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   Prologue: Prince Otozek’s Plight
 
    
 
   Ages ago, an immensely powerful and terrifying creature rampaged across Hell, gaining notoriety among the demons as it left nothing but death and destruction in its wake. Those who challenged this strong young demon were laid to waste by the creature’s seemingly endless power. Greater demons of such caliber were rare in Hell, but not unheard of. The demon came to be known by many names and titles, but the name that eventually stuck and spread throughout those dark ages was Jirosek.
 
   After eons of roaming and rampaging, Jirosek had gained a following. Lesser demons that had once been considered prey to Jirosek trailed him, picking scraps off the carcasses he left behind. Soon the migration became large enough to attract the attention of other greater demons. Many times Jirosek was challenged for dominance, but he never met a greater demon that posed a threat to him.
 
   When Jirosek found a hunting ground he liked, he settled down among the ruins of an ancient civilization, now swarming with demons. The scores of greater demons that had been following him settled there as well, and after some more time an understanding formed between the demons. They respected the hierarchy and never challenged Jirosek, even going so far as to bestow a worthy title to the greater demon, and acknowledging the beast as their ruler.
 
   They called him Demon King Jirosek.
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   Thunder and lightning crashed, illuminating the grand chamber at the ruined remains of the once-prosperous demon kingdom. The creature inside stirred at his resting place, but not because of the storm. He unconsciously gripped his chest and kicked his legs dreaming of a bitter memory of a lost fight years ago.
 
   He awoke in a coughing fit, wads of coagulated blood spraying across the room. “Ooo-…ooo-…otozek!” he called between coughs. The thunder almost drowned out his weakening voice as he screamed and coughed himself hoarse. “Otozek…”
 
   “Here, father.” The voice of Otozek as he appeared at his father’s side. The Demon Prince was never far from Lord Jirosek’s bedside. “Was it that dream again?”
 
   “Otozek, my son!” said Jirosek, squinting his tired eyes to verify his son’s face. “No matter how many times I relive it I can never win! Not even in my dreams can I conquer the devil scum! Oh how I’ve wasted my life!” Jirosek started coughing again with tears streaming down his face.
 
   Long ago, when he was a darker shade of purple, this demon was a powerful ruler of a widespread kingdom of greater demons. The Demon Lord commanded the largest army of demons known to history, proving that it just may be possible for a demon society to actually work. But it was not meant to be. As his army grew, Jirosek eventually drew the attention of, and then clashed with, the devils.
 
   “That damn Satan!” he growled under his fading breath. “If it weren’t for him and that other devil… if not for them we would have… feasted on the humans for generations to come… Now I lie here succumbing to old age, accomplishing nothing!”
 
   “That’s not true father,” said Otozek. “We are still recruiting. As soon as we raise a big enough army we can invade the devil kingdom and eradicate their kind once and for all.”
 
   “Is that right?” Jirosek said as his coughing fit came to an end. Otozek reached out with a scrap of cloth and wiped his father’s face. The old demon Lord laid back and tried to get comfortable. “Seems like we’ve been recruiting for some time now…”
 
   “We are almost ready,” Otozek said reassuringly. “It won’t be long now. Soon you will be standing atop a mountain of devil bones, devouring their remains as you did in your prime.”
 
   “I do love devil bones…” Jirosek smiled, his gunk-crusted black eyelids fluttering shut. “Oh it has been too long since I last tasted devil flesh.”
 
   “Rest now,” said Otozek. “Rest and dream of the day you are recognized by all of Hell as King. Dream of your long-awaited feast.”
 
   “If only, oh if only… I could feast on a human one more time…
 
   “It’s alright,” Otozek said softly. “After we conquer the devils we will see about getting you a human. You will not die without tasting human flesh. I can promise you that.”
 
   Otozek wasn’t sure if his father heard his promise or not. The ancient demon fell back into his tormented slumber, snoring like a lawnmower between gasps. Without a moment’s hesitation, the demon Prince stuck the pointed end of his tail into a throbbing vein on the Demon King’s arm and drew blood. Prince Otozek lifted his tail to his face and squeezed a few drops of his father’s blood onto his tongue.
 
   His features sagged at the taste. He examined his father’s face, already twisting at the formation of what was sure to be another nightmare. The prince lifted his hand to his mouth and sank his teeth into it. Blood poured like wine as he held it over his father’s face. The younger, healthier blood dripped between the former demon Lord’s pursed lips.
 
   Jirosek gagged it all down without waking up. Years ago that much blood would have invigorated him, to the point of getting up and leaving his chamber to hunt. Now there was no visible effect. Time was limited. He could wait no longer. The demon prince left his father’s chamber with a grave understanding coming over him.
 
   As Otozek paced the cavernous halls of the ruined palace with his mind stirring more than it ever had before, another creature made its presence known. The greater demon, a long and wiry looking bug man with a long pointy spear for a nose, appeared walking one pace behind the prince.
 
   “What is the King’s condition, my Prince?” the creature asked.
 
   “It’s getting worse Moskazek. See for yourself,” said Otozek. He lifted the tip of his tail to his follower’s mouth and squirted a few drops of his father’s blood out.
 
   The mosquito man Moskazek paused a moment, savoring the taste of his Lord’s blood before showing any signs of distaste. “It is dire, my Prince.”
 
   “We cannot wait any longer Moskazek,” said Otozek. “My father is dying. His blood has gone bad, and soon my blood will do nothing to help him. The only thing that can breath life back into him now is devil.”
 
   “The devils still outnumber us, my Prince,” said Moskazek. “We’ve gathered many strong warriors, but the odds of a full-out attack on the devils succeeding with an army of our current size are not so favorable for us...”
 
   “Then we must try something else,” said Otozek. The demon Prince continued his silent reflection, wandering the enormous underground walkways that connected the various structures that made up the demon palace. As they moved silently about the darkness Otozek remained locked in his current dilemma, unable to think of anything but his poor dying father.
 
   His pacing led him to a small antechamber between rooms, nowhere special really, except that this particular room was in a state of rapid deterioration and disrepair when compared to the rest of the demon’s palace. Through a massive hole in the ceiling the darkened sky could be seen, far off stars twinkling millions of miles away, a giant red moon hanging overhead like the face of God watching over Hell.
 
   And across the sky from that moon a bright-yet-faint light shone, only detectable to the demon’s perfectly evolved eyes. The glimmer in the sky caught the demon Prince’s attention.
 
   “Is that what I think it is?” Otozek asked.
 
   “Yes, my Prince,” his companion confirmed. “It appeared this morning. This will be your first Great Calm, yes?”
 
   Otozek ignored the question. After a moment of intense contemplation, a new look came over the Prince.
 
   A look of hope.
 
    “Gather everyone that matters in the chamber of conference,” he ordered his minion. The demon Prince tore his attention away from the extra light in the sky and took off moving once again.
 
   “At once my Prince,” Moskazek replied, fading away into the darkness.
 
   By the time Otozek entered the chamber of conference it was filled with dark, twisted, shapes. Dangerous, ghastly figures of the greater demons that served the Jirosek lineage. They spent their days awaiting news of Lord Jirosek’s fading health, waiting for their chance to strike and conquer the devils.
 
   Otozek walked to the edge of a rocky balcony and addressed his loyal followers. “The time to act is now. Father will not last much longer. We can waste no more time on recruiting; we will begin the invasion with the forces we’ve gathered here now.”
 
   Those of the amassed demons that had the facial features to smile did so.
 
   “We cannot risk an open attack,” Otozek continued. “The devils would defeat us with their numbers alone. But there is hope for us. The Great Calm will be coming soon. We will use this opportunity to do something that the devils will not expect. We will launch a secret invasion during their time of supposed calm.  I will lead a small team into devil territory. There we will possess devil bodies and move amongst the devils in secrecy. There we will observe the current state of the devil’s army, pick off their strongest fighters one by one, and topple the Satan family from within.” The ruthless crowd of demon spectators cheered bloodthirsty war cries.
 
   “Moskazek, Gnusek, Orkazek, Goblotek, Podavek: You five will join me first. Everyone else will remain here to look after my father and await further orders.”
 
   Those he named howled with ecstatic delight and moved to meet their master outside. Those who would have to wait growled with disappointment as they slunk back into whatever dark crevices they crawled out of.
 
   After seeing to it that his father would be watched over and guarded in his absence, the Demon Prince prepared to set foot outside of his ruined kingdom for the first time. Other than the short hunting trips he used to take with his father, so long ago. Better days. Days that would never repeat, unless Otozek succeeded in bringing the devils to their knees.
 
   Prince Otozek guessed, based on how rapidly his father’s blood was turning sour, that he wouldn’t be able to stay long in the devil’s kingdom. The mission could only be for a few days at most, before he’d have to return to his father’s side and revive him with whatever devil-based resources they could bring back.
 
   The squad of greater demons helmed by their prince left the remote ruined kingdom. Traveling on foot was no problem, their journey would take a day at most. Along the way, Otozek informed his fellowship of demons what their true objectives were.
 
   “Our first test is entering the devil kingdom undetected. Let us hope we find suitable host bodies outside of their gates. We’ll take new bodies as we work our way through their kingdom and into their army, and eventually right into their castle. It would be best if we evade detection long enough to get next to a Satan. I believe… the flesh and blood of a Satan is what would best revive my father from his current state.
 
   No one questioned the Prince’s motives.
 
   “Once we’re inside the castle we must find one of their primitive gate keys to the human world. I must succeed in finding a human for my father!”
 
   The squad of greater demons moved across the deadly Hell landscape with frightening speed, and in a matter of hours they would arrive safely outside the gates of the Kingdom of Devils.
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   Part One
 
   Dawn of the Devil’s Demise
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter One: Devil’s Duel
 
    
 
   Moments before the first flames dazzled the dawn sky, a silvery haired Royal Advisor climbed the stone stairwell of the tallest tower rising from the millennia-old Satan family Castle. The early morning darkness posed no problems. Not only were the devil’s eyes adept at seeing in near-complete darkness, but a small flame no larger than a light bulb hovered at his side, dueling with the darkness on his behalf.
 
   As Goddard scaled those steps the flame at his side followed, moving according to the man’s own will. His flame stayed close to the wall at a height well above Goddard’s head, passing through the wicks of the many dusty torches hanging on the walls and igniting them as he passed by, illuminating the next few steps of his journey until he caught the next torch.
 
