

“You cheeky boy.” Beatrix smiled at me as I crawled up her body.

As I held myself above her, she reached behind her back and undid her bra. Her bountiful breasts settled onto her chest. I leaned in and kissed one nipple, then brushed my lips across to the other.

“Mmmmm. I quite like that.”

“Me too,” I said.

I shifted higher, straddling her waist. A spark lit in her eyes. “What are you planning to do there, Ace?”

“I wanted to enjoy your perfect tits.”

She laughed and winked at me. “You are fond of them.”

I slid my cock between her breasts. She gripped the sides, pushing them together so they formed a perfectly soft crevice. I pushed it in and out, enjoying the feeling.

After a minute, the Brit smiled up at me. “Do you like that, Ace?”

“I do. But I think we both want something more.”

I slid back down, landing between her legs. My cock was hard and ready, and I teased it across her entrance.

“Oh, god,” she whispered. “You feel so good.”

“So do you.”

Heat emanated from her pussy as I slid back and forth across her opening.

“Please,” she begged.

The head of my cock pressed into her entrance. Her hips bucked, trying to bring me inside of her even faster.

I was excited, too, so I didn’t make her wait too long. My dick pushed inside. She was so soft and wet that I quickly was buried all the way inside of her.

“Yes,” she hissed.

“You’re amazing,” I told her.

Rocking my hips, I settled into a rhythm where I could enjoy every inch of her. She closed her eyes in pleasure and wrapped her hands around my back.

We stayed like that, thrusting slowly in and out of her. My pleasure built as we did, and I could see that she might orgasm again soon.

I sat back and gripped her legs. With a quick shift, I was back on top of her, but I had her legs pressed against my shoulders.

“Yes,” she growled. “Give it to me.”

“As you wish.”

I started thrusting into her harder and harder. Her walls clenched down on me — as if her pussy didn’t want my cock to leave.

“Oh, god, Ace,” she whimpered.

I kissed her, and she bit my lip and tried to hold me tighter.

“Fuck me hard,” she said.

If we kept it up, I knew she’d be loud. “What about the others?”

“I don’t care. I just need you now.”

That was fine for me. I picked up the pace and hammered into her. Her finger nails scratched across my back — light enough to feel good to me.

Her stomach and thighs started twitching as the orgasm hit her. “Oh, fuck, Ace. Fuck! You feel so good. Keep going! Ohhhh!”

She moaned and thrashed as she came hard. That pushed me over the edge, and I buried myself inside her and unloaded.

“Yes! Yes! Yesssss!” she screamed as I filled her womb.

I collapsed on top of her, our bodies pressing together. We were both spent, and laid like that for a few minutes.

Eventually I pulled out of her and flopped onto my back next to her.

“That was incredible,” she said.

“I agree.”

She snuggled up to me and I wrapped an arm around her. I thought she fell asleep, but five minutes later, she groaned.

“What?” I asked.

“Wren heard that, didn’t she?”

“Maybe not. I think she took the bed up near the front.”

“I’m not that lucky.”

“I don’t know… looks like you just got lucky to me.”

She kissed me on the cheek. “I guess so.”

“So… what’s the deal between you two?”

“Me and Wren?”

“Yeah. I mean you’ve both hinted at it and I know there’s a past there, but what exactly happened to make you hate her so much?”

Beatrix was silent for a long while, and I worried I’d overstepped. But then she sighed and spoke.

“You know how I grew up, right?”

“Yeah.”

Beatrix had had a troubled life. That led her to a life of crime when she was young. A person she thought was a friend set her up to steal from a powerful witch. It ended up working out for Beatrix, as the witch saw her potential with the magical arts and decided to train her. That included sending her to Oxford and building up her skill with magic.

The whole thing was a trap, though. The witch was devious and found a way to extend her life — by swapping bodies with Beatrix. She just wanted Beatrix to have a good enough life that she could continue to thrive. Beatrix, though, realized what was happening and killed the witch before the ritual could be completed.

The Brit continued, “Well, I spent a few years after escaping the witch’s trap moving around England and the U.K. The witch I killed called herself Morgana — as if her ego wasn’t big enough already. Actually it turned out her name was Pam. Not Pamela, just Pam. That’s neither here nor there, but I might call myself Morgana if that was my name.

“Morgana had a lot of influential friends and supporters who didn’t really care that she was about to kill me when I offed her. And they all had it out for me. So I was back to scrounging and hiding wherever I could.”

I gave her arm a squeeze. “That couldn’t have been easy.”

“It wasn’t. In England there’s a hierarchy of those in the know — witches, wizards, warlocks.”

“All the ‘W’ titles.”

She laughed. “Yes. The old guard — often with ties to the aristocracy — jealously guard their power. So even the people who didn’t like Morgana were less than friendly when it came to a street rat from Hull who wanted to learn more. But there is an underground there that traces its lineage back to the druids before the Romans came. I fell in with some of them.”

“And, knowing Wren, she was in that group as well.”

“Indeed. I was in my early twenties, and she was this knowledgeable, immortal demon, and I wanted to make friends. She had no interest, but we still worked together on occasion.”

“Doing what?”

Beatrix shrugged. “Hunting demons, performing rituals for those without the ability, protection wards. Mostly what I did before you came along.”

“Sounds interesting.”

“It was. For the first time in my life I was able to enjoy it without a danger lurking over my head. At least, that’s what I thought. There was a man who called himself the Warden of the Island —”

I interrupted, “‘W’ job! He’s uppercrust, right?”

She put on her best school teacher voice. “Yes, Mr. Winters. Good work.”

I ran my hand down her side, tickling her ribs. She giggled and squirmed. “You’re pretty feisty for someone who just got laid.”

“If you keep that up, I won’t finish the story. I’ll have to do something else instead.”

While that was tempting, I did want to hear more about her past. I stopped tickling her. “Go on.”

“Mhmm. Well, the Warden hired a few people to go on a dragon hunt.”

Now that was news to me, and really exciting. “Oh man, are dragons real?”

“Not as far as I know, Ace. But there are bigger demonic monsters, and in England any time we hunted them, we called it a dragon hunt. The Warden was part of the old guard, but he often worked with the underground since we were much more willing to get our hands dirty. We had to, if we wanted to survive.

“There were five of us, including me and Wren. One was a druid who led a circle outside of Glasgow, another was a witch that hung around London, and the final was a demon hunter from Northern Ireland.”

“Sounds like quite the crew.”

“It was. We headed into the mountains to hunt our prey. I should have realized sooner that something was wrong. The demon hunter vanished the first night while he was on guard duty. We all chalked it up to the demon we were looking for, but he was experienced, so to fall so quietly was out of character.

“The next two days passed without any more issues. We camped in the hills and searched for the demon. Wren and I grew closer, and I thought that a friendship might actually bloom there. We’d worked together before, but I thought she could see how useful I could be. And I desperately needed a friend.

“But during the third night out, I was on watch along with Wren, and she confided in me that she thought that something was hunting us — not the other way around.”

“Why did she think that?”

Beatrix shook her head. “It was just a sense she had. That the demon we were looking for wasn’t what they said. It was supposed to be a mindless monster, but she said there was a scent on the air that was familiar.”

“Creepy.”

“Indeed. And then I made the mistake of telling the Warden of the Island about her fears. He told me that she was just imagining things, and I should let it go. I tried, but that was when everything went wrong.”

She took a deep breath, steadying her nerves. I kissed the top of her head, and she relaxed. “Thank you, Ace. Well, what we found out after the fact was that the demon we were hunting — the dragon, if you will — was not our actual goal. It feasted on the powers of casters and demons, and for hundreds of years the old guard had been taking people like us on dragon hunts and feeding it.

“Occasionally they would do real hunts and kill a demon or two, so that no one knew what was happening. But when I mentioned Wren’s worries to the Warden, he accelerated the plan. When he had the watch the next night, he knocked out the witch from London. Then he drove a stake through Wren’s gut, pinning her to the ground. That was our only saving grace.

“I assume he thought that would put her out of commission without spoiling the meat for the dragon. But she immediately shouted and woke us up. The druid and I leapt to our feet and faced off with the Warden. He was strong, but relied more heavily on prepared items and weapons, while we both were agile casters.

“The druid held him back while I freed Wren. She was wounded, but still able to fight. And we would have won then if the dragon didn’t appear.”

“Was it actually a dragon? Or at least dragon-shaped?”

“No. It did have wings, but I would say it looked more like a manticore. A very canine-shaped body with a large head filled with sharp teeth. It didn’t have a tail, but its gaze could freeze most people.

“We were trapped in place, all struggling to fight back. The Warden taunted us, especially highlighting how I’d given up the game. Then the demon noticed Wren, and was delighted. As you might imagine, there was some bad blood between the two.”

“She can have that effect on people.”

“Quite right. Well, Wren got it talking, and it turned out that not only did they feed the demon troublemakers to make life easier for the old guard, but the demon rewarded them with its teeth when they fell out. If consumed by a human, the teeth would increase the power and lifespan of whoever ate it.”

“Yeah, it might be easier to be in charge if you have a long-life power-boosting cheat code.”

“It wasn’t exactly immortality, but it did give the powerful time to find other ways to extend their lives. And we all realized that’s what we were — crops grown by the aristocrats to make their lives easier.”

“Just like what Morgana was doing to you.”

“Exactly. I was furious, but I was frozen. Unfortunately for the dragon and the Warden, Wren was just pretending. When it drew close to her to try and consume her energy, it was confused. No demon had ever resisted it before.”

I could put together what happened. “But Wren couldn’t die, which meant her energy was safe.”

Beatrix nodded. “And then she pulled out an ax and buried it in the skull of the monster. It died quickly thereafter. The Warden was furious, but escaped while we were all recovering. Wren was in no condition to hunt him, and the rest of us decided to cut our losses.”

“And that’s why she’s mad at you?”

“I helped get her back to civilization, and she told me off. She’d trusted me, and I immediately betrayed it. Of course, she didn’t say it like that — she was hurtful, cutting me down with all of the personal things I’d shared with her. We both yelled and screamed, and then swore to never see each other again. I spent another year in England, and every time our paths crossed it only got worse and worse. She would bad mouth me to clients, or shit-talk me at a bar.

“Both of us were guilty, as I spread rumors about her as well. I was young, and hurt, and angry. But every time I see her, those emotions come back. The betrayal, the lost trust, the angry words — even the friendship we might have had.”

“It sounds rough,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“Do you think you two can ever reconcile?”

“I don’t know, Ace. Whenever I think about making the first move, she’s there with a snide remark or a cutting reminder of what I’ve done.”

“Want me to talk to her?”

“God, no,” she said. “That would be even more embarrassing.”

I pulled her in close and kissed the top of her head. “Okay, I won’t. But you should try. I think she’s a part of the team.”

“Do you want to be with her?”

I didn’t answer right away. Wren was attractive, and there was a bit of a spark between us. But I couldn’t imagine she’d be open to it, so I’d never really considered it.

Before I could answer, Beatrix spoke again. “Actually, don’t tell me. Although know that if you do… it’s okay with me. She shouldn’t be punished or kept away because of me. We both made mistakes.”

“You just want to be the bigger woman, don’t you?” I teased her a little.

She smiled. “Oh, I really do, Ace. Can you imagine the look on her face if I’m the generous one?”

“Well, whatever the reason, I think it’s a good idea.”

“I know. For you, I will do my best to make amends.”

“I’d like that.” I leaned down and kissed her. I broke apart, and asked, “Wait, I just realized something… what happened to all of the teeth from the demon?”

Beatrix laughed. “We knocked them out and split them up. I haven’t actually used one, but I have them all back in a safe place at the Veiled Volumes. I didn’t want to use one without other people to share them with.”

“Looks like you have some other people now.” Knowing that Beatrix had the teeth was a pleasant surprise. Between the benefits of my connection with Galliyae and the teeth, I hoped that we could all live long and happy lives together. I kissed her again.

When she pulled back, there was a devious glint in her eye.

“What?”

“Well, that was a pretty heavy conversation. How about we do something nice before we go to sleep?”

Her hand gripped my cock, gently massaging it as it worked its way up to full mast. She rolled on top of me and slid it in.

“There we go,” she whispered.

And we lost ourselves in each other’s bodies.


Chapter Twenty-Four



The pilot woke us up from our sleep half an hour before we landed at Heathrow. Beatrix snuck to the bathroom first — it was too tight for both of us, and I checked my phone, which had quite a few messages from the others in our group thread.

Rory: Damn.

Rory: Sounds like Ace is giving it to Beatrix good.

Via: I thought she was supposed to be resting.

Juniper: Maybe it's therapeutic… boinking.

Rory: Sexual healing!

Via: Is that a thing?

Rory: Honestly, with Ace’s powers…

Rory: Maybe.

Juniper: I do feel refreshed after some alone time with him.

Rory: Same.

Rory: Whoa, Ace! Even the stewardesses heard that scream. You gotta do whatever you just did to her with me soon.

Via: I’ve got seconds!

Juniper: Shoot. Well, yes, I would also like that.

Rory: Holy crap! Round two?

Juniper: That’s my Bea.

After reading through them, I replied.

Ace: Okay, okay.