   He carried with him a medium-sized box, long and rectangular, dangling from a flimsy handle. Up and up he went until he reached the door at the top. After lighting the final wall torch, the Royal Advisor quelled his flame. He dangled a big circular keychain in front of his bespectacled eyes, examining over a hundred different skeleton-like keys until he found just the right one, sliding it into the rusted lock and prying open the door.
 
   Outside was a small balcony that wrapped three hundred and sixty degrees around the tower known as the observation deck, though the Royal Advisor didn’t think it was much of an observatory. From there, Goddard would have had one of the most spectacular views of the Kingdom of Hell…had the artificial sun been present. In this early morning darkness, the only light to be found came from far above the kingdom of devils.
 
   Goddard set his box down and opened the case, removing his precious cargo one piece at a time. There were several complex parts, but mostly his contraption consisted of several long tube-like pieces that the Royal Advisor screwed together, building it from the ground up until the device stood as tall as him.
 
   He put his eye against an end of one of the tubes. The other end was pointing up into the sky. With a curious rotation of the pipe, Goddard scoured the skies with his primitive telescope.
 
   A giant, glowing moon greeted him. He admired the millions of stars and stellar bodies, distant glowing galaxies that decorated the canvas of the heavens. He lost himself in the astronomy for who knows how long, until by chance he stumbled upon a mysterious glowing ball far across the infinite emptiness of space. Though it was impossible to tell for sure, it seemed like the object was drawing closer.
 
   This was the reason he was there in the first place. He pulled his eye away from the telescope and examined the object in the sky without aid. Almost unnoticeable, but it was still there, dangling in the distance. He bent low and examined some papers laying in the telescope case.
 
   “Hello Helio, you’re right on schedule,” Goddard muttered to himself with what seemed like mixed emotions, checking the timetables that were scrawled in his notes. He grabbed a short pencil and wrote something down. “Astral phenomenon number one: check.”
 
   Goddard would have loved to play with his telescope more, to observe the skies for as long as he possibly could without going in to work that day, but that was just not possible. The first flames of the morning rose from somewhere in the Kingdom sprawled below him, and he knew his fun was already over. As he disassembled and packed his tool back into its container, Goddard had only one constant, egging thought that haunted him then, and throughout the rest of his long day.
 
   Here we go again…
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   It was an unnaturally sunny day in Hell; unnatural because Hell had no true sun to call its own. The giant ball of flames that hovered in the air high above the Kingdom of devils was artificial, created just this morning. The devil inhabitants, conjurers of flame, made the sun from scratch every single day. With the recent slight increases in temperature the devils found more energy in themselves, and as a result each citizen dedicated a little more oomph to their morning offering of flames.
 
   It was the beginning of another busy morning in Hell as the merchants prepared their sales carts on all the busiest avenues in the Kingdom for the day ahead. The place to be on this day was North Hell, where an event of mass popularity would be held. Devils of all ages flooded the streets and skies as merchants hustled to peddle their goods and make some skorch.
 
   “Pre-made decks!” cried one such merchant. “Strong, pre-made decks here! Very cheap, a great bargain for anyone taking place in the tournament today!” The aging merchant waved his stacks of cards around above his head hoping to draw the crowd’s attention. After failing to grab anyone’s attention, he decided he would instead just grab someone and the attention part would follow.
 
   “How about you, sir?” he said, gripping the shoulder of the nearest person walking by. The youthful boy he grabbed wore a black peacoat. He had shaggy brown hair that hung down over his eyes until he shook his head to move his bangs. He turned and stared into the merchant’s eyes. 
 
   His handsome black-haired friend answered for him. “Heck yeah! Let’s take a look, Ash!”
 
   “Absolutely not!” Ash shot him down immediately. “Thank you, but we’re all set here,” he told the merchant. Then with a polite smile, the boy and his friend moved on. 
 
   The merchant stood staring at their backs in disbelief. His apprentice, a younger boy, carried some boxes up and asked his master’s a question about stocking the shelves.
 
   “Silence boy! Did you not see who that was?” The old merchant pointed his assistant at the two boys he tried to work his sales pitch on. “It’s them! The kids who helped save the Kingdom from the rebels!” The merchant and his young apprentice looked on in shock and slight disappointment at the missed opportunity to unload some merchandise on the pair of pseudo-saviors.
 
   The duo was none other than Ash Kaplan and Aura Draxler. The two friends had garnered fame and popularity in the weeks that went by after the rebel uprising. One was a half-human half-devil, the other a fabled death-toucher, a rare combination in Hell. 
 
   Ash had been living in Hell for well over a year now. In that time he managed to make a few friends and work a steady job defending the kingdom from all sorts of nasty demons, and most recently defeating the rebel leader and putting a stop to their conquering the kingdom. Things had returned to normal, and even slowed down a little in the months following the rebel coup.
 
   Ash spent most of his time in Hell running jobs for Goddard, the Royal Advisor to the Satan family and the one who brought him to Hell in the first place. The work ranged from boring, tedious, tasks of manual labor to combating invading demons. In all his time there, the human teen had become quite adept at fighting. The lesser demons that routinely entered the kingdom on a daily basis were getting easier and easier to beat. Clearly his daily training exercises were working.
 
   The guys moved down the cobblestone street fighting the crowds and discussing their latest endeavor.
 
   “It’s so busy over here,” said Ash. “Are you sure you’re leading us to the right place?”
 
   “Trust me, I’ve been here plenty of times,” Aura replied with a reliable grin.
 
   “I can’t believe this many people are interested in a card game,” said Ash.
 
   The boys were headed to a tournament featuring the hottest new collectible card game craze to sweep through Hell: Devil’s Duel. The point of the game was to collect the best cards to build the strongest decks, and then annihilate the competition. Battles consisted of two or more players taking turns building their kingdoms from the ground up and attacking each other. It was a complicated but enjoyable game, and Ash had become fond of it in such a short amount of time. Card games reminded him of home.
 
   Aura on the other hand was less interested in the actual game. His true intentions were usually well hidden, and this time around Ash could not figure out where his friend’s current interest in the game had come from. Through the busy marketplace and down a narrow cobblestone side street, escaping the crowd. After walking down the small alley they found a patio square with a few empty tables outside a relatively modern café. It was quieter here and a good place to talk strategy.
 
   “Grab a table,” said Aura. “I’ll get us some coffee.” The death toucher disappeared into the café, leaving Ash to his thoughts.
 
    Another day in Hell. Another one of Aura’s schemes. The guy was Ash’s best friend so far, but he could also get on Ash’s nerves. Most of the time without even knowing he was doing it. The death toucher was lazy and immoral and vain, but somehow he was also one of the best dudes Ash had ever met.
 
   His other closest friend was Shiva. Shiva Satan, as in “the Royal Princess”. She was mostly just a Royal Pain-in-the-Neck as the boy’s new roommate. The fiery girl was not without her moments, though. Infrequent occasions where she showed some minor thoughtfulness, as if she was actually maturing or something.
 
   These two and a handful of acquaintances made up Ash’s social circle in Hell. It was a vastly different situation from his careless life back on Earth. He thought a moment about what he would be doing around this time if he were still there…
 
   Probably preparing for his first year of college, if his mom had her way. He’d be sitting in some stuffy classroom, studying some subject he probably wouldn’t have much interest in. It would be a nice, peaceful life. Peaceful, but a bit dull. Nothing compared to his year in Hell.
 
   Aura returned minutes later holding two tin coffee cups. He carefully set the cups down on the table and took his seat, reading over the paper menu on the table. For a peaceful moment, Ash was reminded of home. Sipping coffee in the morning every day before school with his mom, Grace. Grabbing a bite with his friends at the local restaurant. Hell had its moments of peace. Ash lived for these moments now. The precious few seconds where if he closed his eyes, he could almost believe he was home.
 
   Ash forced the nostalgia away. Dwelling on such thoughts always left him feeling homesick. Not a good mood to enter a card game tournament in. Besides, he usually tried to avoid his homesickness until night, when he could be alone in his bed with his sad thoughts.
 
   Aura spoke, interrupting Ash’s train of thought. “We’ve got an hour, let’s go over our decks one more time.” The death toucher pulled out his card box and dumped the cards on the table.
 
   Ash put on his stern face. “We’ve been over our decks plenty of times already,” he said. “Our decks are fine. Have a little faith that I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “You’re right, the decks are fine, probably,” said Aura, but his frown disagreed. “I’m just nervous. Marni’s going to be there.”
 
   “You’re not normally the type to get nervous,” said Ash as he reached for the tin cup. He took a sip and spat it out on the ground, his face showing disgust. “What kind of coffee is this? It’s cold and bitter!”
 
   “You have to heat it yourself,” said Aura. “Like so.” He gripped the coffee cup and emitted fire from his hand. The fire spread out over the drink. “About ten seconds should do it,” he instructed. Ash did the same and tried the drink again.
 
   “Much better,” he said, sipping the now-steaming hot liquid. “Now, who’s this Marni?”
 
   “Come on, you must have heard of her by now. Marni Narnya, the creator of Devil’s Duel,” Aura replied. “Also smoking hot babe and owner of our destination, the Demon’s Den Gaming Parlor. That’s where the tournament is. Any other questions, Mr. Guy-Curious?”
 
   Ash blinked. “Is that why you wanted to compete in the tournament? To meet Marni Narnya?”
 
    “No,” Aura said with a scoff. “Marni and I are well-acquainted, actually. I may as well tell you now, since we’re in this together.”
 
   Ash almost spat out more coffee. Whenever Aura said they were “in this together” it was never a good thing.
 
   “Marni and I go way back. I knew her back when we were just a couple of no-good street punks. For a while, we ran the streets of South Hell together. I was the brawns, and she was the brains. Those were the days, but…” Aura sighed heavily, signaling a tonal shift in his wistful story.
 
   “For as long as I’ve known her, Marni has always been into games. That’s all she wanted to do in her spare time, play games. She would make up her own games too. She always talked about how she’d start her own gambling parlor some day. We were all pretty surprised when she actually did it! She really busted her ass making her dreams come true. The Gaming Parlor is amazing. I spent most of my youth in that damn place…”
 
   For a moment Aura just stared into his coffee cup, locking eyes with is reflection. He took a swig and choked back the memories.
 
   “Anyway, I’m in a lot of debt,” he said.
 
   Ash almost spat his coffee out a second time. “What! You only care about the tournament because of the prize money!”
 
   “Sorry I had to mislead you buddy, but I need this!” Aura pleaded. “If I win this thing I could pay off all my debt with Marni, finally. With the two of us competing, that doubles my chances! I’ll never have this good of odds again!”
 
   “Exactly how much debt are we talking about here?” Ash asked, afraid of the answer.
 
   “Oh, I’ve managed to whittle it down to about… ten thousand skorch,” Aura replied.
 
   Ash choked on another sip of coffee. He finally wised up and set the drink down. After making everything go down the correct pipes he addressed his friend. “Why don’t people ever learn to quit while they’re ahead? You really suck at gambling, you know that?”
 
   “I’m aware,” said Aura. “But none of that matters, because you’re a Devil’s Duel prodigy! Together we can’t lose!”
 
   Aura was referring to Ash’s skill at the game. Because of his experience playing similar trading card games on Earth, Ash was way ahead of the curve. He understood combining cards to use the best strategies the game’s rules allowed. He’d never lost a game yet. Aura sought to use that natural talent to his advantage, recruiting Ash to take part in the tournament with him.
 
   “Wait a minute,” said Ash. “What if I win?”
 
   “Then I’ll really owe you one after you pay off Marni for me,” Aura said with a wink. “Come on, we should get going or we’ll be late for registration.”
 
   Ash dropped his head. “I don’t think you get how paying off debt works…”
 
   Aura stood and downed his coffee. Ash followed him as they left the small alleyway café and headed for the main strip. It was easy to find the Demon’s Den; all they had to do was follow the crowd. Everyone seemed to be flowing in the same general direction, and sure enough when Ash and Aura popped out on the other side they were standing before the entrance to a large building that was the gaming parlor.
 
   The giant bouncer that stood outside held back the mob of people clambering to get inside. “Viewing area seats are sold out!” he bellowed. “This door’s for competitors only! What do you punks want?” he asked as Aura stepped up.
 
   “Bruiser! It’s me, Aura!” he said. “Don’t you remember me?”
 
   The bouncer studied Aura’s face a moment then laughed. “Yeah, I remember you,” he said with a smile.
 
   “Good! So you must know I’m here as a competitor,” said Aura.
 
   “You are?” Bruiser snorted, scouring over his papers. “I didn’t see you on the list...”
 
   “Aura Draxler and Ash Kaplan,” he said. “I signed us up just yesterday.”
 
   “Oh, here you are,” Bruiser said, looking pleased. “Go on in and get registered. You can buy some brand new cards, just released today, too. They’ll start drawing lots in a couple minutes.” Ash and Aura moved past him to enter. Before he was out of earshot the bouncer called out one last thing to Aura. “Good luck in there Draxler,” he said. “You’re really gonna need it!”
 
    The boys strolled inside to find themselves in a large ornate lobby. Though the business was named a gaming parlor, it looked more like a casino to Ash. As far as he could see, there were rows and rows of different types of games. Some on tables. Some looked like primitive machines. People exchanged skorch freely, betting on the outcomes of each and every game. A nearby information booth had a banner posted above it that read “COMPETITOR REGISTRATION”.  The woman working behind the counter had to shout over all the noise coming from the game table area.
 
   “Last call on competitor registration!” she shouted. “Last call!”
 
   “Let’s hurry,” said Aura as he pulled Ash toward the counter. Aura faced the woman working and flashed his signature smile. “Hello gorgeous, how you doing? I’m sure you know who I am already but I might as well say it, because let’s be honest, who doesn’t love hearing it? I’m Aura Draxler. Yep. I want you to take a minute and just digest that Let it really sink in. Aura. Draxler.”
 
   The woman paused for only a second, then diverted her attention back to the crowd. “Last call on competitor registration!”
 
   “We’re competitors,” Ash said brightly.
 
   “Name?” she asked him.
 
   “Ash Kaplan.”
 
   “And Aura Draxler! Don’t forget the Drax-man!”
 
   “You’re late,” the official replied, agitated. “They’re going to start calling lots any minute now. Listen for your number and follow the roster.”
 
   “Thanks dear,” Aura said, leaning in obnoxiously close to the woman. “If you’re not busy later maybe we-”
 
   The woman slapped a sticker over the death toucher’s mouth, silencing the boy. Ash stepped forward smiling gratefully at the lady. She patted Ash’s chest, applying the sticker to him as well. Ash looked down at his competitor number on the sticker and smiled, eager to get started.
 
   “Next!” the woman bellowed in Ash’s face. After checking to ensure his eardrums weren’t ruptured, he grabbed his friend by the shoulder and shuffled out of the way as Aura reapplied the sticker to his jacket.
 
   “Next!” the woman bellowed in Ash’s face. After checking to ensure his eardrums weren’t ruptured, he grabbed his friend by the shoulder and shuffled out of the way as Aura reapplied the sticker to his jacket.
 
   They followed a sign pointing to the competitor’s waiting area. Fighting through the crowded interior, Ash observed the spacious casino-like gaming parlor, each table packed with hopeful devils looking to score big in a wide variety of colorful games. Confident bidders dropped stacks of square-shaped betting chips at a time, laughing at their odds. Across the room one man spun a giant wheel then screamed in frustration as it slowly came to a stop with the needle landing on a space marked with a big black skull-and-crossbones.
 
   The feast for his eyes could have gone on for a while, but Ash snapped into focus when Aura gripped his shoulder tightly and spoke. “There!” He pointed his gauntlet across the room, in the direction of the double doors leading to the competitor’s area. “It’s…her.”
 
   Standing next to the doors, surrounded by several guards was the woman Aura pointed to. She had long dark hair and was very beautiful despite her many tattoos that ran up and down her arms, legs, and even a few that stretched up to her face. Ash could tell by her fancy dress and the amount of guards surrounding her she was someone important.
 
   “Hello Marni.” Aura knew she wouldn’t be able to hear him from across the room with all the chatter, but he didn’t care.
 
   “So that’s Marni Narnya, the creator of Devil’s Duel…” Ash stared intently at the woman. She hadn’t spotted them yet. “Not really what I was expecting. I guess I can see how she took so much of your money though, looking like that.”
 
   “Come on,” Aura said, wiping the uneasy look off his face. “We’d better go break the ice and say hi.” The distressed death toucher pressed on toward the woman, adopting a stern look.
 
   “Marni!” Aura cried, waving enthusiastically at the woman. Before he could get anywhere near her though, a fast-moving bodyguard swooped in out of nowhere and blocked his route. The guard, a steely looking woman with teal hair, wore an ornate blue uniform that concealed her slender body. She was the only person in the room to carry a weapon, a sword slung in its sheath hung at her side.
 
   “Lorin,” the boy said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Marni’s busy right now.” Lorin flashed her teeth, her hand hanging at her waist by the hilt of her sword. “We could play catch up though, if you want.”
 
   Aura stopped dead in his tracks. Ash couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Aura was actually cowering to this woman. Clearly there was some hidden history here that Ash hadn’t yet caught on to, but he could guess that since it involved a couple of pretty ladies, there was probably going to be some element of heartbreak to his companion’s tale.
 
   “I don’t have anything to say to you.” Aura closed himself off to the woman, stepping closer to the safety of Ash’s side. “We’re just trying to get into the competitor’s area. I was going to say hi to Marni, that’s all.”
 
   “Ohh Aura,” Lorin said with a conceited grin. “Are you still holding out hope that she’ll choose you after all these years?” 
 
   Her words cut Aura deep. Ash felt it too, and saw it on his friend’s face.
 
   The death toucher shrugged it off though. “See these stickers?” Aura asked, pointing to the entry number stuck to his coat. “We’re competing in the tournament. We don’t have time to waste here on you. If you won’t let us say hi to Marni, then at least get out of our way.”
 
   Aura pressed forward. Lorin backed up, still standing between them and Marni.
 
   “Lorin, why didn’t you tell me that Aura was here?” Marni abandoned her post by the door and appeared behind her number one guard. She was even prettier up close. “I’d never pass up the chance to talk to an old friend.”
 
   “But sir,” Lorin said, grinding her teeth. “He shouldn’t even be allowed in here. Not with his debt!”
 
   “The only way we’ll ever see that debt paid is by letting him in here,” Marni said with a confident toss of her long hair. She smelt like sweet flowers, an intoxicating scent to the boys. “Besides, it’s nice to see you again Aura.”
 
   Marni smiled sweetly and Aura choked up. She trained her eyes on Ash next. “You must be Ash. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
 
   The boy almost blushed as he introduced himself, trying to make a good first impression on the buxom beauty. “So, you’re an old friend of Aura’s? Tell me, was he always such a vulgar numb-skull?”
 
   Aura made a sound like he objected the question. Marni laughed softly, her smile practically lit up the room. “Believe it or not, he was much worse in the days of our youth, back when he was my bodyguard.”
 
   Lorin stepped in to interrupt. “Excuse me Marni,” she said, gesturing across the room. “We’ve got more important company.”
 
   Ash followed her gaze back to where they came from, by the registration table. There an unfamiliar man stood staring in their direction.
 
   “Ah, it’s Vashi,” Marni said to herself and waved the man over. “Lord Vashi! Lord Vashi!” At her gesture, the man known as Vashi started wandering toward them.
 
   “Who’s this guy?” Aura asked.
 
   “Vashi Tansa, an up-and-coming Noble merchant,” Marni informed them. “He’s made a lot of charitable donations to me. He’s a most valuable client, and happens to be quite the fan of Devil’s Duel.”
 
   Aura shrugged. “Looks like a tool to me.”
 
   Lorin shot him a dirty glare. “Hold your tongue or move along.” The guys stood there silently with Lorin and watched Marni step forward to greet her special guest. 
 
   Vashi Tansa was a plump, fluffy looking Noble decked out in white robes of the highest quality. His bright red beard dominated the lower portion of his face, his puffy white hat was adorned with a bright, long feather that stretched so far it hung down behind his back. A pleasant smile poked out of his beard as he waddled up to Marni with open arms. He paid the boys no mind at all.
 
   “Ms. Narnya, I’m pleased to see the turnout today has far exceeded anything I could have imagined!”
 