Ace: Sorry if we were a little loud. But try not to mention anything to Beatrix, ‘cause she was a bit nervous about it.

Rory: Okay. This time.

Juniper: Rory!

Rory: I’ll be good.

Juniper: Uh huh.

Rory: I will!

By then Beatrix had finished in the bathroom, so I put my phone away and got ready. Once we were both dressed, we rejoined everyone in the main cabin.

The ladies were all sitting together, and I thought they did a pretty good job not saying anything. I noticed a few hidden giggles or smiles, but nothing that was out of order for the gang.

Unfortunately, Wren wasn’t on the group thread.

“Hey, Bea. Sounded like a good bang last night,” the demon said as soon as we sat down. “Ace really gave it to you good, didn’t he?”

Beatrix’s face turned bright red as she tried to sputter out a comeback. “How dare you — I don’t know what you’re — Shut up.”

“Good one,” Wren shot back.

The pilot thankfully interrupted us before things could devolve any further. “If everyone could buckle their seatbelts, we’ll be landing in a few minutes.”

The two women glared at each other, but Rory jumped into the silence and started talking about what to see in London. We didn’t actually have time for anything touristy, but it still took our minds off of the awkward animosity between the two of them.

Our plane landed without issue, and two private cars met us on the tarmac. They were from the Celestial Convocation, and took us to the spot nearest the rift into hell where the defenders were assembling.

Jenna’s plane beat us — the perks of royalty, I guess — and we met up with her and the local representative. Tents were arranged just off the road, with police barricades blocking the drive. We were ushered into the main meeting area. The makeshift room was crowded, with a mix of law enforcement and magically inclined people, including a couple demons who were mostly passing as human. Jenna gave me a nod when I walked in.

“Looks like the last of the team has arrived,” a man near the front said.

He looked like he was in his forties, and wore almost ceremonial-looking armor — steel, most likely, with fine engraving and polished until it practically glowed. Small flecks of gray dotted his sideburns, and he had a dark mustache. His accent sounded like Beatrix’s — overly formal and with an air of command.

I felt Bea freeze next to me at the same time the man saw her. He frowned. “I see that there are some unwelcome attendees as well.”

Looking over at her, I noticed Wren was also tense. I put it together. “You must be the Warden of the Island.”

“The one and only. And we don’t like troublemakers here.”

“Is this going to be a problem?” Jenna asked.

“Well, Your Majesty, two of these people are wanted for crimes against the magical community.” A few of the others were looking at us with a mix of interest and anger. Apparently Wren and Bea’s reputation preceded them. “There’s no telling what damage they might cause if they are allowed to participate.”

The gauntlet was already on my arm — it was easy to transport like that, at least once we were off the plane. And I figured it was better to test it out before we were in the middle of a fight.

Handy after all, I thought.

I lifted it up for everyone to see. “Well, considering what I’m wearing, I think I’ll be deciding who participates.”

“You think you can just come in here and take over?” The Warden’s cheeks flushed in anger.

“It’s been, what, almost three days since it opened? If anyone else could fight what is in that rift and seal it, you already would have. Now, how about you tell us what’s going on, and then I’ll go clean up this problem.”

The Warden stared at me. “So you are the mythical Chosen. I did not expect a boy to have the role.”

“I just got hired. The interview process was pretty killer.”

“We are all here to help,” Jenna said. “Perhaps we should have the briefing and deal with any issues after.”

He held his ground for a minute. I recognized Victor — one of the representatives of the Celestial Convocation who came to the Veiled Volumes. He walked over to the Warden and whispered in his ear. The Warden huffed in annoyance, then shook his head and turned back to the board behind him. It was covered in maps of the area. A town in the middle had a red circle around it.

“So be it. This is Shireton-on-the-Hill. Fifty-six hours ago we lost all contact with it. Local police investigated a day later and never returned, which is how it came to our attention. We’ve made a few approaches, but the demonic energy rises considerably and we’ve faced a few challenging dangers.”

The Warden gestured to the edge of the circle. “A mix of in-the-know people and regular police have encircled the area. We’ve had reports of three demons attempting to escape the defensive perimeter. Two were killed, and one retreated back inside. But the area we have to cover is large, and there’s a chance some have made it through the barrier.”

“The real issue is that the rift is seeping energy we definitely don’t want into our world,” I said. “The more that comes through, the worse it will get for humanity.”

“So I’ve heard,” the Warden growled. “Now, we’ve got a team ready to push in stationed at the end of the road here, so we’ll assemble the rest and join them.” He looked over at my group. “The Chosen may join us, but that is all.”

“I’m not letting him go alone to play sacrificial lamb in whatever plan you have cooked up,” Wren said. She looked over the other people gathered there. “Plus, I doubt you have anyone on my level anyway.”

“This is my land, and my operation,” the Warden shot back. “Some outsider Chosen and his pet will not be dictating what we do.”

“Warden,” Jenna said, “We need the Chosen. You need the Chosen. This is not a normal crisis — if there can ever be such a thing.”

“Need I remind you that you are a guest here as well, Queen Holmes?”

The posturing was getting on my nerves, but I knew one way to settle everything. “Okay, I’m just going to go kill whatever is in there and shut it down, then you can keep being a dick.” I turned to leave. “Let’s go.”

“Hold on! Stop him!”

Two guards moved to block our way. “Boys, you don’t want to do that,” Rory said.

We faced off against the guards. I didn’t bother going for my sword — that would only escalate things. But I wouldn’t back down.

Before anyone made a move, the ground shook. Tremors rattled the walls and the chairs as people shouted in alarm. I used the distraction to usher my group out of the tent. By the time the shaking subsided, we were almost back to the road.

“What now?” Juniper asked.

“We need to get in there,” I answered. “We have to stop or at least slow this thing.”

“Let’s just go and see what happens,” Wren said.

“That will just make things worse,” Beatrix muttered. “I cannot believe that the Warden is still in power.”

“Right?” Wren shook her head. “What an asshole.”

“They said the circle wasn’t all the way around,” Via pointed out. “Maybe we should just sneak through?”

“I like that idea.” Rory patted Via on the back.

“It’s already been open longer than the rift in Alaska,” I said. “We need to get there quickly.” I sighed. “It might make sense to go in with them.”

“You can’t trust that guy,” Wren said.

Juniper nodded. “I don’t know what’s going on, but he was definitely shady. Super shady.”

“His mustache was stupid, too,” Rory tossed in.

“I think I have a solution.” Jenna walked up to us while we were talking.

“What might that be?” I asked.

“I have smoothed things over somewhat. The Warden is upset, but the others realize how helpful you will be in there. I may have hyped up how much you helped with the Queen Succubus.”

“Thanks, Jenna.” I gave her a warm smile.

“No problem. The one hang-up is that we’ll be going in first.”

“We?”

“I’m going with you, of course.”

“I wouldn’t mind the extra backup,” Beatrix said. “The last time we encountered a rift, it was quite dangerous.”

“He’s just trying to make sure anything truly dangerous attacks us first,” Wren complained. “We’re a walking sign of his mistakes, so he’ll want to remove us if he gets the chance.”

“We won’t give him one.” I looked her in the eye, and she nodded. “I don’t mind being the tip of the spear. It’s probably better, anyway. We can handle more than most.”

With that issue settled, I took the lead and we headed up to the last barricade before the danger zone. The officer there stopped us until the Warden and his team joined us. We didn’t say much, but they would follow a hundred yards behind us.

“Just don’t get in my way,” was all I said. Then we set off.

The road became cracked and burnt shortly beyond the barricade. The trees here all looked weak or dead, with their leaves dropping off and their bark broken. That lasted for almost a mile, before we started finding more unusual terrain.

“England doesn’t normally have giant skulls just lying around, does it?” Rory asked.

We could see a skull the size of a school bus fifty feet off the road. I couldn’t tell much about it, but the eyes and narrow snout made me think it was a predator of some kind.

“No, that’s new,” Beatrix said.

Wren didn’t say anything, but I saw her shudder when she saw it.

After that, the ground shifted from dying grass to a mossy surface that was spottled with white and yellow. I checked behind us, and could see the Warden’s team still trailing after us.

A low roar brought my attention back to the front.

“We’ve got incoming.”

Three demons were sprinting our way.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Wren Harmonious


She could feel the eyes of the Warden on her. Just like the first time they’d met, he had something about him — a spell, maybe, or an artifact — that made Wren uneasy. She was forced to set her concerns aside when Ace shouted about the demon attack.

Three ugly bastards charged at them. Ace took on the leader — all horns and slimy scales — while Beatrix, her baby witch, and the other girls went after the one on the right.

That meant the one on the left was hers. She pulled her two hand axes out, testing their weight as she studied the newest attacker.

He was mostly humanoid — small blessings — with dark orange skin. He had giant bug eyes on either side of his face, and gross pincher fangs. While Wren occasionally missed things about hell, faces like that demon’s were definitely not on the list.

“Come on, then,” she beckoned the demon, “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

He hissed, a collection of demonic sounds that Wren didn’t even bother trying to understand. As he ran at her, she noticed a small rock half the size of her foot on the ground. She slipped her toe under it and kicked it at the bug-demon.

The demon flinched away, but Wren was already attacking. One ax swung down hard while she brought the other across at the demon’s gut.

CLANG

Her ax bounced off some sort of metal along the demon’s arm — he blocked the cut at his stomach and dodged the other swing.

“Got some tricks in you, huh?” Wren kept up the attack, swinging wildly and keeping her opponent on his back foot.

They flailed around at a stalemate for a minute. The demon couldn’t fight back, but Wren couldn’t break through its defenses either. Something metal under the demon’s sleeves kept blocking her.

The demon must have been just as frustrated as Wren, because it eventually screamed and lunged for her. Wren jumped to the side as he went sailing by.

She recovered faster than the demon and hurled her ax at him. As he stood up, the blade cracked into the back of his skull. He collapsed instantly.

“There we go.” She looked over at the others.

Juniper and Beatrix had penned in their demon with blasts of fire while Jenna, Rory, and Via shot at it with a crossbow. It was already wounded, and Wren didn’t think it would last much longer.

Ace had cut two arms off of his opponent, but it still had one coming out of its chest. She wrenched her ax free of the demon’s skull and started to look for a way to help him out when he surprised her and the other demon by jumping into the air. He came down behind the demon and thrust his sword deep into its back. It squealed for a moment before slumping to the ground.

He grimaced. “Dang, that’s a stinky one.”

Wren decided not to get any closer. Looking back, she saw that the Warden’s men hadn’t even drawn their weapons.

Idiots, she thought. If we lost, they’d be next on the menu. You don’t have to save us to be prepared.

“See anything else?” Beatrix asked. Her voice grated on Wren’s nerves, but she was doing her best to keep the peace.

“Nope,” Rory said.

“Let’s move on,” Ace said. “I think we’re getting closer.”

The energy of the area around them felt off to Wren. Just like in Alaska, it was the familiar pull of hell — of her home. She could never return there, but it still felt right to her in a way that Earth did not.

She pushed it out of her mind and followed after Ace. Twice more small groups of demons attacked. They were all more powerful than what she normally ran into, which didn’t spell good news for whatever the Sleeper was doing in hell.

The remains of the road — mostly dirt and moss by that point — faded away entirely as they got closer to the middle of the disaster area. The moss had exploded there, with large growths forcing them to wind their way through as their vision became blocked.

And that was when their doom almost fell.

A massive demon jumped over the nearby hill. For a second she thought it was Pallatrox, until she realized it was just another of his kind.

Pallatrox is dead. Forever.

Ace put himself between the demon and the others and they all prepared for an attack. This demon had deep red skin, huge wings, and carried a large polearm. The eye in its chest flicked around as it examined them all. It widened in surprise when it landed on Wren.

“Wren Harmonious?”

“One and the same. Do I know you?”

“No, no, but I was at your trial. Pallatrox was a distant cousin, and I was sent to represent my family. I never thought I’d see either of you again. Have you created a kingdom here on earth?”

She snorted. “Sorry to disappoint you, but nope. And Pallatrox is dead.”

“Impossible.”

Ace raised his hand. “That would be me. I did it.”

“A human? You lie.”

“Listen, uh, Pallatrox’s cousin…”

“Vexxalor.”

“Vexxalor, sure,” Wren continued, “We’re here to stop this whole Sleeper thing. Mind clearing out so we can do our thing? Or Ace here is going to show you what he did to Pallatrox. And keep in mind that you can die.”

The demon’s brow furrowed. He thought for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Fuck it, Pallatrox was a dick. And it’s not like the Sleeper won’t kill you soon anyway.”

“Why are you even here?”

“Better to be as far from that monster as possible.”

“Can’t blame you there,” Wren said.

“It’s bad, Wren Harmonious. The Sleeper is enslaving or obliterating everyone who stands in their way. Two demonic princes joined forces to face them.”

Wren whistled, impressed. The demonic princes were powerful, and almost never worked together.

“Yes. But it was no good. They both were ripped apart after a week of fighting. And in a way where they are never coming back again.”

“The Sleeper can do that?” Wren asked.

“Where do you think the energy to change this world is coming from? So, yeah, I’m getting out of here.”