   “This is only the beginning, Lord Vashi,” said Marni, embracing her associate and allowing him to plant fake kisses on her cheeks. “Devil’s Duel is my magnum opus. It’s going to breath new life into this establishment like we’ve never seen before.”
 
   “That’s what makes me so pleased to be included in your grand designs,” the plump Noble said. “I do hope that our business associations will not affect my ability to take part in today’s tournament…”
 
   “Of course not my Lord,” Marni replied assuringly. “You are free to compete, just as anyone else is.”
 
   “Excellent, excellent,” the Noble said, stroking his long beard. “I’ll be off now to prepare a proper deck. Wonderful turnout. Bye bye now.”
 
   Marni bowed gracefully. “Best of luck to you today.” After Vashi left, Marni turned to face Ash and Aura again. “Sorry for the interruption. Now where were we?”
 
   “That guy actually plays?” Ash asked, astonished. The Nobles he’d met in Hell so far didn’t seem like the types to waste time on a card game.
 
   “Oh yes, Vashi’s quite skilled actually,” Marni said, adopting a serious tone. “I play games with him on occasion, and I’m not proud to admit that I’m rarely the victor.”
 
   Ash whistled. “That is some skill, being able to go toe-to-toe with the game’s creator.”
 
   “He’s not just a generous donor and a good player; Vashi also provides me with detailed information on new demon specimens for my cards. The Devil’s Duel catalogue is still growing, and with Lord Vashi’s consult I’m putting out new cards faster than ever.”
 
   “If you need new cards, why not make one out of me?” Aura asked, adorning his most photogenic smile as if posing for the card illustration.
 
   “Marni’s not interested in making any deals with you.” Lorin shot a dangerous glare at Aura. “Not unless they involve paying off that mountain of debt you left her with.”
 
   Marni paused a moment, lost in contemplation. “A death toucher expansion might prove to be popular…”
 
   “We really should move on,” Lorin said to her master. “You have a tournament to run.”
 
   “We need to get moving too,” Aura said. “We’ve got a tournament to win.”
 
   The death toucher nudged his human friend toward the nearest exit. Ash bid the women farewell but his words were lost to a commotion nearby.
 
   It started with a girl’s voice calling out for Marni. Ash paused long enough to see the girl come forward, enthusiastically pursuing the game creator. Ash noticed an irritated roll of Marni’s eyes. Lorin stepped ahead, ready to block the girl if need be.
 
   “Oh Satan, not her again,” Marni said. “Let’s get this over quickly.”
 
   The boisterous girl approached Lorin knowing Marni couldn’t be far away. Her hair was a mixture of bright pink, purple, and black strands pulled back into twin tails. She dressed in all black, except for the plaid skirt and the bright red tie hanging from her slender neck. Her tall black boots were adorned with all matter of buttons and buckles.
 
   “Yo Ms. Marni!” she called again when she was within eyesight of her. “Can we talk? I think you should reconsider my offer. I’ll even start for free, what do you say? Please Ms. Marni, I’m a hard worker and super dependable! Tons of people depend on me all the time! So what do you say, huh? Why not give me a shot! I could be the greatest mistake you never made!”
 
   Ash cracked at a smile at the girl’s tenacity. Bold, he thought. What a straightforward and somewhat desperate attempt to gain favor. Amusing as the scene was, Aura was antsy to get away from Lorin. Ash turned his back on the strange girls for now. Following Aura’s lead, they moved into the competitor’s area to wait for the tournament to start.
 
    
 
   Marni’s hand landed gently on Lorin’s shoulder, signaling it was okay to let the girl pass. Lorin backed off, and the vibrant-haired girl moved in.
 
   “What do you say, huh? Am I finally in or what? Don’t make me wait any longer! Let me join your crew and start making some real skorch!”
 
   Marni locked eyes with the girl. “Aralia. Listen. I’m aware of your…situation. I like you. You even remind me of myself to a degree, when I was much younger. But in your case, youth is exactly the dilemma. I just don’t think you’ve developed the necessary skills to be of any use to me right now. I’m flattered that you’ve heard of how well-compensated my employees are, but until you can demonstrate something – anything – some kind of skill that sets you apart from the rest, I’m afraid there’s no place for you on my team.”
 
   Aralia didn’t look phased at all. “I’ve got plenty of skills! Watch!”
 
   The energetic girl produced a butterfly knife and flipped it open in her hand. Lorin almost drew her sword, but trusted that Aralia wouldn’t move to harm her master. Instead Aralia flicked the small blade up and down, whipping it around rapidly in her hand in a display of dexterity and talent. She traded it between hands, juggling the knife like a toy, confident in her skills.
 
   Aralia flipped the butterfly knife high into the air to catch it in a grand fashion for the big finale. The knife landed in her hand blade down. Her soft pink flesh gripped the sharp blade edge tightly.
 
   She let out a shriek and fumbled the knife, nearly dropping it on the floor. Blood trickled from her hand. The girl produced bandages that she was in the habit of carrying with her for just such an occasion and started wrapping the wound mechanically.
 
   “So, what do you say?” she asked as if nothing had happened.
 
   Ms. Marni sighed. She lost count of how many times the spunky girl had approached her asking for a job. She never failed to leave an impression on Marni, though not usually a positive one. The girl tended to annoy her.
 
   But today Marni was feeling generous.
 
   “Tell you what,” she said with a clever grin. “Did you see those two guys I was talking to before you arrived?”
 
   “Yep! One was a good looking dude with long black hair and the other was an average kid with brown hair. See? I’m observant! And that’s a skill.”
 
   “Do you know who those boys were, by any chance?”
 
   “No I don’t, but I will do everything in my power to find out for you.”
 
   “How about this then, Aralia. I’ll consider giving you a job. All you have to do is impress me.”
 
   “I’ll impress you any which way you want, Ms. Marni. Just tell me how to do it.”
 
   “You can start by knocking those two boys out of this tournament.”
 
   Aralia smiled and nodded, overjoyed to have finally been given her chance.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Two: Aralia
 
    
 
   The competitor’s entrance led to a small room connected to the main gaming arena. It was directly underneath the stands where spectators gathered to watch the day’s hot card game action. To Ash it sounded like a whole herd of demon elephants were stomping around above him.
 
   A varied group of competitors lounged on leather couches, tweaking their decks one last time before the tournament officially kicks off. Ash followed Aura to the end of the room where there was no dividing wall between the competitor’s area and the arena, like a dugout in a baseball stadium. There were even seats there for them to sit and watch each matchup if they cared.
 
   They stepped out into the arena, Aura’s eyes scouring every inch of their surroundings. Ash noted his friend’s uncanny ability to scope out an entire room and immediately locate the most beautiful women present, which was what he was clearly doing right now. While scanning the stands, Aura spotted a familiar set of faces, faces that he wasn’t expecting to see. He turned to Ash and gripped his friend’s shoulder extra hard.
 
   “Hey buddy, you wouldn’t happen to know why my dad and Nora showed up here today, would you now?”
 
   Ash swatted his buddy’s clenched hand off him. “Ow! Okay, I admit… I may have let slip during our last weapons training sesh that we were planning on taking part in the tournament. But I didn’t think they’d really come watch!”
 
   By now Amos had spotted the boys and was waving at them. He prodded his blind daughter, Nora, letting her know he saw them. There was no escaping them now.
 
   “I don’t want them knowing about my various dealings and debts with Marni, okay?” Aura looked like he was going to start sweating. “That topic’s taboo, okay?”
 
   “Relax, we’ll find other topics,” Ash assured him.
 
   The boys climbed the steps up into the audience seating as people slowly filled the stands. The game proved popular among young and old alike, devils of all ages made up the crowd.
 
   “Amos!” said Ash, pretending to be surprised to see his weapons instructor standing there smiling and waving at him. Aura’s twin sister Nora sat gripping her father’s arm. Nora was blind and depended on her father to lead her around.
 
   “Dad, sis,” said Aura, faking a smile. “What’s up? What are you guys doing here?”
 
   “Hello boys, great to see you both! We’re so glad Ash invited us.”
 
   “Oh he did, did he?” Aura glared at Ash.
 
   “Invited is such strong language,” Ash replied with a shrug. “I think informed is the more accurate phrasing.”
 
   Amos was in a good mood and didn’t pick up on his son’s odd behavior. “Did you hear the big news? I was at the castle this morning and happened to overhear The Royal Advisor telling some of his staff. It seems the Summer Soulstice Festival is nearly upon us! Isn’t that good news?”
 
   Nora scowled. “Dad, quit gabbing! No one cares about current events or Soulstices. Aura, are you going to give me Soul Sight or what?”
 
   Amos took a more serious tone. “That’s right. Quit being lazy and do the thing!” he said, pushing his son’s shoulder to egg him on.
 
   “Oh yeah, sorry Nora,” Aura said. He held up his right hand, removed the metal gauntlet he wore all the time to hide his death touching hand. Aura concentrated a little bit of his soul power into the hand and the deep blue electricity jolted off it. “Soul sight!” With a gentle fist bump against his sister’s face, the power leapt off Aura’s hand and into Nora’s hollowed-out eye sockets.
 
   Nora opened her eyelids. Instead of the usual hollowness, there was a swirling spherical vortex of electrical soul power borrowed from her brother. Aura called this trick Soul Sight, and it allowed his sister to see again.
 
   Sort of.
 
   Soul Sight made people’s inner soul power visible. Aura used it to locate enemies and gauge how strong their souls are, but Nora used the technique just to see something. She could make out broad, ghostly images of the souls that surrounded her. Devil souls came in all colors, and even though the shapes didn’t look much like actual people Nora still felt some comfort at knowing she wasn’t alone. It made her feel like she was living in a beautiful painting. Everywhere she looked she saw color moving, swirling, growing, and shrinking as people around her moved casually.
 
   Much better than the eternal darkness she was used to, that’s for sure.
 
   Her face lit up and Nora smiled. “Thanks bro,” she said, letting go of her father’s arm. Nora was a pretty girl, which was kind of weird to think about since she was basically a female version of Aura. The two were twin siblings, after all.
 
   “It’s no problem sis, I got your back,” Aura said, giving his sister a thumbs up. A small trickle of blood flowed from his mouth and his legs trembled.
 
   “You okay, Aura?” asked Ash.
 
   “I’m fine!” said shot back, but it was too late. Nora became suspicious.
 
   “What is it this time?” she asked with her arms crossed.
 
   “Just a little blood,” said Aura. “And a tiny headache. And a miniscule stomach cramp… Nothing I can’t handle…”
 
   “You idiot!” said Nora, cracking her brother on the side of his head. “I thought we’d trained you better than that by now!”
 
   Using the soul sight technique put a strain on Aura’s body, which manifested itself in headaches, stomach pains, and sometimes vomiting blood. He used to even lose his own eyesight temporarily, but they’d managed to work past that point. Aura usually tried hiding the other afflictions so his sister wouldn’t worry about him.
 
   “I’ll be okay,” Aura said, wiping away the blood from his mouth.
 
   “What’s Shiva up to today?” Nora asked, changing topics. She’d always ask about Shiva whenever she saw Ash or her brother. It seems she’d become fond of Shiva ever since meeting her at their house party. During their periodic weapons training sessions she’d come just to sit and idolize the girl.
 
   “Shiva hates games,” Ash replied. “She flat-out refused to come watch us. She’s probably sitting at home right now just waiting for the demon invasion siren to go off.”
 
   “I’ll be honest with you, I don’t know much about this Devil’s Duel game you kids are all playing. But uhh…” Amos struggled to think of a relevant question to ask. “What do you boys think of the competition so far?”
 
   “Vashi Tansa worries me,” Ash said.
 
   “Who is Vashi Tansa?”
 
   “Some rich Noble,” Aura replied with a scoff. 
 
   “Apparently he’s good enough to play evenly with the game’s creator,” said Ash. “I’d kinda like to play him myself.”
 
   “It could happen,” Aura said. “You just might get your wish. But if you do, you’d better not lose. Or else it’ll be up to me to stop him!”
 
   “And we all know that’ll never happen, because you suck at Devil’s Duel,” Ash teased. 
 
   “You’d better not embarrass the family name out there, boy,” Amos warned his son.
 
   “Relax, I can hold my own!” Aura protested in defense. He raised a playful eyebrow. “Besides, I thought I was taught to play by the best, or maybe that wasn’t the case?”
 
   “Just do well out there, you dorks,” Nora said with a smile.
 
   The crowds surged as more people filled in the stadium seating around them. That’s when Ash caught sight of Vashi Tansa as he floated down the stairs past them.
 
   “That’s him!” Ash said, pointing the Noble out to Amos.
 
   The weapons maker let out an apathetic grunt. “Never seen him before.”
 
   “Time for us to get going,” Aura told his father and sister. “Catch you guys later.”
 
   He gripped Ash’s arm and pulled him away from his family. They followed the Noble down and watched him head into the competitor’s area to take a seat. From their place at the bottom of the stands they could watch him.
 
   “What’s your sudden fascination with that guy?” Ash asked, prying the death toucher’s talon off him again.
 
   “He’s the ringer here, the one to beat. Maybe we should study him. Let’s sit here for a little while and spy on him. Maybe he’ll pull out his deck and we can get a good look at his cards. See what kind of deck he uses.”
 
   The guys parked their rears in the stands for a spell, watching and waiting for an opportune moment to learn something about the man. During their deliberations, the guys knew nothing about the person that was watching them.
 
    
 
   Aralia stood at the entrance to the arena, above the stands where she could see everything and everyone spread out before her.
 
   She remembered everything Marni told her, which frankly wasn’t much to go on. Those two guys, the handsome one and the average one, were bugging Marni. It was Aralia’s first assignment to take them out. If she could prove to Marni that she could handle this, she’d be admitted in. Working for Marni would make everything so much easier. And the money! Aralia wouldn’t have to worry about food ever again.
 
   In her hand was a small printed rulebook for Devil’s Duel that Marni had given her. She flipped through the pages, stopping here and there to read short passages, but quickly became bored with it and dropped it on the floor. Aralia fixed her eyes on the boys below.
 
   An announcement blared through a distant megaphone. The entries were set and registration was closed. As soon as everyone wandered in and found their seats, the show would start.
 
   Aralia thought about her odds. She wasn’t very familiar with the game, and would have to depend on luck to place her in a matchup against one of the two boys. She didn’t like leaving everything to chance. Wasn’t there something she could do beforehand to increase her chances of success?
 
   In fact there was.
 
   The girl grinned to herself and she stepped down the stairs toward where Ash and Aura were seated. She hesitated a moment as the boys stood up. A group of men had approached them about being in their seats, and after showing the boys their tickets Ash and Aura gave up the seats. They moved back down into the competitor’s area, and Aralia followed.
 
   She found them in the private area below the stands. They were holed up in a corner with a table and a candle, seated on a leather couch. The handsome one had his legs up on the table, relaxing, as the average one flipped through his deck of cards.
 
   Aralia felt the lump of cards she had tucked into her skirt. She had at least a couple minutes before the tournament started. She should probably look over the cards to familiarize herself with the game. She knew that would be the smart thing to do.
 
   But then she thought: what would be the easiest way to knock these boys out of the tournament? She felt another lump in her skirt, this one the pocket knife she carried at all times. Good ol’ fashioned intimidation, huh? It was worth a shot, she thought. Who knows. She could get lucky and scare the guys away, and then she wouldn’t even have to play the game at all.
 
   So instead of doing the smart thing, Aralia set forward to do it the easy way. With fear and intimidation, the styles she was most accustomed to on the streets.
 
   She snuck up behind the boys. Peering over the average one’s shoulder, she could see his cards as he looked them over. He had some pretty powerful looking combatants in his deck. At least, they all looked impressive. Aralia still wasn’t sure what most of the numbers on the cards meant.
 
   An idea popped into her head. Maybe she could rob the boys. If she managed to pilfer a few of their most powerful cards before the beginning of the tournament, it would be a tremendous blow to their arsenal. She, or some other player, would take them out for sure.
 
   It was now or never. Aralia edged closer to the boys, her fingers wrapped around the butterfly knife in her pocket. Creeping up behind the average-looking boy with brown hair, she flipped her knife open.
 
   “Nice cards. Why don’t you hand over your rarest ones, nice and easy, and I won’t have to use this.”
 
   Neither of the boys looked at her. The handsome one even had his eyes closed. The brown haired boy just continued cycling through his deck. “Use what?” he said, only partially interested.
 
   “You have to look at me first to know what I’m talking about.”
 
   “Oh, sorry,” the boy replied. He still hadn’t looked at her. “So, what are you talking about now?”
 
   “You’d know if you just looked at me!”
 
   “I think she’s threatening you, dude,” the black haired boy said, having finally cracked an eyeball. He could see Aralia’s blade held low, so only the boys would see it.
 
   “Why? What’d I do?” the average one asked the other.
 
   “Just give me your rarest cards!” Aralia lost her temper as the clock ticked. “Let’s move it now! I don’t have all day!”
 
   “Ahh, you take care of this one buddy,” the handsome guy said, closing his eyes tight. “I’m going over the rules in my head and don’t want to be disturbed.”
 
   “Aww, come on!” the brown haired boy protested.
 
   “I’m mugging you! Both of you! Now give me your rare cards!”
 
   Finally, the boy looked up from his cards. He recognized her, she could tell. She saw it in his eyes. Then he said, “Hey, aren’t you that girl I saw talking to Marni?”
 
   Not good. She couldn’t let him trace this back to Marni. Not yet anyway. Instead she focused on the situation at hand. Scare the boys. Get some cards. Keep it simple.
 
   She waved the knife. “Give me the cards or I’ll cut you.” Nice and straight forward. That outta do the trick.
 
   The boy made a face. “Seriously? What are you, a thug?”
 
   “She’s a street punk,” the other guy said without opening an eye. “Just give her a crappy card and make her feel like she accomplished something so she’ll leave us alone.”
 
   “Listen up, boys!” Aralia said, sliding onto the leather bench opposite them. “I want cards. Rare ones. Strong ones. Your best ones. Give’em to me, now!”
 
   To illustrate her point, Aralia decided to show off her knife handling skills. She tossed the butterfly knife from hand to hand in a showy manner, flipping it open and closed repeatedly, her hands a blur. For the grand finale she tossed the knife up in the air, the gleaming sharp blade spinning erratically.
 
    It came down and landed clenched in her hand, an expert grab. Except that she was once again gripping the blade. Her already-bandaged hand slowly dripped blood from a fresh new cut, the girl cried out in pain. She quickly pocketed the knife and took out her extra bandages, wrapping over the old ones. She tied the bandage off and acted like nothing happened.
 
   “So, have I made my point? Are you ready to cough up the cards yet?”
 
   “Um, no.” Ash removed his cards from the table. “I don’t really have any cards to spare at the moment. Why don’t you move along and try your intimidation routine on someone else. I’m not in the habit of giving out hand-outs.”
 
   “Hand-outs?” Aralia repeated, offended. Like she was some common beggar on the street. Her pride damaged, she lost her cool and slammed her hands down on the table.  “I don’t want any hand-outs from some loser kid!”
 
   A low clearing of someone’s throat signaled the group to turn their heads. Behind Aralia, an official looking girl in a striped dress appeared, glaring at them.
 
   “Problems?” she asked, cocking her head suspiciously.
 
   “N-no ma’am,” Aralia replied.
 
   Ash turned to the ref and forced a smile. “There’s no problem here.”
 
   “Good,” the lady ref replied, replacing her icy glare with a bright smile. “I’m Hakusho, the referee. We’ve got the bracket all set up and we’re ready to begin, so-”
 
   Hakusho cast a curious glance at Aralia, eyeing her up and down. “Are you a competitor? If so, where’s your number?”
 
   Aralia’s heart skipped a beat, thinking she’d done something wrong and wouldn’t be allowed to compete. But then she remembered the small sticker Marni’s goon had given her and pulled it from her bra. She held it up for the ref to see.
 
   “See? I’m legit.” She beamed, placing the sticker on her shirt.
 
   “Excellent.” Hakusho beamed with positive energy. “Let’s get this tournament started then, shall we?”
 
   Without waiting for a reply from either of them, Hakusho walked through the competitor’s area and up into the main gaming arena. Aralia flashed the boys one last look, a glare of malice to signal that their beef was not over yet. She’d fight tooth and nail to take them both out. She would do it, and become one of Marni’s hired thugs. Only then would she start making some real skorch.
 