Vexxalor beat his wings and lifted into the sky. The wind pressed down on them, and Wren’s hair blew in every direction. It finally stopped once he’d moved down the road.

“Should we really let him go?” Juniper asked.

“If we can avoid a fight, we should,” Wren said.

“Indeed.” Beatrix gave her a tight nod.

Well, that’s something, Wren thought.

The group continued deeper into the area. Soon they were forced to scramble up a moss-covered hill. When Ace reached the top, he froze. Wren joined him, and she was shocked by what she saw.

Another massive portal cut through the air. This one was easily twice the size of the rift in Alaska.

“About time you arrived.”

The Acolyte stood in front of the portal, smiling at them. A group of demons stood behind him, each with an iron collar around their throats. And hovering just beyond the other side of the portal was another sinister shadow of the Sleeper.

“I’ve been looking forward to facing you again.”


Chapter Twenty-Six



The Acolyte stood before me, only a grin visible through the shadow of his hood.

“I wish that I could say the same,” I replied. “But we both know it would be a lie.”

“An ancient being from another universe is coming to destroy your home, and yet you still joke. You are quite cocky for a human,” the Acolyte said.

“That’s kind of his thing,” Juniper shouted.

His eyes ran across the group. “I see you came prepared for our encounter. To be honest, I’m surprised you found us so quickly.”

I looked at what he saw — I was flanked by Wren and Beatrix, while Rory and Via had crossbows out further back. Jenna and Juniper stood off to the side, the Queen with her bow in hand and the newly recovered quiver at her hip, with Juniper ready to start casting spells. I tried not to give away that there were even more people out of sight. The Warden might not help us, but if he did, the element of surprise would be useful.

“We would have been here sooner, but your invitation must have been lost in the mail.”

The Acolyte sneered at me. “So, Chosen, have you changed your mind on the offer? My master would enjoy having a servant like you.”

“Still going to be a hard pass from me, dude. I’m pretty happy with my current employment.”

“You will come to regret this, Chosen.”

“Nah.”

I could tell that I was getting under the Acolyte’s skin. His eyes narrowed at me. “Well, then, I guess we have nothing left to talk about. Do you have any last words?”

“You’re kind of pretentious. Did you know that?”

“Kill them all!” The Acolyte roared and pointed at me. The demons charged forward. Behind them, the Shadow of the Sleeper strode forward, entering our realm.

“You just had to make them mad,” Wren complained.

“I was just doing my best Wren Harmonious impression.”

She glared at me.

I kept going, “I get why you do it. It’s more fun this way.”

The demons spread out as they charged us in a mass. Jenna immediately fired off an arrow with her bow at the Acolyte. He waved his hand, and one of the demons dove in front of him.

THUNK

The arrow dug deep into the demon’s shoulder. The wound started sizzling, but it just hissed in pain and kept running.

“Mul!” Juniper shot off a fireball, and I thought that might be a good idea.

I cast my own spell, and the crescent of fire cut one of the charging demons in half. The others just shoved the pieces of his comrade out of the way and continued towards us.

More demons poured out of the portal. Taking them in, I saw that there were a couple dozen of the demons working for the Acolyte. I wanted to cut them off before they could reach the others, so I charged down the hill towards them with Wren behind me.

My sword crashed against a bone spear the first demon I reached wielded. It held up against the edge of my blade, which surprised me. It shouldn’t have been a shock, since the first demon I ever faced had metal bones, but the demon took advantage and brought the end of his spear around and knocked my feet out from under me.

I hit the ground hard as the demon spun the weapon back to stab at me. Rolling to my side, the blade cut deep into the ground.

“Šu taka!”

Beatrix shouted and shoved at the demon attacking me. She was fifteen feet away, but her magic sent a powerful gust of wind at it. It yelped in fear before being hurled backwards. It smashed into another of its companions with a sickening crunch and both crumpled into a broken heap.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Not a problem.”

WHACK

Wren buried her ax in the head of another demon jumping at me. “Keep your head in the game, Ace,” the demoness growled as it collapsed.

Getting to my feet, I nodded. “Don’t worry.”

Arrows and spells were flying from behind us, and I shot off another crescent of fire. The spell killed another demon, and that left us with a small cleared area. Rory had dropped her crossbow, and was flinging knives at any demon near her while Via kept up the pressure.

Jenna was firing her bow off with amazing speed and precision — faster than a normal human could, especially with how accurate she was. The arrows didn’t always kill, but they were keeping the demons at bay.

As I watched, she reached back to her quiver, and I noticed it was empty. But when her hand stopped above it, an arrow materialized and she drew it out.

Pretty neat, I thought.

That was all the time I had before the Acolyte shouted, “What are you waiting for? Kill them!”

The Shadow of the Sleeper stood behind him, its eyeless face focused on me. I had the Gauntlet on, but had pulled my coat sleeve over it so I hoped they didn’t know what was coming. It wasn’t totally clear what it would do, but I needed to try it out on the Shadow or the Acolyte before I had to face the real deal.

A few demons rushed at me, while Wren moved to make another obstacle to anyone charging at our less durable companions.

Four demons tried to attack me at once. They all looked the same, a bit shorter than me with inky-purple skin and knife-like claws on their two middle fingers.

CLANG

I blocked the first swipe with my sword and spun away from the next slash. They were fast, and working well together.

“Kešda!”

Casting the spell, I grinned as vines wrapped around three of the demons. The fourth didn’t realize right away and dove for me. I slipped past it and rammed my sword into its back. It screamed in pain and fell to the ground.

Leaving it, I rushed to finish off the others. Their claws meant the vines wouldn’t last terribly long, but I was faster than they were. With three quick cuts, their heads separated from their necks.

A shout from behind me made me glance over my shoulder. The Warden of the Island — wearing his shiny armor and wielding a sword and shield — ran over the lip of the hill at the front of the others he brought with him.

“For England!”

Beatrix rolled her eyes.

“At least he’s helping,” I said.

With the men joining the fight, the numbers drew close to even. I cut down another demon, and looked around for the Shadow. It hadn’t moved, and even though it didn’t have eyes, I could tell that all of its attention was focused on me..

“Let’s see what you can do,” I muttered to the Gauntlet.

I ran toward the Shadow, and it shifted to face me. This Shadow was similar to the other — taller than me, with a golden, metallic skin. The reflections on the skin showed distorted images of demons wailing in fear as they were ripped apart.

Its mouth opened wide, and I could see a fleshy tentacle where its tongue should be. It swayed back and forth.

The Acolyte laughed from his position near the portal. “You really have a death wish, Chosen.”

“God, you talk so much.”

His eyes narrowed at me. “You should be grateful for every second you live. There are not many left.”

The Shadow chose that moment to attack. It snapped a fist out straight at my head. I ducked under it and swung my sword at it, but it pulled back. The Shadow was quick — even faster than the last time, I guessed.

Probably stronger, too, I thought. I need to be careful.

I tossed off a crescent of fire, but it dodged it. Then it threw itself at me. The Shadow’s arms flashed as it hit at me again and again. It was all I could do to keep out of the way and block some of the blows.

This thing was terrifying in its raw power — I knew I’d never faced anything in its league. Even the demons with the absorbed Sleeper hadn’t processed enough of the Deep to be like this Shadow. My arm started to ache from the force of its punches. I wasn’t sure how I’d even be able to fight back at this rate.

“Albion strike!”

The Warden leapt thirty feet into the sky. He came down straight at the Shadow with his sword chopping.

“Hisssss.”

The Shadow abandoned its attack on me and retreated. The Warden landed harmlessly where it had been standing.

“I thought you could kill this monstrosity, Chosen,” the Warden spat.

“I’m working on it.”

“Pathetic. Let me show you how a real man handles it.”

He charged at the Shadow, which just craned its head to the side. When he got close, the Shadow opened its mouth and the tentacle slapped out. I’d thought it was more like a long tongue, but at its full length it was equal to its arms. The hand on the end of the tentacle smashed into the Warden’s shield.

The shield cracked in half, and the Warden was sent flying back up the hill.

“Good to know that’s how a real man handles it,” I muttered.

THWICK-CHING

An arrow ricocheted off of the Shadow’s skin, skittering on the ground and through the portal to hell. Jenna was trying to help out, but even her magic royal arrows couldn’t wound it.

“Get the other demons,” I shouted.

“We are,” she replied.

Looking back, I saw that the demons were now outnumbered, and while the Warden’s men weren’t that impressive, they worked well to bring down the ones that my friends hadn’t killed.

A flash of blue hair announced Wren joining my fight as well. “Hit it in the mouth, right?”

“That worked last time. We need to slow it down before…” I didn’t want to mention the Gauntlet before I had to.

She nodded and spread to my right. I threw another crescent of fire at the Shadow, and it snorted and ducked beneath it.

“Come on, then,” I said.

It ran at me, quickly closing the distance. I swung my sword, but it blocked with its forearm. I had as much strength as possible behind the hit, and it left only a superficial cut in the armor. We definitely would need to hit a weak spot.

Wren jumped forward and landed a couple cuts on its back before she danced away. It flailed after her, and I took the chance to thrust at the Shadow’s head. It shifted at the last second, sending my sword to slide harmlessly across its shoulder.

The two of us traded attacks as the Shadow tried to decide who to focus on. I thought we were making good progress, and saw an opening.

“Hit it again,” I shouted.

“You hit it,” she snapped back.

“I have an idea.”

“Ugh, fine.” Wren swiped at the Shadow, then shouted, “Hey, shiny boy, over here.”

The Shadow snarled and ran for her. It opened its mouth, bringing the tentacle to bear. As it did, I chopped hard at its knee.

WHACK

The sword didn’t cut deep, but I hit hard enough that the Shadow stumbled. “Now!”

Wren swung hard with her ax and caught the tentacle just below the hand. It cut it off, and the Shadow screamed in pain.

“Aaaaaarrrrgggh!”

“Nice one,” Wren said. “Now we —”

SHUNK

A sword shoved through Wren’s chest, spraying blue blood everywhere as her eyes rolled back into her head.

“That’s for what you did to all of us,” the Warden gloated. He ripped his sword from Wren and let her fall to the ground.

“What the fuck?” I shouted.

“Only a true defender of the Island will kill this thing.” He ignored me and charged for the wounded Shadow. It was still flailing and clutching at its wounded tentacle.

The Warden thrust for the mouth, but the Shadow caught his sword with one hand. The other dropped the tentacle and grabbed him around the throat. He had on armor, but it crumpled as the Shadow squeezed.

He struggled for a moment before a loud crack echoed through the area and the Warden fell still. The Shadow tossed his body to the side as his men shouted in fear.

While karma worked fast, I still couldn’t process everything that happened.

But I couldn’t miss the chance, so I pushed everything out of my mind except for the Shadow and the Gauntlet.

Reaching out, I gripped the Shadow on the shoulder. As soon as I did, I felt a mix of energy flow through me and the Shadow. I could visualize everything that comprised the Shadow of the Sleeper. It was like a tangled ball of cords, with different ends heading in every direction.

There was the traditional magic working through there, as well as an energy that felt decidedly demonic. But behind it all was something that felt wrong — like a funshow mirror, the energy was distorted and unnatural. A thick cord led off and back through the portal.

“There we go,” I whispered.

Using the Gauntlet was as easy as thinking about it, and I mentally cut the weird energy. The moment I did, the rest of the energy inside of the Shadow started fading. The Shadow moaned in fear. It tried to punch me, but couldn’t even lift its arm as it slumped onto the ground. Its skin broke apart, flaking off in clumps of rust and rot. Inside of the Shadow’s body was just nothingness. A vacuum where normal beings would have organs.

“What did you do?” The Acolyte’s eyes were locked onto the Shadow, full of concern and fear.

“The same thing I’ll do to your master.”

“That’s impossible…”

He was still close to the portal. “Pin him down, Jenna,” I shouted.

THWICK

An arrow slammed into his foot, nailing him to the ground.

“What?” Confusion turned into alarm as the Acolyte tried to escape. He started to yank free, pulling at his leg.

The arrow slowed him down for the split second I needed. I lunged forward and grabbed his neck.

He froze, and I felt the Gauntlet flare to life once again.

Where the inside of the Shadow was a jumbled ball of magic and the Sleeper’s Deep power, the Acolyte was purely demonic. I never thought I’d think of that as familiar, but it felt more natural than whatever the Deep was.

His core pulsed with power, but with the Gauntlet holding him, he couldn’t access it if I didn’t want him to. I felt how to shut him out, and pressed down with my mind. Even his struggling weakened as I did.

“How are you doing this?”

“The gods might be gone, but their tools aren’t,” I said.

The Acolyte’s core wasn’t the only thing that I could sense. I felt a thread of the Deep wrapped around it, looping back and forth. The end traced back through the portal, heading in the same direction as the Shadow’s connection.

I snipped it off.

The Acolyte’s body went rigid, twitching and convulsing. I kept my grip on him, but he just shook and stayed limp in my hand.

“You did it,” he stuttered. “You freed me.”

“You were a prisoner.”

He coughed, and flecks of black blood appeared at the corner of his mouth. “There’s no time. My master broke me, and rebuilt me, and without that part of Lythnyla holding me together, I will die. Forever. But you must stop them. They will destroy everything.”