    
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls! Thank you all for joining us today for the first ever Devil’s Duel tournament! I’m your adorable referee Hakusho! Let’s all have a great time watching some Devil’s Duel!” The referee girl warmed up the crowd as Ash and Aura sat on one of the competitor’s benches.
 
   “Without further ado, here’s the genius creator that gave us such a wonderful game, Miss Marni Narnya!”
 
   The crowd roared and in walked Marni, the beautiful game creator, surrounded by her goon squad of bodyguards. Loyal Lorin was in the lead, looking tough as ever. Hakusho handed the megaphone to a smiling Marni, who turned to address the crowd.
 
   “It’s great to see such a wonderful turnout! Thank you all for coming today to witness history in the making. Without all of you, Devil’s Duel wouldn’t exist. I’m so happy I could share my vision with you all. We’ve got a lot of tough competition here today. I hope you’re all prepared to see history in the making! Now without further delay, let’s see some Devil’s Duel!” Marni shouted, getting the crowd fired up. She handed the megaphone back to Hakusho and strolled over to her own private, comfortable seat of honor.
 
   The upbeat ref took the reigns and called out for the two first competitors. “First up, #18 vs. #04! #18, #04, please come forward! It’s time to duel!”
 
   Two men stood up from the bench, smiled and shook hands, then proceeded to the game table. They took their seats and revealed their decks, then started shuffling their cards.
 
   “While we wait for the competitors to shuffle their decks and set up their playing areas, this is a perfect opportunity to brief everyone on the official rules of the game,” Hakusho said with extra perk in her voice, so as not to lose the crowd.
 
   “A player’s deck consists of sixty Devil’s Duel game cards. There are three different types of card available: “Crush” cards, which help you crush your enemies; “Kingdom” cards, which are used for building a Kingdom worth fighting for; and last but not least, “combatant” cards, the real crux of the game!
 
   “Players take turns laying down various cards, building their kingdoms and armies. There are many different types of Kingdom and Crush cards that do various things, but Combatant cards are split into three specific categories: Devil combatants, Angel combatants, and Demon combatants. Each class has a strategic advantage and weakness to another: demons harm devils, devils harm angels, and angels harm demons.”
 
   “The goal of the game is to build a stronger, better kingdom than your opponent and then wipe them out using your army of combatants! With over a thousand cards to choose from, we’re going to see some of the most creative deck combinations and clever strategies here today!”
 
   By the time Hakusho finished up her explanation the first round was close to over. In just a few turns, one of the players had laid down four strong combatant cards while the other guy had only one. Things weren’t looking good as the guy added a new kingdom card, “Hot Hot Springs”, which powered up his combatants even more.
 
   “This game is as good as over!” the man said. “I’ll attack your Lone Wolf Guard with all five of my combatants!”
 
   “I’ve been waiting for that,” the other player said with a sly smile. “I’m using my crush card, “Call for Wolf Pack”. This card can only be played when Lone Wolf Guard is on the battlefield. It allows me to search my deck for as many “Wolf Pack Warriors” as the number of combatants you attacked with.”
 
   After pulling the cards from his deck and re-shuffling, the guy laid down five Wolf Pack Warriors, bringing his army up to six combatants.
 
   “Hah! So what? Your combatants are still weaker than mine. My guys win!”
 
   “Not so fast,” the other player said. “I still have one more card to play: the crush card “Full Moon”.”
 
   “Uh oh…”
 
   “This card transforms all Wolf Pack Warriors in my army into the more powerful Warwolf Warriors!”
 
   “Crap, my combatants already attacked…”
 
   “That’s right, and now my Warwolf Warriors rip them apart!”
 
   “Crap,” the man said. The next turn he ran out of combatants to play and his opponent destroyed all his kingdom cards. He quickly lost the match, his opponent advanced to the next bracket in the tournament roster.
 
   Ash watched the first few games in awe. He loved seeing all the different imaginative strategies that everyone employed. Each game was full of twists and turns, comebacks and defeats, cheers and cries of frustration. Five more games went by and Ash realized it was finally his turn to play.
 
   “Next up, Ash versus Aralia,” Hakusho said, drawing everyone’s attention to the more famous competitor. Ash saw his first opponent and cringed as they stepped up the stairs to the raised platform. They stood eye to eye before taking their seats at the game table.
 
   “Hello again,” Ash said.
 
   “So you’re Ash Kaplan,” the punk girl said. “The human.”
 
   “’Fraid so.”
 
   “And that must mean that the handsome guy over there is…”
 
   “Uh, yeah, Aura’s over there somewhere…” Ash said, becoming agitated. “Now you know my name. What should I call you?”
 
   “Raley.”
 
   “Just Raley? No last name?”
 
   Aralia’s eyes strayed. “No.”
 
   “Okay Raley,” Ash said, taking his seat at the table. “Let’s duel already, huh?”
 
   The players shuffled their decks and started their game. Ash dealt himself a lucky hand. He had almost every card he needed to get his strategy started. Across the table Aralia looked pretty confident behind her cards.
 
   “I’ll go first if you don’t mind,” said Aralia, anxious to lay her first card. “I’ll play the combatant card “Electric Weasel” to start my army off.”
 
   A demon type combatant, Ash thought. She must be using a demon themed deck. It’s a good thing I’ve got a few angel types to take care of them.
 
   The rules state that the player who goes first can’t attack, so Aralia laid a few kingdom cards and ended her turn. It was Ash’s turn, and he laid a few of his own kingdom cards down before drawing a new card. He pulled “Ancient Angel”, one of his most powerful combatant cards.
 
   Perfect! he thought, starting his army with Ancient Angel. “I’ll combine my Ancient Angel with this crush card, “Holy Light Blade”, and deal quadruple damage when I have it attack your Electric Weasel,” said Ash.
 
   “Oh man!” Aralia said, her eyes searching her cards for support. “I know I got something in here that can stop that! Hang on! Give me a minute!”
 
   Ash, and everyone else in the arena, waited far past the ends of their patience for her, but in the end she could play nothing that would save her combatant. Ash won that round of combat, Aralia took the damage to her overall Kingdom Points, or KP for short.
 
   “Beginners luck!” said Aralia. “I’m going to launch my comeback right now!”
 
   “Who’s the beginner here?” said Ash.
 
   Aralia ignored Ash as she drew another card. With a content grin, she laid two cards on the table. The combatant card “Wooden Doll Warrior” and the kingdom card “Towering Inferno Walls”.
 
   “Now, I’ll use this crush card, “Blade of Grass”, which powers up my Wooden Doll Warrior. Get ready to cry, cuz here comes the attack!”
 
   “Uhh…” Ash stammered, looking disturbed. “You sure about that?”
 
   “Absolutely! I attack!”
 
   Hakusho blew her ref’s whistle, making Aralia jump in place. “And Raley fails to realize the crucial mistake she’s just made! Allow me to explain. By surrounding her army with the Towering Inferno Walls card, Raley has foolishly forced the plant type demon combatant to pass through her own wall of flames. As every good Devil’s Duel player knows, plant types are weak against fire! The wall of flames is too much for the Wooden Doll Warrior to handle, even with the help of that fancy Blade of Grass! Sorry Raley, but you’ve just sent your own combatant to its death!”
 
   Aralia lowered her head before scowling in rage. She grinded her teeth a few seconds before replying. “Yes, well, I’ve still got that fire wall protecting me. Let’s see you get around that!”
 
   Why put up a fire wall and roast your own combatant? Ash wondered to himself. What strategy is she using?
 
   “Okay,” Ash said. He was beginning to feel a little sorry for the girl. He drew a card. It was an excellent crush card and he couldn’t help but smile at how well this was going for him.
 
   “I’m going to use my combatant’s ability,” he said.
 
   “What ability?” asked Aralia. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “My Ancient Angel’s ability, flight. It allows me to fly over walls and barriers and attack your kingdom directly.”
 
   After another attack from such a powerful combatant, Aralia’s KP was significantly reduced. She couldn’t stand another attack like that. She put all her faith in her deck and drew another card. After looking at it she smiled.
 
   “I just drew something good!” she said. “I play “Devil Flame Master” and attack again!”
 
   “A wonderfully executed attack by Raley!” Hakusho shouted. “Her Towering Inferno Walls finally played to her advantage, because as we all know her devil type combatant gets a power boost from fire! Ash’s Ancient Angel is toast!”
 
   Crap, Ash thought. He set the Ancient Angel card in the cemetery pile. I didn’t expect her to have a devil type. So is she playing a demon deck or a devil deck? As it stands I don’t have a single card that can fight a devil card.
 
   “It’s your turn,” said Aralia. “Tell me you’re not quaking in your little peacoat now!”
 
   Like I’m going to lose to someone like her. Ash drew his card. “Alright! I play “Archangel Lancelot” and combine him with “Holy Dragon of Light”. Together, their strength can match your Devil Flame Master’s.”
 
   “Match, but not beat,” Hakusho said. “Ash goes on the defensive!”
 
   “I got ya right where I want ya!” said Aralia. “You better say your prayers!” She drew a card. “And speaking of prayers, I’ll start my turn by playing “Prayer Circle”.” 
 
   What? thought Ash. Why? That’s so….random!
 
   “Another bold choice in strategy by Raley,” the announcer said. “But at this point, we’re not quite sure what she’s going for here. Let’s watch and see what the next phase of her plan is.”
 
   “Why would you play that card?” Ash asked. He was utterly baffled at her lack of strategy.
 
   “Prayer Circle powers up my army, why wouldn’t I play it?” Aralia smiled and raised her eyebrow. “You’re just stalling now cuz you know I’m about to crush you. I’ll attack with my Devil Flame Master and destroy you!”
 
   “Okay, but…” Ash tried to warn her.
 
   “And Raley makes another baffling choice to attack!” the announcer said. “Doesn’t she know that her Prayer Circle card only boosts the attack strength of angel type cards?”
 
   “What gives?” Aralia asked, confused. “My guy just got stronger, right?”
 
   “No, your card made my combatant stronger,” Ash told her. “Strong enough that he destroyed your combatant just now when you attacked. Sorry. But that’s what you get for putting cards that don’t make any sense together in your deck.”
 
   Aralia took another hit to her KP. It was significantly less than it could have been if Ash had attacked her directly, and for that reason she remained in the game. Her kingdom points would be depleted no matter what though unless she could pull off some sort of strategy. 
 
   But as it turned out, Aralia’s deck of Devil’s Duel cards was unique, in that it was absolutely useless. After accepting Marni’s task, Aralia was given access to the storeroom to build her deck. She had every card in existence at her disposal, over a thousand to pick from. Marni had suggested she stick with one of the pre-made decks. Aralia followed that advice, but came up with an idea to make it even better.
 
   She went through the entire pre-made deck she selected and removed any cards she deemed “too weak” and replaced them with the most powerful combatant cards she could find. Only now did she realize this wasn’t as helpful as she once thought.
 
   She began to think she should have put a little more effort into reading that rulebook.
 
   Ash drew a new card. He frowned. “I’m starting to think you might not fully grasp the rules of the game,” he said to Aralia. “I mean, you didn’t know about combatant abilities, or type matchups, or really even how to fight. I feel kinda bad about doing this…”
 
   Ash turned to his friend Aura on the bench for guidance. Aura stood up and shouted “Take her down Ash! I need that prize money!”
 
   Ash shrugged. “Sorry Raley, I hate to do this, but I have to beat you now.”
 
   “What?” said Aralia. “No way!”
 
   “Yes way. Study that rulebook and build a new deck. Maybe we can have a rematch some day.” Ash grinned as he laid a card down on the table. “Anyway, I play the crush card “Archangel Anarchy” and you’re dead.”
 
   “And Ash wins!” Hakusho shouted. The crowd went ballistic. 
 
   Aralia looked around, confused. “Wait, what?” she said. “I lost? How!”
 
   “Ash’s card cost him half his kingdom points, but it dealt way more damage to Raley than she could handle! With no more kingdom points, Raley loses!”
 
   “I lost… right away…” Aralia screamed, slamming her fists down on the table. “Crap!” 
 
   Now Marni would never take her.
 
   Ash stood up feeling terrible about his win. He went to shake her hand but the distracted girl walked right past him in a daze.
 
   She paused, looked over her shoulder and bid Ash farewell.
 
   “It was… nice meeting you,” she said, her voice sounding far off. “Sorry about the mugging.”
 
   “It was very memorable,” Ash replied with a shrug.
 
   Aralia disappeared into the crowd as Hakusho the referee changed up the roster. Ash advanced, and after a few more games it was Aura’s turn.
 
   Aura joined his opponent at the game table. He felt a blinding jealousy come over him at Ash’s luck to have played against a cute girl in his first game while Aura got stuck playing against a pudgy boy. Though he was far less skilled at the game than most of the other competitors, Ash and Aura had spent days preparing Aura’s deck strategy. They stayed up late at night holding practice duels to test their decks. Aura’s strategy worked, and he knew it backwards and forwards.
 
   His opponent started the game. “I play “Unique-Horn Butternut”,” he said. His card depicted a colorful pony-like unicorn demon.”
 
   Oh great, Aura thought. He’s a bro-nique!
 
   “I’ll also play this kingdom card, “Fluffy Cloud Palace”, and end my turn.”
 
   Aura drew a card, feeling nervous at the thought of losing to this guy. He got a valuable card and could start using his strategy right away.
 
   “Let’s get this show on the road,” he said. “First I play the kingdom card “Murky Depths”. This covers my side of the battlefield in deep water.”
 
   The bro-nique scoffed. “Hah! Why would you want to do that?”
 
   “Murky Depths also hides any aquatic combatants I play,” Aura said with a smirk. “And I’ll lay one combatant down right now. The only way you can find out what it is is by attacking. Go ahead; give it a shot!”
 
   The bro-nique began his turn by playing another card. “I’ll use the crush card “Unique-Horn Laser” to give Butternut a nice attack boost,” he said. “That should make her plenty strong to attack whatever your stupid water is hiding. I attack!”
 
   “Tsk-tsk-tsk,” said Aura clicking his tongue. “Your little pony just dived into my murky depths, which was a bad move on your part.” Aura flipped over his unknown combatant card. “I’ve got this combatant called “Net Squid”, you see. It’s a demon card that traps enemy combatants underwater and paralyzes them for a turn.”
 
   “My Unique-Horn was still stronger though, so your Net Squid dies!” the bro-nique said, beaming.
 
   “True, but its my turn again and I have a new combatant to play. By the way, your combatant is still floating helpless in the water. I’m going to attack and destroy it right now with this.” Aura showed the card to the ref, who nodded her head in agreement. “Thanks sugar,” Aura said with a wink.
 
   “No fair!” the bro-nique. “I don’t even get to see it?”
 
   “Afraid not,” Aura said. “Thank the murky depths for that.”
 
   “All I have to do is not attack you until I can get rid of that stupid water card,” the bro-nique said. He played the next few turns defensively, avoiding attacking as both he and Aura built up their kingdoms some more.
 
   When at last the battlefield was filled with combatants, Aura’s opponent felt confident testing the waters. He commanded one of his weaker Unique-Horn cards to attack Aura’s combatants knowing it was just a sacrifice. The card he specified to attack turned out to be called “Tiger Shark”, another powerful aquatic demon. The bro-nique’s monster was destroyed easily.
 
   By now the bro-nique’s KP was running low. He continued to wait it out, looking for a specific card that could clear up all the water on the battlefield. Aura had another strategy, however. Using a combatant called “Reverse Fisherman” Aura could select one of his opponent’s combatant cards and pull it into the water, forcing an attack.
 
   Using this strategy Aura easily won the game on his next turn. He jumped to his feet and threw his hands up in triumph while the bro-nique collected his cards, choking back tears for his fallen equestrians.
 
   Aura’s friends and family rejoiced in his victory, cheering for their black sheep boy while he blew kisses to the ladies in the stands. In her private suit, Marni squirmed uncomfortably in her seat. The sight of the death toucher advancing didn’t sit well with her. She would have to use every tool at her disposal if she was to stop him and the human from winning any more.
 
   But Marni still had a secret weapon in reserve, giving her a confident edge.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Three: Lorin
 
    
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, after an exhilarating afternoon of competitive card-based combat, we’ve at long last reached the semi-finals of the tournament!”
 
   The energetic referee Hakusho paused for the crowd’s wild applause.
 
   “And what a line-up we’ve got in store! These four players have all demonstrated superior skill in defeating their opponents today. I’ve got to say, I don’t think I could have dreamt of a more distinguished group of finalists. We’re going to take a ten-minute intermission for our finalists to prepare their decks one last time, so feel free to go get some snacks from our concession area or browse the card store and casino. Just remember to be back in your seat in ten minutes: Marni Narnya will have an exciting announcement to make. You won’t want to miss all the action of the Devil’s Duel finals!”
 
   With that short message the crowded stands drained as the spectators moved about the gaming hall. Ash rose from his seat with doubts in his mind and turned to Aura.
 
   “We should go take a look at our decks again,” he said. “This ‘exciting announcement’ of Marni’s makes me nervous.”
 
   The boys had just watched Marni’s faithful bodyguard Lorin destroy her last opponent, securing her own spot in the finals. She would be Aura’s next opponent, and the boy was nowhere near as skilled or prepared. It was Ash’s job to make sure he was.
 
   What Aura lacked in skill, Ash was forced to make up for in strategy and clever card combinations. The murky depths strategy he’d hooked his friend up with had worked thus far, but probably wouldn’t anymore. Not against the creator’s number one cunning crony, who’d been watching all his matches too.
 
   Aura kept his head down and moved silently, following Ash into the competitor’s antechamber. The two sat in silence while Ash meticulously scoured his collection of cards looking for anything that might prove useful. He watched enough of Lorin’s games to know that she didn’t stick to any one particular strategy. Each match she used different decks consisting of the most overpowered cards that currently existed in Devil’s Duel, always changing her strategy from game to game so no one would quite know how to prepare for a match against her.
 
   No telling what she’d pull out in the next match, the only one that mattered.
 
   While he looked for cards to empower Aura’s deck, Ash took notice of his friend’s sullen mood. The death toucher slumped low in his chair, one hand supporting his head with his elbow on the chair’s armrest. His expression was blank. It wasn’t often that Aura didn’t get overly excited about a meeting with a beautiful woman. Ash knew something had to be up.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   Aura moved his eyes to look at Ash. “You think Marni’s announcement is gonna be about me?”
 
   Ash scoffed and went back to his cards. “No. Why would it be?”
 
   “You don’t know Marni like I know her,” Aura replied, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “She’s always thinking one step ahead. I know she’s just dying to boot us from this thing, she’s probably got something really nasty planned for me.”
 
   “You just think she’s out to get you because of some old debts.”
 
   “No, you don’t get it,” Aura protested. “I grew up on the streets with Marni. I watched her beat every enemy, take advantage of every situation in her crummy life to rise from the gutters and launch this successful gaming parlor. That woman is ruthless as a demon when it comes to getting what she wants. What she wants now is to make sure I lose.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ll see,” Ash replied absent-mindedly, dedicating most of his brainpower to overhauling Aura’s deck so his friend could maybe win. “Promise me you won’t cause a scene out there, okay?”
 
   “She is out to get me. Trust me. If you knew the whole story, you’d know exactly why.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Ash rolled his eyes. “Remember to not cause a scene.”
 
   They spent the entire break sitting in the competitor’s antechamber, Ash rambling off various card strategies and uses that Aura was supposed to memorize. The death toucher sat quietly with his head down, looking like he might vomit from nerves alone. When the break was up, they heard the announcer shouting through her megaphone in the gaming arena.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, our intermission is about to come to an end! Will all competitors please report to the gaming arena? Our first semi-final match is about to start. But first, a message from Marni!”
 
   Ash and Aura hauled ass into the gaming arena and took their seats as Marni strode confidently to the edge of her private box in the stands. She raised a megaphone to her pierced lips and made her declaration.
 
   “Thank you all for coming out today to support Devil’s Duel. I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart for making this all possible. You’ve made my wildest dreams come true, so I’ll make sure to pay you all back.” She smiled, seducing the room with her beauty.
 
   The crowd burst into spontaneous applause. Grown men shouted “we love you Marni!” and other such compliments.
 
   “That’s why I’m announcing a brand new line of Devil’s Duel cards, freshly minted and available to everyone in the lobby. Devil’s Duel is a game that’s constantly evolving, and so new cards will always become available as often as I can think them up.” 
 
   Marni had the crowd eating from her hand and eager to hear more. 
 