“How? Where will the next rift be?”

“This one stayed open too long. The world isn’t ready, but the Sleeper won’t wait anymore. Lythnyla will open a final portal and come through.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. I don’t…” The Acolyte coughed again as his eyes dimmed. “An island. Look for the island.”

“There’s so many islands,” I shouted.

“You’ll know, Chosen. You’ll know.”

Then he died. Held in the Gauntlet, I could feel a difference from when normal demons died. Instead of transporting back to hell, the energy that made the Acolyte whatever he was dissipated, breaking apart.

I dropped him. Then it hit me. “Wren!”

She lay on the ground, blue blood spreading out around her. I crouched down, gently touching her head. “Oh god.”

Her eyes opened slightly. “Is it bad? Will I make it, Ace?”

“I don’t know…” I sighed as I realized she wouldn’t die. “Maybe not.”

“Fuck, this hurts,” she groaned. Her voice caught in her throat. “Did you get him?”

“Yeah, we stopped the Shadow and killed the Acolyte.”

“No.” She coughed. “The Warden. Did you fuck him up?”

I glanced over at his limp body. “The Shadow took care of that for me.”

She smiled. “Good.” With that, she closed her eyes and lay back.

Beatrix walked up and pulled out a small vial. “Here, give her this.” She tossed it to me. It looked like it held about an ounce of liquid, and what was in it was clear.

“Is it water?”

The Brit shook her head. “It’ll help. I need to close the rift.”

“Right, right.”

Beatrix and Juniper got to work on the ritual to seal the opening. I popped the cork from the vial. While it looked like water, it had a faint scent of clover and rose. When I pressed it to Wren’s lips, she opened her mouth and let me pour it in. She coughed again, but swallowed it all. It didn’t magically heal her right away, but I thought she started breathing easier after it went down.

“Rory, keep an eye on her,” I said.

“On it.” The blonde knelt down next to Wren.

I stood, turning to face the remains of the Warden’s men. Of the twenty that charged over the hill, half fell during the fight, and it looked like some wouldn’t be getting back up. The others eyed me warily.

Checking myself out, I realized I was covered in blood, and the Gauntlet looked decidedly more dangerous after taking out two demons with just a touch. “We’ll seal this up, then we’re leaving,” I said.

The men nodded, and started dragging their people away. I checked in with the others — they’d all had a tough fight, but Juniper and Jenna kept any serious threats from getting close to them.

We’d survived — and, outside of Wren’s stabbing, we were unharmed. With Beatrix busy, I told Jenna about the island.

“Ring any bells?”

“Not a bit,” she said. “Let me check with my team.”

She stepped away as she pulled out her phone, and I sat back down next to Rory and Wren.

“That was pretty crazy, huh,” Rory said.

“Yeah. Makes me miss the days when it was just Pallatrox being a dick.”

She laughed. “Well, what’s next?”

I shrugged. We sat for a few minutes as the ritual continued. I kept my eyes locked on the portal in case any other demons tried to come through, but it looked like any who wanted to had already come.

Halfway through, Jenna returned. She wore a serious expression on her face.

“What’s wrong?”

“So, they didn’t know what the island might be referring to.”

“Damn…” I didn’t see how we’d figure it out.

But Jenna continued, “Except there've been rumors of volcanic activity in the Pacific Ocean. In places where there aren’t supposed to be volcanoes. My people managed to get a look from a satellite, and there’s a new island in the middle of nowhere.”

“And that doesn’t happen all the time, right?”

She shook her head. “Do you happen to have a boat guy? I don’t think your plane will be able to land there.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven



It turned out that being the most valuable client of a prestigious law firm meant I actually did have a boat guy. As they were finishing up the ritual, I called Douglass, and got his niece instead.

“Mr. Winters, I’m happy to help you however I can,” Whitney said.

“Okay, Whitney, well, I’m flying down to Chile, and I need a boat that can go into the deep sea.”

“Are we talking Yacht? Fishing boat? Shipping? I can find whatever you need.”

“Whatever is the fastest. And can hold a dozen people, at least.”

“Leave it to me. I’ll text you the details.”

I told Jenna, who agreed to join us on our boat.

So when the others finished the ritual and sealed the rift, we once again boarded my plane and flew down to Punta Arenas, Chile. Everyone was exhausted, and tried to sleep. Since she was still recovering from the literal backstab, I let Wren have the private room.

When I checked on her, she groaned. “What?”

“I just wanted to see how you’re doing, Wren.”

She was lying on the bed, a thick bandage wrapped around her torso. “Well, I just had a sword shoved through my chest. So not my best day ever.”

I sat down next to her on the edge of her bed. “You don’t have to come with us, you know.”

Wren snorted in derision. “You’re going to need all the help you can get.”

“I had to carry you on here. Do you think you’ll be able to stand?”

“Actually, I’m feeling a lot better than I expected. Did you do something?” She looked at me warily.

“Beatrix had a vial of something. I gave you that.”

“Smells like roses?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn it. That’s Merlin’s Health.”

“Wait… actual Merlin?”

She rolled her eyes, then grimaced as even that little movement still hurt. “No, it’s a potion. Supposedly Merlin came up with it, but I never met the guy, so who knows? But it helps a body heal faster than it otherwise would. A sword wound like this would probably put me in a coma for a month while the first round of healing got started. At least that’s what happened the last time someone stabbed me in the lung and heart.”

“It sucks that it’s happened more than once.”

“Tell me about it.”

I thought for a moment, then asked, “Why are you mad about it? Isn’t this a good thing?”

“It’s an expensive thing to make. Since it just boosts healing, you can’t just swig one and be back on your feet, but originally it would mean that people who might be crippled for life from an injury could recover, or heal from an otherwise slow death. It takes six months to make, and involves a shit ton of ingredients that you can’t just buy at Wal-Mart.”

“I still don’t see why that’s a problem.”

“‘Cause now I owe Bea! That’s the worst.”

I laughed. “No, I think the worst would be a painful coma for a month.”

She glared at me. “I think I want to sleep now.”

“Fine, fine. But maybe this is a good time to mend fences.”

She grumbled something under her breath, but I left her in peace. When I sat down in one of the chairs, I quickly fell asleep and only woke when we were close to landing.

Jenna met us once we landed, and we were all shuttled to the docks. It was a small town, with lots of activity. Everyone was going about their lives as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. It reminded me what I was fighting for — the entire world, not just my little slice of it. No matter what the Sleeper offered, I couldn’t condemn everyone else to death and destruction.

“Whoa,” Via said as the van pulled up to our ship. She startled me out of my thoughts, and then I saw the ship the Whitney had booked for us.

It gleamed in the sunlight, with bright white paint. It had three floors, with a sharp prow. I pegged it at one hundred and fifty feet long.

Rory whistled. “After we save the world, can we just tool around on this thing for a couple months?”

“Sounds good to me,” Via said.

“Don’t you have to go back to class?”

Via shrugged. “I’d rather hang out on a yacht.”

“Same.”

They both stared wistfully at it. I stepped between them. “Come on, ladies. That’s our ride.”

We loaded up on the boat. The inside was just as impressive as the outside. Two major suites dominated the bottom floor, and I gave one to Jenna and the other to Wren. Jenna tried to decline, but I felt weird having a queen on board and not giving her the best room. Wren didn’t fight it, and I knew she needed more quiet and rest if she was going to get well enough to help us out.

The rest of us shared the cabins on the second floor. They were still luxurious by any standard, and we all had our own space.

Soon enough, the captain pulled us out of the port and had us sailing for the new island. I was worried he’d ask questions, but when I texted Whitney about the crew keeping our destination hush-hush, she explained it all.

Whitney: Don’t worry about it.

Ace: Are you sure?

Ace: It’s going to be pretty odd.

Whitney: These guys see it all, and they know their jobs depend on keeping their mouths shut.

I didn’t think they’d seen demons and a brand-new island rising out of nowhere, but I decided to trust Whitney. If Douglass did, that was good enough for me.

It took three days to sail to the new island. I spent the time training with the Gauntlet.

Now that I’d experienced how it worked, I could tap into it more readily. It provided me with access to other people’s magical cores and their very essence, and I could start to visualize them if I wore it — even without touching someone. I wouldn’t be able to do anything without physical contact, but it was a start.

Wren steadily improved over the journey. She complained more and more each day, which is how I knew she really was feeling better.

I even saw her briefly thank Beatrix, and the Brit just accepted it with a polite “You’re welcome.”

Small steps.

At the end of the third day, with the sun setting in the distance, we finally spotted the island.

For freshly coming out of the ocean, it appeared like it had been there for a long time. A central mountain towered over everything, and a thick forest wrapped the rest of the land in foliage. As we got closer, I borrowed a telescope from the crew and saw that there was a large, black stone structure just above the treeline on the mountain.

At first I thought that it was a castle, but I realized it was actually a solid platform, with a flat top.

“That’s our goal,” I whispered. I knew it, whether it was from the Challenge or my connection to the Deep, I knew that we’d find the Sleeper there.

“What would you like to do now, sir,” the Captain said.

I handed him back the telescope. “We need to land there. Any advice?”

He studied the shore. “It’s too shallow for this boat to approach.”

“Damn,” I cursed. “All this way. I guess I’ll swim if I have to.”

“Oh, no, sir. We have smaller craft for situations just like this. I’ll lower the speedboat down. Your group should fit in one with no issue, and we’ll be on the radio if you need us to pick you up with the second one.”

I gave him a grin. “That works for me.”

“Will you go in the morning?”

I looked back at the mountain, and I could feel the pull of the weird stone structure. Something was happening, and I didn’t want to waste any more time.

“No. We can go as soon as it's ready. I’ll get my people.”

The yacht cruised closer to the island, and then we all gathered at the rear of the boat. A small landing let us load into the speedboat. Wren even joined us — she looked pale, but whole.

“Glad you could make it,” I said.

“It’s the end of the world. I wasn’t going to sit it out.” She gave me a small smile, and I returned it.

Once we were all in, I took the controls.

The Captain nodded at me. “Have fun on your… excursion?”

“It’s an orgy,” Rory said.

He went white, but otherwise didn’t react. “As you will.”

I shook my head at her and pointed the boat at the shore. The others laughed, but my mind was focused on the dangers ahead of us.

We were heading into the maw of the beast.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Rory Silver


The boat bounced through the choppy waters surrounding the island. Rory stood at the front, her hands gripping the railing. Spray blew past her, and she laughed with excitement. As they approached, more and more details came into view.

Even though the island only appeared a few days before, it was covered in plant life. Thick trees started just a few dozen yards from the shoreline. It made Rory think of those old jungle adventure movies, except the trees all felt slightly off. The bark, the branches, the leaves — Rory thought they were designed by something that had only been told about them, but never seen a real one.

Ace slowed the boat as they drew closer. “See anything?”

Rory shook her head. “Maybe a few hints of movement, but it could be the wind.”

“We must prepare for anything,” Beatrix said. “There has been plenty of time for the Sleeper to lay traps or ambushes.”

The others all agreed. Rory noticed that Via’s hands shook slightly. She slid over to sit next to her.

“You can stay with the boat, if you want to.”

“I know,” Via said. “But if we fail, it’s the end of everything, right? What if I could help make a difference?”

Rory patted her leg. “I just wanted you to know that no one will think any less of you.” She twisted, showing off the jacket that Via had made for her. “I mean, just look at the awesome clothes you make.”

Via laughed. “Well, I’m getting better with the crossbow. So maybe I can be a dual threat.”

“You definitely can.”

“Hold tight,” Ace shouted.

The boat scraped onto the floor of the ocean as they reached the shore. Their momentum pushed them further up, then Ace shut off the engine. Before anyone else could act, Queen Jenna jumped overboard and into the water. She grabbed the front of the boat and dragged it further onto the sand and stones.

“Damn, girl,” Rory said. “When did you get so strong? I need your workout. Is it Pilates? I feel like everyone is doing Pilates these days.”

“Benefits of the Hidden Throne.” Jenna thought for a moment, then added with a grin, “Also, I do actually do Pilates four times a week.”

“I knew it! That ass is definitely more than just magic.”

Jenna blushed while the others laughed as they started to climb out of the boat. Rory was happy she could add a little levity to the situation — everyone was starting to get so grim, and it was only the apocalypse. No reason not to laugh a little.

The shore was a mix of dark sand and small black stones. They were slick and wet, making the ground treacherous.

“Not really a prime vacation spot, Ace,” Rory teased. “Now I’m glad I didn’t bring my bikini.”

“I’ll keep that in mind for next time,” Ace replied. “I’ll see if whoever wants to kill us all can maybe do it in the Bahamas next time.”

“If anyone could pull off fighting in a bikini, it’s you,” Juniper said.

“Thanks, Junebug. This is why you’re my best friend.”

Their yacht had arrived at the island near the end of the day, and now the sun was truly starting to set. The mountain at the center blocked much of it, casting the forest in front of them into shadow.

“Bea, you’re up,” Rory said.

The Brit nodded and cast her light spell. The hovering orbs of light glided out and took their positions just behind each of the group. A few extra balls floated near Beatrix.

“Our goal is to make it to that structure on the mountain,” Ace explained. “Whatever the Sleeper has planned, it will be there, I’m sure of it. Stay close together, and be on the look out for anything.” He stared back up at the mountain. “The Sleeper clearly has demon servants, but we don’t know what else they have up their sleeves.”

The troop set out. Ace took the lead, using his sword to cut through any particularly thick plant life. Beatrix and Via followed him, both keeping an eye out in either direction. Rory took the middle, just in front of Juniper and Jenna.

Wren brought up the rear. Rory was impressed with how well she was holding up.

I know I wouldn’t be back up and at 'em after a sword to the chest, she thought. At least for a couple more weeks.

But the blue-haired demon was a trooper. Even though she clearly had some lingering pain, she knew just how important this all was and hid it from them as best she could.

The trees had thick trunks, most two feet across or more. But they weren’t terribly tall, with the canopy forming only thirty or forty feet above them. As soon as they entered the forest proper, the light dropped even more, blocked by the crisscrossing branches and leaves.

Some vines and creepers stretched between the trees, but Ace’s sword made short work of them. Rory had her favorite knife gripped tight in her left hand, and had a throwing knife ready in her right.

The whole place unsettled her, as much as she didn’t want to admit it. The shifting shadows from their magical lights didn’t help, but it took her a few minutes of walking to figure out exactly what was bothering her.

The whole forest was silent.

No animal noises, no bugs chirping. Just the quiet shifting of the leaves and the group's footfalls were all that she heard.

Ten minutes further in, the ground rumbled. Everything rattled, and Rory almost slipped. Behind her, Juniper only saved herself from falling by catching on a trunk of a tree. The earthquake went on for almost a minute.

“I don’t love that,” Rory muttered.

“It does not bode well,” Beatrix agreed.

“Then we need to pick up the pace.” Ace looked back at them, and Rory saw him check in with Wren.

The demon just gave him a quick nod. He turned back and they continued their jungle hike.

Half an hour later, night had truly fallen in the jungle. Rory thought it was dark before, but now they could only see thanks to Bea’s magic. They stayed closer together, not wanting anyone to get separated.

The ground started sloping noticeably upwards. They’d reached the base of the mountain. The trees still towered over them, but the angle of the ground meant they occasionally had peeks at the stars.

Via stopped and stared at one of the gaps where a small hill meant that some trees hadn’t appeared.

“What is it?” Rory asked.

“The stars… are wrong.”

“Wrong?”

“We are in the southern hemisphere, darling,” Beatrix said.

Jenna joined them, and looked up. “No, she’s right.”

Rory gazed at the stars. They burned with a bright intensity she had never seen before. And while she was never interested in astronomy, she agreed with Via. They just felt wrong. Otherworldly.

The wind changed direction, and the smell of rotting flesh reached Rory’s nose. “Yuck.” She gagged. The others all groaned, and Juniper covered her nose.

“Where is that coming from?” Jenna asked.

Beatrix waved her hand and sent two of the extra balls of light forward. They slowly illuminated the area between them and the hill.

“Oh, god,” Juniper groaned.

“Is that a…” Via trailed off.

“Yeah.”

With the lights, Rory could see that they weren’t near a small hill. In front of them was the rotting corpse of a huge whale. Eighty or ninety feet long, and almost twenty feet tall in the middle, it was clearly dead and had been for a while.

“How did it get here?”

“It must have been swimming by when the island rose,” Wren said. “Poor girl. She was probably trying to stop this.”

Everyone turned to look at the demon.

“What? A lot of whales are smart. Smarter than humans, anyway. They keep the seas safe.”

“Okay, lots to unpack there,” Rory said, “But maybe we should move away from the dead whale?”

The others agreed. Then Rory noticed that the hill wasn’t quite still.

“Guys…” She pointed at it. The grey ground shifted around, bulging and shaking. “I don’t like the look of that.”

“For the Sleeper!” A guttural cry came out of the darkness.

Three demons burst out of the corpse of the whale in a spray of blood, flesh, and chunks of fat. Masked in shadow, she couldn’t get a good look at them, but they were all tall and strong.

“Incoming,” Ace yelled.

Rory reacted quickly, throwing her knife at the nearest of the demons. He didn’t see it in the dark and it stabbed into his arm.

“Arrgh!” He roared and charged at her.

Splashes of light flew across the area as their magic users started casting. Via and Jenna both fired arrows, but their targets dodged out of the way.

The demon Rory hit lunged at her. She ducked under his long arm, getting a good look at the razor-like bones sticking out of his skin and running from the wrist to the elbow.

Always prepared, Rory already had two more knives in her hands. She slashed across, leaving a shallow cut along its side. Then the blonde somersaulted backwards to put some distance between her and the demon, tossing a knife at him to buy herself some time.

“You smell rank,” she taunted. “Why not just hide behind a tree?”

“I’ll bring your head to my master and we will celebrate your destruction.”

“God, even your breath stinks. Were you licking that whale?”

The demon growled, diving at her with his razors slicing through the air. Rory danced backwards and pulled another knife out.

With a quick overhand toss, she landed it right in the demon’s eye. He screamed in pain, and clutched at the wound. Rory didn’t let the opportunity pass and jammed her other knife into the demon’s throat.

When she ripped it out, the demon fell to the ground.

“Did I kill you?”

The demon didn’t answer, so Rory shrugged. She knelt and stabbed him in the chest three times.

“Just to be safe.”

Looking around, Rory saw that the other two demons had been handled, and everyone was unharmed. Returning to her kill, she pulled her knife back out of its eye and cleaned both her blades. In the gloom, it took her a minute to find the other knife she threw, but when she did, she looked at the others with a grin.

“Alright, who’s ready to get out of the whale zone?” she asked.

Juniper raised her hand. “Me!”

No one disagreed, and the group quickly hiked away from the clearing.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



Iwas impressed with how everyone handled themselves in the jungle. The demons serving the Sleeper kept attacking us. They burst from the ground, dropped down from the trees, or jumped out of the dark. My friends and lovers didn’t hesitate or waver, and we won every fight no matter what they threw at us.

But it did slow us down.

The rumbling earth shook occasionally, and I started to think the demons ambushing us were more concerned about slowing us down than actually killing us. There were enough of them that they would have been better to try and overwhelm us, but instead every few minutes we’d be attacked. It sapped our strength and energy, but we kept pushing on. We had to.

Our hike turned into more of a climb and scramble as the mountain continued to grow steeper. I worried we’d never actually leave this weird forest, but then with almost no warning, we reached the tree line.

The trees unnaturally fell away, leaving us standing on a steep incline made of dark volcanic rock. Almost shining in the starlight ahead was the black structure, carved from obsidian. The stars that Via noticed were wrong felt even more off now that we could clearly see the sky. They didn’t twinkle, but shone with an angry intensity reflected in the smooth stone ahead of us.

“Creepy,” Rory whispered.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“So, uh, what now?” Via asked.

The structure was a single, solid piece of stone jutting out of the mountain. “I think we can reach the top if we go around,” I said. It looked like the flat surface at the top was close to the ground.

A light started to glow in the middle of the structure. “That can’t be good,” Rory said.

“No, it can’t. Let’s go.” I drew my sword and ran as quickly as I could across the uneven ground.

The glow intensified as I neared the structure. Up close, I could see it was almost a hundred feet tall, and truly was just one solid piece of rock. We veered to the right of it. The ground became steeper, but I put everything I had into it and was practically jumping up the rocky terrain.

I reached the top well ahead of the others. The roof looked like shiny glass — dark and smooth. The space was about the size of a football field, if a little more square.

The source of the light was immediately apparent. Right in the middle was a twisting tear in the air. It shimmered in deep purples and sickly greens, widening slowly even as I watched.

“Shit,” I muttered.

Jenna was the first to join me. “That’s where it’s coming through?”

“I think so.”

“What do we do?”

Shrugging, I said, “Fight whatever comes out and hope for the best.”

I had to give the Queen credit — she’d never shied away from a fight, and she didn’t start now. She pulled out a magical arrow and moved further away from me, getting a different angle on the hole.

The rest finally reached the top of the structure. “Oh my.” Beatrix gasped as she spotted the portal. “That is quite large.”

The portal had grown since I arrived. In less than a minute it stretched from about eight feet to twelve feet, and it was still going.

“I don’t know what’s going to come through there,” I told her. “But it’ll be bad. Keep everyone back and just try to launch attacks at it if you can or see a weakness.”

“I will.” She patted my arm. “Good luck, Ace.”

I gave her a smile. “Thanks. Love you, Bea.”

She blushed. “I feel the same.”

The portal crackled, sending sparks out across the surface. I strode closer, keeping an eye on it while Beatrix took command of everyone else.

The opening continued to grow, and the other side came more into focus. Screams echoed through it. It was day wherever it was, but the sky was blood red, and what little light came through didn’t add much illumination.

A castle stood on a hill a mile away from the opening. At least, that’s what I thought it was. It didn’t resemble anything I’d ever seen on earth. The main part of the building looked like a child had thrown massive blocks into a pile, with towers almost like spikes jutting out at odd angles all along it.

Whatever it was meant to guard against, it had failed, as I could see giant holes in the walls and a few of the towers lying in broken piles on the ground. Fires raged around the upper levels.

And I could feel a presence, like the energy that bound the Acolyte. But where that was a small thread, this felt like a bonfire burning nearby. It wasn’t in sight, but my Gauntlet made me aware of it just beyond the portal.

Then Galliyae spoke, communicating directly into my mind.

“My Chosen. Lythnyla draws near. Your Fourth Challenge will be your greatest test yet — and the greatest of any of my Chosen. I believe in you. Good luck.”

Her voice filled me with warmth and energy. I whispered, “I won’t let you down.”

Then I saw the Sleeper for the first time. Well, part of it, anyway.

A metal hand the size of a small car gripped the edge of the portal. It had golden skin like the shadow, but instead of reflecting anything, it felt like it was sucking in light to never let it escape again.

It grasped the edge of the portal and pulled. A horrendous ripping noise drowned out everything else as the magical opening was forced wider.

The air tore apart, sending sparks of light in every direction. As the hole got bigger, the Sleeper’s head appeared.

The Shadows I fought were minuscule imitations of what Lythnyla actually was. The golden head slowly rose into view — ten feet tall, with no eyes, nose, or ears. Yet the attention of the massive monster was clearly focused directly on me.

Its mouth — wide and vicious — curled into a smile. “Ah, little Chosen. I wondered if we would ever meet in person.”

The thing’s voice was low and harsh, almost hurting my ears with its cutting sound. I pushed through as I responded, “I hoped you’d just go back to napping, to be honest. That’s not rude, is it?”

“Your poor attempts at humor only hide what we both know, little Chosen. In my presence there is only room for fear and submission. Accept the truth: you have been abandoned by your goddess, and now both of these realms will finally be mine. My rule has been long delayed, but no more. The new lord of all has arrived.”

Lythnyla grabbed the edges of the portal and started pulling themself through. For the first time, I didn’t know what to do.

The Sleeper was a literal giant. It came through, and just didn’t stop. It had the basic shape of the Shadow — willow arms, golden skin, humanoid body. But I couldn’t believe how much of it there was.

When it finally cleared the portal, it stood up. The portal frayed and ripped, exploding and sending odd lights into the sky. It was still there, and the energy of hell was still leaking through. It just lacked the form it had before.

“Geez,” I heard Rory mutter. I didn’t have anything else to add — what else even was there to say?

Above me, Lythnyla peered down at me, their eyeless face turned in my direction. “Now, little Chosen, you have stolen the power of my brethren. I gave you plenty of opportunities to work with me, and you have refused.”

“Yeah, I’m not big on destroying the world. My bad.”

All at once, I felt tentacles of power pressing around my magical core. I’d experienced something similar while fighting the succubi, but this was even more powerful.

They wriggled at the edge of my defenses, searching for a way in. I was grateful for all the training and gifts I’d been given, because the mental attack felt like a tsunami smashing into everything, trying to flood me out.

Each called out to me, offering me power, wealth, whatever I wanted. They showed me images of whole kingdoms bowing to me. I saw myself traveling through space, landing on other planets and announcing the coming Lord Lythnyla. The entire universe would fall before us, and I would be the sword of the coming rulers. Lythnyla’s reign would be eternal, and I would kneel and serve and be swathed in glory.

None of it was real — and despite what the Sleeper said or thought, none of that was fated to happen. With more effort than I’d ever needed before, I shoved those thoughts away, channeling my own magic into my defenses. The attack kept up for a few more seconds before the tentacles slowed and then retreated.

The giant frowned. “You refuse and you resist.”

“I already have a patron,” I said. “And she doesn’t want to kill or enslave all of the people I’ve ever met.”

“Bah. So be it. The only safe ending for you was in my service, either willingly or not. I cannot open the way for the rest of my kind when there is such an abomination running around. If you bent the knee, perhaps it could be allowed to stand. But now you must be destroyed.”

I swallowed nervously, but tried to play it cool to keep the morale of the others up. “That’s a lot of talk from someone whose ass I’ve kicked twice already.”

Lythnyla sneered at me. I could see the massive tentacle tongue twisting inside their mouth, behind the sharp teeth. “The disrespect must end. You defeated my Shadows, but that is as easy as closing a blind. The sun that cast the shadow still looms large outside. Do you really think you can stop the sun?”

The giant raised their foot into the air. I started moving to my right, racking my brain for something that might hurt the Sleeper.

“Mul!” I decided to see just how tough the Sleeper was, and poured more power than normal into one of my spells. The crescent of flame shot out from the end of my sword, almost six feet across and white hot.

It flew straight at the leg that wasn’t being used to try and stomp me. Before, the spell had made at least small impacts on the Shadows, so I hoped that the powered-up version might have an impact against the real thing.

The fire slammed into Lythnyla’s ankle. In a blink, it vanished, leaving only a hint of a reflection before it dimmed to nothing.

WHAM

I dove out of the way of the foot as it crashed into where I’d been standing. The whole mountain shook from the force of the blow.

What do I do? I wondered as I scrambled to my feet, barely keeping my balance. That didn’t even affect the Sleeper.

There was one solution. The Gauntlet of the Gods was still on my arm, and through it I could feel the Sleeper’s power. But despite their unnatural size, the Sleeper was shockingly fast. The Sleeper kicked out at me before I’d even recovered, and I found myself rolling out of the way.

The air that the kick displaced sent me sliding across the smooth stone surface.

I needed to touch the Sleeper with the Gauntlet, and I wasn’t sure how to go about it. A single wrong step and the Sleeper would crush me into paste. The others might be able to distract them, but I didn’t want to risk them more than I had to — if I couldn’t hurt the Sleeper, then they definitely wouldn’t make a scratch.

“You fight to live,” Lythnyla said. “It is too bad you are so foolhardy. You would have made an excellent servant. Still, there will be plenty of others.”

The monster towered over me, blotting out the light and the stars. The Sleeper reared back with one hand, and brought it straight down at me. I tried to shift so that it would hit right next to me, but at the last moment, the Sleeper changed the angle. I was already committed and couldn’t shift directions.

It all happened in less than a second, and I realized I’d made a fatal mistake.

WHAM

Something hit me from behind and sent me flying across the structure. All I saw was a flash of blue hair as the Sleeper’s fist crushed into the stone.

Wren had saved me. At great cost.

“No!”

I didn’t know whether she could even survive that type of injury or an attack from the Sleeper, and I couldn’t waste what she risked. I landed near the Sleeper’s foot and slapped the palm of the Gauntlet against it.

And I felt nothing. Lythnyla’s skin was a dead zone, with no hint of the Deep energy I could sense from them. The Gauntlet didn’t work against the Sleeper.

“Ahahahahahaha!”

The Sleeper stood straight, lifting their hand from the stone. Their laugh was deep, brutal, and haunting.

Where the Sleeper struck, I could see Wren’s crushed body. My heart broke seeing what she’d sacrificed — even if she lived, she was suffering to save me. To save everybody. And I couldn’t do it. Not with the weird protection the Sleeper had.

“Little Chosen,” Lythnyla gloated. “You think that I didn’t know about the weapons your gods made. I have spent these eons preparing. And you come to face me with the relics of a forgotten age.”

“Fuck,” I muttered.

I was well and truly beaten. The Sleeper wasn’t even on my level — they were playing a different game entirely.

“I see the truth has hit you.” They peered down at me, their eyeless face pointed my way. “You cannot win. You cannot break my armor.”

Looking over at Wren, I saw one eye open. She was battered and bruised, but she looked at me. “Make it count,” she mouthed.

Her eyes closed, and I looked back at the monster looming above me. I sighed. “Fine.”

“It is too late for you to become my servant, little Chosen. I cannot abide a willful worker. So now I must consume the parts of my brethren you have stolen.”

The Sleeper leaned down. The mouth opened wide, the lips splitting to reveal the sharp teeth and huge tentacle. It shouldn’t even fit inside the mouth, but it slowly extended. The hand on the end reached for me.

I didn’t fight, I didn’t run.

“Ace, no!” Juniper screamed.

I gave her a small smile. “I love you all,” I said.

Then the hand grabbed me. It was almost delicate, scooping me up from the ground. I could hear screams, but I wasn’t sure if that was from the others or echoing from the destruction that the Sleeper had already caused. The tentacle retracted, pulling me into Lythnyla’s open maw. All I could see in the darkness was flashing teeth.


Chapter Thirty



As I reached the mouth, the hand relaxed. Two teeth came directly at me as Lythnyla closed their mouth. Right as the hand started to draw away so that the giant could eat me, I kicked off and dove deep into the mouth.

“Huh?” Lythnyla sounded confused. “What are you doing?”

Apparently along with my friends, the Sleeper believed that I’d just given up. Exactly what I hoped for.

“You shouldn’t talk with your mouth full. It’s rude,” I said.

I landed on the tentacle. It shifted and twisted, trying to find me in the cramped space. The Sleeper’s mouth was larger on the inside than the outside, and the train-sized appendage curled around in circles, searching for me.

Each time it moved, I leapt to another place. The tentacle and hand were armored as well, which I learned meant that while I couldn’t feel the power of the Deep, the Sleeper couldn’t feel me, either.

A small circle of light appeared near me. The glowing orb that Beatrix made had followed me up to the mouth, albeit slower than I’d arrived.

With more of the space visible, I looked for anything I could actually harm. A low, purple shine came from the rear of the mouth.

“As good as anything,” I muttered.

“You must stop this,” my unwilling host growled. The Sleeper’s voice rumbled through the space, echoing off the cavern walls.

Not sure if Lythnyla could actually hear me, I still tried to taunt them. “Stop what?”

I jumped from my current stopping point and caught onto the next coil of tentacle. Pulling myself up, I found myself only fifty feet from the purple shine.

That gave me an immediate sense of vertigo, as I knew that Lythnyla’s head was only ten feet or so across, yet I was standing in a space the size of a basketball gym.

The single tentacle thrashed, sending a wave along the whole of it. I saw it coming, and leapt to the next bunch right as it went by.

“This is a travesty! An invasion!” The thing’s voice grew shriller in anger.

“Yeah, not fun, is it?” I growled.

The source of the purple light was closer, and I saw that it was the Sleeper’s throat. The muscles around the entrance were coated in the gold covering, and they flexed and moved with each heavy breath the monster took.

“Man,” I complained. “Neither of us will like this.”

“What are you doing, Chosen?”

I hoped that the others could hear the conversation — at least the giant’s half of it — and know I was okay. Well, I was in the mouth of a horrid monster, so not okay, but at least alive and still fighting.

“Say ah,” I shouted.

I ran and shoved off of the tentacle. My jump was perfect, and I sailed through the air. I slipped into the Sleeper’s throat feet first. Luckily it was also oversized, so I slid down it like a large slide at a kids park.

“No!” The giant roared, the sound vibrating all through the body.

But it was too late. I could see the end of the gold protection.

A purple orb floated in the middle of a cavity a few hundred feet below me. Streaks of green electricity ran along the outside. The orb was five feet across, and I could sense all of the Sleeper’s power bundled inside of it.

Pulling my hand back, I punched out as I landed on it.

The Gauntlet broke through the orb, cracking it like an egg.

Instantly, I could feel strings of Lythnyla’s essence spreading out from the orb. All of them led back to a twisted knot of power. From that, I saw a long cord running away until it faded.

“The connection to its old world,” I whispered.

With the power of the Gauntlet, I ripped at that. It severed, breaking away.

“Ahhhhhhhhh!”

A deafening scream came from the Sleeper. “What have you done? It’s gone. Everything has vanished! This is impossible. Where has my world gone?”

Around me, the cavity of the Sleeper started shaking. The gold covering above started flaking off, falling past me in large chunks.

The rest of the power throbbed, and I pushed the Gauntlet deeper. I gripped the center of the knot. Endless bounds of energy coursed through the mass I held in the Gauntlet’s fist. It was a solid ball that reminded me of my own magical core.

The thing that made me me.

I squeezed.

“Noooooo!”

The giant roared. At the throat above me, the hand tried to shove its way in, but it couldn’t fit. The power fought back, resisting whatever pressure I gave. Everything shook around me, but with the Gauntlet I wasn’t going anywhere.

So I pushed my own magical energy into my sword and shoved that into the orb with my free hand. The blade sliced in until the tip pierced the core held tightly in my fist.

Everything went silent.

Then there was a flash of purple light and the walls of the cavity shattered. Pieces exploded in every direction. The giant orb broke apart. Hurricane-force winds blasted me. The outside cracked and fell away, while I held on tight to the core.

As the pieces of the Sleeper came apart, the nearest glowed a healthy white light. My sword matched it, shining brightly. As I watched, the remains of the Sleeper turned completely into energy and flew into my sword.

I gasped as the first part of Lythnyla entered me.

It was a power unlike anything I’d ever felt. While there was a faint familiarity of the power of the Deep, I realized that the small fragment I took from the Culcate ritual was nothing compared to this.

More and more pulsed into the sword. It started to overwhelm me. I thought I should let go, but my hand wouldn’t release the pommel.

As it permeated every part of my being, I worried that I wouldn’t be able to contain all of the power. It was filling me to the brim, and the orb still hadn’t even begun to enter me. I was still hovering in the air, just me and the orb with my sword deep inside it.

My vision started to blur.

The last thing I saw was the people I loved all safe on the structure far below. I tried to smile, but couldn’t. None of my muscles would respond to my thoughts.

Everything went white. Every nerve in my body sent different signals to my brain. My leg felt like it was on fire, while my hand was freezing cold and my back was soaking wet.

I tried to block it all out and dropped into my internal space.

The roof of the building was missing, and a huge beam of light poured out of the sky and burned into the place where I kept my magic core.

I ran down the row of shelves and found where the beam was landing. My magic core was trying to absorb everything, but it looked like it was about to shatter. It was white, like normal, but purple cracks spread along the outside, mirroring the Sleeper’s orb I’d just broken.

I didn’t know what to do, so I just imagined that the energy that was overflowing spilled into a second orb.

Nothing happened at first. There were so many signals and thoughts rushing around, and I forced myself to concentrate. Everything narrowed down to just the single orb and the mental image I had of a second one appearing next to it.

Something changed inside of me. I don’t know what, I just felt a snap and suddenly there was a second orb. I decided to worry about what I’d done later, and just appreciated that I no longer felt like exploding.

This one quickly filled up, and I knew it wouldn’t hold out for long. So I created another. Making a third orb was easier. Once it was filled, I added a fourth.

But the energy felt almost infinite. Looking up, I couldn’t even tell a difference in the flow of power with the additional space. I tried to keep up, but the Sleeper’s essence was filling up the orbs as quickly as I could make them. Five, then ten, then fifteen.

Finally, I decided to try and make one giant orb. That had worked for the Sleeper, why not work for me?

I visualized one the size of a bus. My interior mind resisted. Before I’d had no issue creating anything I wanted here. It was my imagination, in some regards, so why not.

But everything fought and resisted it, even . I could feel the other orbs all starting to reach the disastrous capacity, so I pushed back.

OOOOOM

With an odd vibration, a giant orb appeared in the sky directly under the beam. It started hungrily sucking up the power.

At last I felt the core of the Sleeper start to break down and absorb into the sword. I don’t know how long it all took — it felt like years.

When it finally ended, I breathed a sigh of relief.

Then I blacked out.


Chapter Thirty-One



Icame to on the burnt crest of a hill. Blackened tufts of grass crunched under me as I rolled over.

Immediately I knew where I was. This was the place where I visited Galliyae after each of my Challenges.

The first time I visited, it was a peaceful countryside. Each visit, it seemed to steadily get worse and worse, and now it looked like a firestorm had ripped through.

Everywhere I looked was destruction. The ground had been ripped up, with deep furrows cutting across the land. Burnt stones and dirt littered the area. Lightning snaked down from the sky and hit the distant trees. A cold breeze blew through the air, sending a shiver down my back.

“Did the Sleeper do this?” I wondered out loud.

“No, my Chosen. My captor did this in their rage.”

Suddenly my chest tightened. Waves of pain ran down my legs. I gasped and fell to my knees. The energy I’d absorbed was still filling me beyond what I could handle.

“My dear Chosen, you are hurt.”

“The Sleeper’s power,” I panted. “It’s too much.”

“Be still.”

I tried my best to stop twitching. Something caressed my cheek. Nothing was visible, but I knew instantly that it was Galliyae.

Her familiar touch reached inside me. She massaged my newly expanded core.

“I am so sorry, my Chosen. Lythnyla spent their time wisely, and their power is much greater than I expected. I will attempt to do something, but it will require taking a small portion of what you’ve absorbed.”

All I could say was “Please.” The remnants of the Sleeper were about to rip me apart.

The invisible hand of Galliyae slipped gently inside me.

I couldn’t focus enough to see my internal world — or maybe I was blocked by where I was — but her presence calmed me. A minute passed as she worked inside me.

“Brace yourself.”

The warning came just in time. Galliyae pulled back, and I felt a portion of the power go with her. It hurt — deeply, like a part of my soul was ripped out. I screamed in pain, even with her warning.

“Your reward for the Challenge has two parts,” Galliyae said.

“What?”

“The rules of my prison require me to only speak about the Challenge, my Chosen.” I sensed some pain in her voice as she said even that. The goddess continued, “So the first part is that I will take some of this power and make you whole. You have done well, and I will not let this destroy you.”

Relief flowed through me as she worked to fix whatever the Sleeper had broken inside me. A minute later, she stopped.

“Thank you,” I whispered. I finally felt like I wasn’t on the verge of exploding. Instead, my core felt like I’d just overeaten at a Thanksgiving dinner — full to almost being sick, but not about to die.

“You are welcome, my Chosen. Now, the second part of your reward is a brief moment in my direct presence.”

“What does that mean?”

“There is no time.”

A purple flash of light took me by surprise. I blinked my eyes clear, only to find a woman standing in front of me.

She was beautiful, maybe thirty, with brown hair full of life and energy. Her eyes were green, large and perfect. Her figure was just the same, curvy and full, with long legs and a bountiful bosom.

“Wow,” I whispered. “You are beautiful.”

Galliyae smiled. “Thank you, my Chosen, but we must be quick. I have used the power I took from you to break the hold my captor has on me.”

“So you’re free?”

She shook her head sadly. “No, I have just loosened the bonds enough to show you this and weaken the restrictions. Otherwise, I couldn’t have done what I wanted to do next. I am giving you your next Challenge immediately, and they would not allow it if they could stop me.

“Your Fifth Challenge is to find the god that trapped me here and free me.”

“Another god?”

“Yes. One of my siblings ambushed me long ago and trapped me here. I do not know which one, but they are behind all of the gods' disappearances. With the threat of the Sleeper handled, I worry that whatever their plans are will now be put in motion.”

“How do I fight a god? I’m only human.” My powers came from a god, sure, but that didn’t mean I could stack up against someone else.

She gently caressed my cheek, mirroring what she invisibly did before. “No, my Chosen. I am sorry, but you are no longer human. To contain that power you changed yourself.”

That shocked me. “What am I, then?”

The goddess didn’t answer right away. When she did, it took me by surprise. “I don’t know. Nothing like this has happened before. You have become something new, and if anyone can stop this threat, it is you.”

The earth shook beneath us.

Galliyae frowned. “Our time grows short. My captor is returning, and I will not be able to speak with you again. You will need to discover what the Sleeper’s power means for you, and find me on your own.”

“Where do I even start?”

She looked around. “The shackles of my captor are tightening again. I will try to tell you what I can. We are not on earth. You may need to look through hell to find what you are looking for, my Chosen.” She groaned in pain, then shook her head.

A deep, angry scream startled me. I looked to the distance and saw a shadow flying straight for us. It wasn’t large, but I could sense an intense amount of power hidden by the darkness.

Galliyae stepped closer. She leaned in, her face only inches from mine. The air filled with the scent of fresh flowers and grass.

“My Chosen. I have faith in you.”

She gently kissed me. I closed my eyes, feeling the pure peace and love pour out of her as her lips pressed against mine. The last thing I heard was the angry shout of her captor before I was ripped back to the real world.


Chapter Thirty-Two



Iopened my eyes to see the others all standing in a semi-circle staring at me.

“What? Do I have something on my face?”

“Uh,” Via stumbled over her words. “You kind of vanished for a minute there.”

“And you dove into a giant monster’s mouth!” Rory glared at me. “It would have been nice to know that was the plan.”

“I had to improvise.”

A crackle of electricity reminded me that the portal to hell was still open. Oddly, I could sense the structure of the portal. It was almost like an overlay of the world, where the strings of power and energy holding the magic together were visible.

I glanced down at the Gauntlet, thinking that was the source of the power. But it was cracked, with a few pieces already broken off. I shook my hand, and the rest slid off into a mess of metal.

When I looked back up, I could still feel the fabric of the portal.

“We can start the ritual,” Beatrix said. “But it will take a while.”

The ground rumbled, sharper and longer than before. I shook my head. “No, I’ll handle the portal. Check on Wren.”

I reached the portal and could sense the makeup of the magic even clearer. The opening was a wound in the wall of our universe, held by the different magics of the fallen Sleeper and other rituals. There were elements of earth magic that reminded me of Juniper and Beatrix, while others clearly felt demonic. But what created this opening was the Deep, and it was tied throughout it.

With one finger, I poked at a solitary string of Deep power. It broke, and the portal shrank slightly.

This must be what Galliyae meant, I realized. New and weird abilities were within me — ones even she didn’t know or understand. Is this how Lythnyla saw the world? Or is it unique?

Waving my hand, I broke through a handful more of the connections. The portal contracted, and I could tell it was safe to keep closing it.

The ground shook again. I paused, and took a look at the island itself. It was built on more of the Deep, with a foundation of Lythnyla’s power.

The power that was currently inside of me. I could see everything that made up the island would collapse. The magical forces that caused the island to rise out of nothing were resting on the empty place the Deep had once been. Even as I examined them, one of the supports cracked and fell away. We didn’t have long, so I focused back on the portal.

Lythnyla had been much larger than I was, but I was able to force the portal smaller and smaller. Thread after thread snapped under my will. Once it was about the size of a human, I grabbed the two edges and pushed.

It resisted for a moment, then shut all at once. My hands met in a loud clap.

“There we go,” I said.

Turning around, I found Juniper and Beatrix crouching next to Wren. I ran over, and was shocked by what I saw.

The demon had taken a disturbingly powerful punch. Most of her bones were broken, and she was already bruising everywhere I could see. I knelt next to her.

One eye opened. “You did it?”

“Yeah. How do you feel?”

“Worse than I look.”

“That good, huh?”

She chuckled, then groaned from the pain. “This is a bad one.”

I looked over at Bea. “Anything you can do?”

The Brit shook her head. “I already gave her my most powerful healing draught, and it should still be working. Even if I had another, it wouldn’t help much. Nothing would for an injury this severe.” The ground shook. “And that doesn’t feel great.”

“No, the island is going to sink back into the ocean soon. We need to leave.”

“Leave me,” Wren said.

“Don’t be stupid,” Beatrix said before I could respond. “We’re not leaving you, no matter how much I’d like to. You saved Ace, and maybe all of us.”

“I can heal on the bottom of the ocean and come back when I’m fine. Honestly, it might be nice to have some peace.”

“Not a chance, babe,” Rory shouted. “If you’re resting in the ocean, then it’ll be a resort we make Ace pay for. The ground rumbled again. “But, uh, maybe let’s hurry it up.”

“I’m not even sure how we can move her,” Juniper said. “She’s… not all together.”

Examining Wren, I could sense more of the threads running behind everything. When I focused, her magical core came into view. It was a deep cerulean, but pulsing weakly. Connections ran from it to the rest of her body, but they were in bad shape.

“I can try something,” I said. “Just enough that I can carry you out without hurting you more.”

“Why bother?” I could hear the anger and pain in Wren’s voice.

“Because I care about you, you dingus.”

Closing my eyes, I gently touched a few of the strings with my mind, urging them to strengthen and reconnect.

Juniper gasped. “What just happened?”

When I looked, I saw that a few of the worst wounds had closed up. In my mind, I felt that she was improving. Then I noticed a new white thread stretching from her core to mine. It was tiny, but there.

Quickly, I examined Juniper and saw a much thicker connection from her running straight to me.

“Okay, I can heal a little more, but just enough to move you.”

“Ace, how are you doing this?” Beatrix asked, a hint of awe and fear in her voice.

The earth jumped as another tremor wracked the island. An angry orange glow came from the peak. “No time.” I looked over at Jenna. She shone with power in my new vision — radiant and strong. “Do you know the way back?”

Jenna nodded. “Yes.”

“Then everyone start running. I’ll be right behind you.” Everyone looked at me, hesitating. “Now! Go!”

That spurred them into action, and they all sprinted for the hill.

“You should really just leave me,” Wren said.

“Oh, shut up. I’m going to heal you a little more so that it won’t hurt you to move, but that’s it for now. I’ll explain why later.”

“Okay…” She was skeptical, but didn’t say anything else.

Feeling through her internal threads, I found two thick cords that had both snapped. With my new ability, I encouraged them to reconnect. Once they did, I poured a small amount of my power into them to help them bond again.

Wren took a deep breath. “I think you just fixed my heart and lungs. What the hell happened to you?”

“Long story.” With a few more small repairs, I reexamined the demoness. She now just looked really beat up rather than dead. The string between us had doubled in width, so I thought it was better to stop there.

I could do more, but I didn’t know if Wren wanted to be connected to me, so it could wait.

“I might be able to stand,” she said with a groan. Wren tried to push up, but I could see how painful it still was for her.

“Here.” I lifted her up in a princess carry. “Hold on.”

She wrapped her better arm around my neck. The demoness was light in my arms, and so I ran after the others. I didn’t head back for the slope, though.

Instead, I ran for the far edge of the structure and leapt off. We were a hundred feet in the air, and with the slope and my momentum, I fell almost two hundred feet before landing.

As I neared the ground, I tugged on my own thread and slowed down. The landing was like I’d jumped down a small ledge.

“Are you sure you’re still Ace?” Wren asked.

“For your sake, I hope so.”

An explosion behind us sent balls of fire up into the sky. The island was starting to crumble beneath us, and we needed to hurry.

Sprinting, I reached the treeline in less than a minute. It’s a lot easier going down than up, I thought. A minute later, I saw Via trailing behind the others.

“You got this,” I shouted.

I slowed as I reached her. She was panting hard, but didn’t complain. The fire in her eyes was as clear as day. I was proud of her — she’d been the least prepared of all of us, and didn’t back down.

The seven of us ran as the island broke apart. Trees fell. The earth heaved and shook. Rocks tumbled down the slope to either side of us.

Jenna found the easiest way down, avoiding every tree and rock that got in our way before it was an issue.

We reached the shore faster than I expected. Our boat was still beached, but the water was higher, and I could see it wouldn’t stay there for long.

BOOM

A huge gout of flame and lava shot out of the peak of the volcano behind us. Jenna jumped onto the boat. I handed her Wren, and she sat her in the back while I helped the others climb in.

Once they were settled, I pushed the boat further out.

SPLASH

A stone crashed into the water twenty yards away. I could feel the heat, and a plume of steam blew into the sky.

“How about we blow this joint, huh?” Rory shouted.

“Sounds good to me.” I gave the boat one more shove and then climbed in.

The engine started, and we sped away from the sinking island.

Flame and smoke covered the island. A loud crack and rumble shook the boat before the entire landmass started to crumble and break apart. And that was it — the Sleeper had been defeated.


Chapter Thirty-Three



The crew of the yacht were all disturbed by the sudden eruption and immediate disappearance of the island. It didn’t help that we all returned covered in blood, cuts, and smelling like whale guts. But credit to Whitney’s choice, they all leapt to action and started sailing us back to port.

Wren was out of the worst of it, and incredibly tired, so I let her sleep and recover. I wanted to tell the others what had happened, but decided to keep that for when we were home. I had no idea how the wider magical world would take any sort of news that the Chosen had changed, so I wouldn’t risk it.

I used the time to try and explore my new powers. It was weird, and while I could easily see most people’s power sources and the threads connecting them to others, I wasn’t entirely sure what I could do with it. One thing I confirmed was that the thread between Wren and me was similar to the connections between me and the women I dated. It didn’t answer much, but I was glad to know. Mostly, I was just happy when I figured out how to turn it off so I could see normally.

We parted with Jenna at the airport. She had to return to run her Hidden Kingdom, but we promised to try and visit each other when the world wasn’t ending.

Our flight back home was quick and painless, and it felt almost wrong to just walk back into our home like nothing had happened. A being from another dimension had just crashed through into ours and we only barely killed it.

Yet life went on.

I took Wren to her home, as she wanted to be alone. She still looked worse than I’d ever seen her, so I intended to check back in later.

After that, I sat in the living room of our house. Rory and Juniper took the couch, with King Baby happily cuddling up to the redhead. Beatrix and Via sat in the chairs, and I stood in front of them.

“So, I think you all have some questions.”

“A few, yeah,” Juniper said.

Rory crossed her arms over her chest. “I think we’ve been pretty patient, if I do say so myself.”

“What happened in there?” Beatrix asked.

I explained what I saw inside of Lythnyla, and then my meeting with Galliyae. They were surprised as well about the Fifth Challenge already being assigned. When I reached the point where Galliyae told me I had changed, I froze up.

“What’s wrong?” Via asked.

“Galliyae told me something… When I absorbed the Sleeper’s power, I couldn’t contain it all.”

“Even with your deep capacity?” Beatrix was surprised.

“I guess so. I had to retreat into my mind and try to keep it all together. When my core looked like it was about to break, I made a second one.”

Juniper gasped. “Really?”

I nodded. “I guess that’s unusual.”

“Impossible,” Beatrix said. “Each person only has one. Even as the Chosen, I wouldn’t think you could do that. Are you sure it wasn’t just a visualization of a way to store the excess power?”

“I’m sure. And I didn’t stop there.” I explained about the additional cores and the final massive one. “And when I spoke to Galliyae, she couldn’t say much, but I got the impression that I wasn’t exactly human any more.”

“You’re a demon?” Rory guessed.

Beatrix gave her a frown. “No, Rory. Even demons only have one core.”

“The power of the Deep must have let you change,” Juniper said.

“Or changed me.” I sighed. “I don’t know what this means for me or you all, but I wanted you to know.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Via said.

“Yeah,” Rory agreed.

The other two chimed in, and I had to smile. While I wasn’t sure what was happening to me, the four of them were one hundred percent behind me.

“Thank you all,” I said.

“That’s how you were able to heal Wren,” Beatrix said. “Fast healing like that is rare, and takes a lot out of the users. But you didn’t even seem to notice.”

“I think it’s something else entirely. But when I started fixing her, it added some complications. A connection started to form between us. One that resembled the one I can see between you all and me. I don’t know if Wren wants that. ”

“I bet she does,” Rory joked.

I looked over at Beatrix. “This might mean she’ll be a part of our lives for a lot longer.”

The Brit smiled. “Yes. And that would be a good thing. As much bitterness as I have for Wren, she also risked everything to save you.”

“But she can’t die,” Via said. “So not everything.”

Beatrix corrected the gamer girl. “Actually, the Sleeper destroyed demons forever, supposedly. We all saw what the thing’s skin did to Ace’s spell. Wren knew it was a risk that even touching the Sleeper might end her. And she did it anyway.”

“Okay. I guess that’s what I needed to know from you guys. I guess I’ll go check on her,” I said.

“Get it!” Rory cheered.

I laughed and left them there to rest. They were all exhausted and would probably soon be asleep.

The familiar drive over to Wren’s house made me oddly nervous. I’d only just been there that morning, but I knew that our relationship might change forever — and I honestly didn’t know which way it might go.

Pulling up in front of her house, I took a deep breath. It helped to steady my nerves. Walking to the door, I felt more and more certain about my choice, and I hoped Wren might feel the same way.

Right before I knocked, I remembered how hard it was for Wren to move around, so I pulled out my phone and texted her.

Ace: Hey, I’m here.

Ace: Can I come in?

It took a few minutes, but then she sent a reply.

Wren: Sure.

Enthusiastic as ever, I thought.

I let myself in. She normally sat in her living room, but she wasn’t there. I found her lying in bed, on top of the covers.

“So, what do you want?”

“I think I can heal you.”

“More?”

I nodded.

“Why didn’t you do it earlier?”

“There’s a catch, and I wasn’t sure what it meant. I only did what I had to to get you out of there without more pain.”

She waved her hand. “I’ve been hurt before. Getting high-fived by a Kaiju isn’t going to end me. So. what’s the catch?”

“There’s a small connection between us right now. But the more I heal you, the thicker it becomes. I don’t know what it means, but at the very least it is tying us together in some sort of magical sense. And breaking it might be hard or hurt you.”

She rolled her eyes. “So, what, you’re making your own demon slaves like the Sleeper?”

I thought about it for a moment. “I don’t think so. There’s no control in it. It might be similar to how he did it, but the Acolyte was bound, and this is more of a tether. And where that felt wrong and unnatural, I think this is just what happens between the Chosen and the people close to them.

“I couldn’t see it before absorbing Lythnyla, but now I can see that the others already have a sort of connection to me. This is all new to me, and there’s a lot I don’t know. It could be a good or bad thing, although it feels good. So, I’m happy to help you, but I need you to know the cost.”

“How does that even work?”

“I think I can see what my Chosen powers built connections to, but I’m not sure. I’m definitely not totally human any more.”

Wren frowned, thinking. “So, what, you’re asking me to be a part of your harem?”

I laughed. “It’s not required, but I guess she was right that you’d want that.”

“Who said I’d want that?”

“Rory.”

“I’ll kill her.”

“Why? It wouldn’t bother you if it wasn’t true.”

She glared at me. “You’re lucky I’m out of commission.”

“You want to beat me up for that?”

“Maybe.”

“Then why don’t I heal you and we see what you’ve got.”

“Fine.”

I blinked in surprise. While I hoped she’d let me heal her, I wasn’t expecting such a quick turn. “Really?”

“Yeah. Go on. Do it, Ace.”

“Alright.”

Focusing, I reached out with my senses for the threads running through Wren. She was in much better shape than after the fight, but I could see just how rough the damage was. The big injuries were fixed the first time, but hundreds of frayed strings ran through her body.

“Tell me if anything is too much,” I whispered.

“Oh, I’ll let you know.”

I started with the largest breaks, gently putting one back together. As they merged, it only took a small fraction of my power to rebind them. Wren gasped as it happened, but didn’t complain, so I kept up with the work.

Healing Wren took the better part of the afternoon. After the first few, I checked in on the thread, and saw that it was growing thicker.

I told her about it.

“Ace, it’s fine. I can handle having you around for a little while longer.”

So with her permission, I finished healing her. As I got closer to the end, I noticed a few of the unbroken threads had bumps or knots. They looked like scars from previous injuries, so I smoothed them out as well.

And then I was done. Wren was as good as new — better even.

“There you go,” I said.

She stood up. A look of surprise crossed her face. “Everything feels… perfect. I haven’t felt like this… maybe ever.”

“I hope so. I was kind of making it up as I went along.”

Wren looked over at me. “Thanks, Ace.”

“Any time.”

She stepped closer to me. Wren was a bit shorter than me, and she poked me in the chest as she looked up at me. “Now, I think it’s time to put you in your place.”

“Oh? You really want to fight right now?”

“I would like to see what these new powers let you do.”

She swung at me, but I felt it coming and caught her hand without even looking.

Wren growled. “Okay, that’s just showing off.”

The demoness tried to kick me, but I slipped out of the way. It was like every move she made, I could feel before it happened.

“Just hold still and let me beat you up,” she snapped. She threw a punch with her free hand, but I easily caught that as well.

“Not bad,” I said.

“So your reflexes aren’t too shabby,” she admitted.

We were still standing close to each other, and I had both of her hands in mine. It was exciting, being that close to her.

Then Wren did something that I didn’t see coming. She pushed forward and kissed me. Her lips were hot and soft, and pressed against me. I dropped her hands and she wrapped them around me.

She pushed into me with so much force I stumbled back, holding her close as well. We slammed into the wall and I felt it crack.

“Oops,” I said.

“Shut up and kiss me, Ace.”

I obliged.

Our lips met again, and her tongue shoved eagerly into my mouth. I teased her back, wrapping my arms around her. She gripped my back like she wouldn’t ever let me go again.

I spun her around and pinned her to the wall. My hands ran up her side until they found the bottom of her shirt. I pulled it up, and she broke apart far enough that I could tug it over her head.

She wasn’t wearing a bra, and her perky breasts hung free. They were handfuls, with light nipples already standing at attention.

We kissed again, and she pushed into me. I held her close, feeling her warm skin against me as we stumbled back. I bumped into her dresser with enough force that one of the legs snapped, and it tipped over.

“Uh…”

“Ignore it,” she growled.

“Fine.”

I pushed back, guiding her to the bed. She toppled backwards, looking up at me with a hunger in her eyes.

“What?” I asked.

“So, I finally get to see Ace Winters in action. What do you have for me?”

“Oh, you’ll see.”

Reaching forward, I grabbed the waistband of her sweat pants and her panties. In one motion, I tugged them off, leaving the demoness naked on the bed.

She looked incredible, with her tight, athletic body staring up at me. I’d never seen a demon naked, and thankfully the downstairs area was the same as a human, although she had a small triangle of blue pubic hair right above her pussy.

I grabbed her legs and spread them.

“Oh,” she gasped.

Her slit glistened with excitement, and I didn’t wait any longer. I gave her a long lick, teasing up from the bottom and stopping right before her clit. The demoness tasted amazing — sweet and earthy.

I went to work, licking up and down her pussy. One finger slipped inside, and I could feel just how wet she was.

Fingering her, I focused my attention on her clit. She shuddered and moaned.

“Oh, god, Ace. Fuck. Keep doing that. Yes! Yes! Yes!”

It was almost surprising how quickly she came. Her body shook and she arched her back. “Ohhhhhhhh,” she moaned.

When it finished, she took a deep breath.

“So, not bad, right?” I said, grinning at her.

“I’m not going to boost your ego. You’re already cocky enough.” Her gaze slipped down to the bulge in my pants.

“Looks like you want to be a little cockier.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me regret this.”

I tossed my clothes off quickly. Wren didn’t take her eyes off of me. I climbed onto the bed, and she smiled.

“Show me what you can do.”

“Sounds good to me.”

I grabbed her hips and spun her over, setting her on her knees with her ass up in the air.

She squeaked in surprise. “Oh!”

The head of my cock teased her entrance. She felt soft and warm, and she shifted back, trying to push me inside of her.

I didn’t make her wait any longer and slipped inside of her.

“Oh, fuck,” she groaned.

Wren felt perfect. Her velvety walls gripped me tightly, and I just wanted to lose myself inside of her.

I started thrusting hard, pushing in and out while she moaned in pleasure. “Oh, god, Ace, you’re filling me up. Fuck me hard!”

“Since you asked so nicely,” I told her.

I picked up the pace, hammering into her while she kept up a running stream of comments and moans. “Just like that. Oh, fuck! Ohhhh! Ahhhh! Is that all you’ve got? Ah, ah, ah!”

SNAP

A leg of the bed broke, and we both tipped forward. That buried me even deeper inside of her and pushed her over the edge.

“Oh, fuck, Ace! I’m cumming again. Ohhhhhhhh! Oh, oh, oh!”

Her walls clamped down on me, and that brought me with her. Waves of pleasure crashed over me as I unloaded deep inside of the blue-haired demon.

When I finally finished, I fell to the side next to her. She rolled into me, and grabbed my hand. Surprising me more than anything, she tugged it over so I was spooning her.

Wren whispered something, but I couldn’t hear her.

“What?”

“Thank you.”

“I should be thanking you,” I said.

“Well, yeah. But… for everything. I felt like I didn’t have anything to live for until you came into my life.”

“It sounds like you like me.”

She turned her head and kissed me quickly. “Maybe shut up while you’re ahead.”

I laughed and kissed her back. There’d be plenty of time to tease her later, but for the moment, I just wanted to enjoy being with her.

The End


Epilogue



Things had started settling down for me. While I had the Fifth Challenge already assigned, I didn’t have any leads.

I tried to reach out to the Celestial Convocation, but they didn’t return my calls or texts. Maybe letting the Warden of the Island die during the fight with the Shadow soured things with them, I thought. Not that I could help it, but if he was an ally, I can see why they’d be upset.

Jenna was more helpful, and offered to host us so we could examine the Royal Library. We were planning to fly over there before too long, but Beatrix wanted to track down whatever she could through her regular channels.

And Juniper and I owed Saidra some help. She’d returned and summoned Juniper, and over the weekend we’d have to help her with her mysterious ritual.

So the next week we’d fly to the Hidden Kingdom, and that meant I needed Douglass to schedule us another private flight. Plus, with the Fourth Challenge finished, I would gain more of my inheritance.

“Maybe I’ll just buy myself a plane,” I said as I parked at his office.

The place was quiet, and I walked in. The waiting room was empty, and the door to his actual room was slightly ajar.

“Douglass?” I called out.

He didn’t answer, and I knocked on the door. That pushed it slightly open, and my heart sank at what I saw.

Douglass sat back in his chair, his eyes staring blankly at the ceiling. His throat had been slit, and blood covered his suit.

“Oh, god,” I whispered.

As my mind raced with what to do, I finally noticed the wall behind him. Someone had painted a message there… No, I realized, that’s his blood.

Someone had murdered Douglass and left a clear warning for me, written in deep scarlet.

“The Chosen will perish. Galliyae will never escape. The return is nigh.”


Afterword



Thank you for reading Fated For Fighting, the fourth book in the Chosen for Greatness series. The story of Ace, Rory, Junebug and the rest will reach its dramatic conclusion in The Final Challenge coming in 2026.

Please leave me a review on Amazon, it helps other people find and enjoy my work, and that means I can keep writing.

If you haven’t read it already, I have another two other series that you’ll probably enjoy.

The first is called the Hero Game. It’s a superhero LitRPG you can find out more about here: https://www.amazon.com/Hero-Game-Superhero-Adventure-Tutorial-ebook/dp/B0D4LPV5KS 

The other is another LitRPG, about an intergalactic conflict and a soldier who doesn’t remember enlisting. Book eight comes out at the end of December!

You can find the War Game here:

https://www.amazon.com/War-Game-Training-LitRPG-Adventure-ebook/dp/B0DB2NQX68 

You can follow me on Amazon here or in the Kindle app to be notified of any new book releases: https://www.amazon.com/stores/August-Aird/author/B0D4NFB6SY 

I have a monthly newsletter you can subscribe to for new releases as well as peeks behind the curtain:  https://august-aird-writes.ck.page/97ff341bb9 
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If you are looking for more fun men's romance or harem adventures, here are a couple places to check out that have helped me and others find a lot of great books to read:

A great subreddit for harem books:

https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/

A great Facebook group for the same:

www.facebook.com/groups/HaremLitBooks

Lots of great romance for men options:

https://linktr.ee/romanceformen

And a discord to chat with others:

https://discord.gg/6DgPaerTDU
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