   “Of these new one hundred cards, about half of them are some of the strongest cards in the game. Competitor Lorin will be sporting some of my personal favorites in her deck. Now: who wants to see some new cards?”
 
   Marni backed down to the cries of excitement from the crowd as Hakusho took center stage. “Up first! Lorin versus Aura!” she cried, armed with her trusty megaphone.
 
   “New cards?” Ash said to himself. “How is that fair?”
 
   “It’s not.”
 
   Aura’s brow furrowed, his arms crossed in agitation as he climbed the stairs up to the stage where the main gaming table sat. On the other side, Lorin was likewise climbing the stairs. 
 
   “Good luck,” Ash called out to his friend. 
 
   The two competitors met in the middle of the stage, standing at opposite ends of the large rectangular table below the giant reflecting mirror-ball hanging from the ceiling.
 
   “Aura.” Lorin nodded her head, showing no emotion or interest.
 
   “Ms. Backstabber,” Aura replied, mocking her courteous nod.
 
   The two took their seats and started shuffling their decks.
 
   “I’m sorry to see you still hold such a grudge against me,” she said, setting her deck down and drawing the starting hand. “I thought since we were adults now, we could move past whatever happened back then.”
 
   “Easy for you to say,” Aura replied through gritted teeth as he looked over the cards he drew. There were some ‘new faces’ in his hand that had him a little confused already. “You got everything you ever wanted. All of this. Including Marni.”
 
   Their low banter could not be heard by anyone but them over the general chatter of excitement still coursing through the stands. Aura was not afraid to speak openly here.
 
   “She picked me,” Lorin replied with a casual shrug. “Get over it.”
 
   “I can’t! Why would she go with you over me? It just doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “If the competitors are ready,” came Hakusho’s amplified voice rising above all the other noise. “Lorin goes first. Best of luck to you both!”
 
   “Best of luck to us both!?” Aura exploded, jumping up from his seat. “Don’t make me laugh! She’s armed with the latest overpowered cards directly from the creator and all I’ve got is whatever Ash could afford on our crummy salary! Don’t act like this is a fair match, because it’s not fair at all!”
 
   The crowd began to stir with unrest and uncertainty. Much of what the death toucher said made sense. Ash, Amos and even Nora made their voices heard the loudest. The referee cast an uncertain glance up at her boss, as if asking what she should do next.
 
   Marni took to crowd control immediately. “I wouldn’t want to damper this special occasion with any thoughts of unfairness,” she said, casting a condescending glance at Aura. “To restore the fans faith in our decisions, I’ll allow the challenger Aura one concession.”
 
   “Just what the Heaven are you getting at here?” Aura replied, not the least comforted by Marni’s fake sincerity or desperate announcement.
 
   “You don’t like my rules? Then let’s make some addendums. I’ve got an idea you might like. How about this? Every time one of you lands a successful attack on the other’s Kingdom Points, you can declare one article of clothing for the other to remove and discard.”
 
   Aura perked up, now listening intently.
 
   “I call it the strip addendum.” Marni smiled deviously down on the death toucher. “If it becomes popular, I could make it a regular thing…”
 
   “B-boss?!” Lorin squealed, not at all pleased with her boss’s latest scheme. 
 
   Aura went silent to the tune of the crowd going ballistic. It sounded like even if Aura objected, the crowd was clearly saying yes. It got so loud Hakusho had to start shouting through her megaphone to calm everybody down. Surprisingly, it was Aura who got the crowd to quiet down simply by raising his hand. When the room was nearly silent, he spoke.
 
   “I accept.” He sat back down at the gaming table. “Let’s go,” he said to Lorin with a newfound confidence creeping onto his face.
 
   Of course he’d say yes to that, thought Ash with a sigh. Of course Marni would know exactly what Aura’s biggest weakness is, and that’s why she would propose such an outrageously inappropriate rule at the last second.
 
   “Glad to see you’ve finally come around,” Lorin said, eyeballing her cards.
 
   “You’re not going to be so glad when you’re buck naked and booted out of the tournament,” he said, finally glancing at his cards.
 
   Lorin placed several kingdom cards down in her first turn. Then she set a new combatant card down to start off her army. “Magus: Master of Zeal” was a strong demon combatant with high attack and defense stats. It seemed Aura had run into trouble straight away.
 
   But the death toucher didn’t look perturbed. He laid his kingdom cards with no haste or anxiety, in no rush. A slight smile even crossed his face.
 
   “You know, I had mixed feelings about coming here today. For a while there, I even dreaded the thought of this encounter.”
 
   Aura set his first combatant card. “Mermanatee” was the perfect starter combatant. It didn’t have a very impressive attack stat, but it did possess one of the highest defense stats in the entire game, allowing Aura some time to strengthen his army.
 
   “Is that so?” Lorin asked without looking up for her cards. She hadn’t even looked her opponent in the eyes yet and seemed to be doing all she could to avoid it.
 
   “You definitely have the advantage here. You’re better at the game than me, you have better cards, heck, you’re probably even a little smarter than me too. There’s just one thing I have that you don’t.”
 
   The two took turns bolstering their defenses and building their kingdoms, playing cards that provided their combatants with stat boosts and bonuses. Lorin continued to play the apathy game, ignoring Aura while she went about her business, her eyes glued to the cards in her hand.
 
   Lorin finally took the bait. “Oh yeah? What’s that?” she asked, unflinching.
 
   Aura stared directly into Lorin’s eyes, his solemn gaze piercing her soul. “A burning desire to see some boobies,” he replied with a dangerous grin.
 
   Aura smiled triumphantly and laid down a new kingdom card called “A Great Reef Barrier”. He added a new combatant, “Captain Coral”, then beamed. “Captain Coral gets a stat boost to his attack for every turn he’s on the field with my Great Reef Barrier. Because of that, his attack is now more than your Master of Zeal’s is. So I attack, and Master of Zeal goes bye-bye!”
 
   “And Lorin is the first to take a hit to her KP!” Hakusho cried.
 
   Having finally seen something that could pass as action, the crowd exploded. Lorin finally looked bothered, realizing what this meant for her. As the spectators roared, Aura kept his curious eyes locked on his opponent. 
 
   “The armor,” Aura said calmly. “Lose it.”
 
   Not wanting to waste any more time than necessary, Lorin quickly unstrapped the outer layers of her light armor and shed the first piece to the ground. It hit the floor with a loud THUD.
 
   “So what?” she replied, picking her cards back up. “You think your impure thoughts are going to save you this time? Think again. That was a lucky shot.” Though she tried to play it cool, Aura could see the frustration building. Under the armor she wore a simple thin tunic, the only thing currently separating her underwear from Aura’s eyeballs.
 
   “Don’t underestimate the power of a man’s carnal desires!” Aura gloated.
 
   From somewhere in the stands he heard a recognizable girl’s voice shout, “Sometimes you make me glad I’m blind, bro!”
 
   On her next turn Lorin played a new combatant, “Lavos: Devourer of Time”. This powerful new creature was way more than Aura could handle at the moment, but luckily it couldn’t attack on the first turn it was played.
 
   Aura’s luck held out. On his next turn, he drew an important card. At least, he thought it might be important as he played it.
 
   “Aura uses Tidal Wave Goodbye,” Hakusho commented. “This crush card floods the battlefield and washes away any non-aquatic combatants, meaning Lorin’s only combatant Lavos is toast!”
 
   “Sweet.”
 
   “Although, the card states that neither player’s KP is affected, so no damage is done. She keeps her clothes.”
 
   “Damn!” Aura’s eyes flicked through his cards. “That’s okay. I’ve gotten rid of her monstrosity and I can still attack her KP directly this turn. Which I’ll do right now!”
 
   In response to his declaration of attack, Lorin played an instant crush card from her hand, “Right Back At Ya”. 
 
   “Lorin plays Right Back At Ya, which halves the opponent’s attack and sends the other half back at him. Both players take damage to their KP!”
 
   More cheers erupted from the viewers in the stands as Aura’s time to strip was finally here. Both players rose to their feet and stared each other down. Aura pointed at Lorin’s tunic. Lorin pointed at Aura’s gauntlet. Both players quickly stripped the targeted items off and sat back down.
 
   “I got off pretty easily,” Aura said with a delighted grin as he feasted his eyes on his opponent’s new look. Though he normally hated showing off his blackened appendage, this was an occasion he was okay with. “Let’s keep going!”
 
   Aura had finally found his confidence. But Lorin had a pretty nasty surprise in store for him to ruin all that.
 
   “I play “Endless Ocean”,” she said, slamming the card down on the table. “And I’ll follow it up with a new combatant, “Tsharknami”, which can attack the first turn its played, and attack your Captain Coral with it.”
 
   “Quite the power play by Lorin!” Hakusho commented. “Endless Ocean is a card that powers up aquatic combatants, and her Tsharknami definitely fits that description. Aura’s combatant gets a bonus too, but its just not enough to fend off Lorin’s shark attack. Aura loses KP!”
 
   Disappointed but not letting it show, Aura stripped off his jacket. The situation had taken an unexpected turn and he wasn’t sure how to deal with it. Lorin’s Endless Ocean card was helpful to both players, but how many aquatic combatants did her deck even posses? On the flip side, most of Aura’s cards were water-types that would gain a bonus from her card. For the moment it seemed like he might have an advantage.
 
   Her Tsharknami is way stronger than my Mermanatee, he deduced. But if I can just get a stronger combatant out there, I should be fine. One more attack and it’s time to set the twins free! he thought, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “Thanks for the power-up,” he said, drawing his next card. “Let’s see if it doesn’t come back to bite you in the ass.”
 
   But of course, Lorin had her reasons for using a card that at first seemed like it only provided an advantage to Aura. It wasn’t apparently obvious at first, but on her next turn when she played a card called “Sharkbait” to wipe out Aura’s remaining combatants it became evident to Ash and any other Devil’s Duel experts exactly what kind of strategy she was now using. Aura seemed oblivious as he rebuilt his army. He laid another combatant, “Coral Conquistador” in hopes it would buy him some more time. 
 
   Lorin had a few aces up her sleeves, or she would have if she had any sleeves on at the moment. She played two cards, a combatant called “Hydrothunder Down Under” and a kingdom card “Superconductive Coral”. Together, these cards were a powerful combo that greatly overpowered the death toucher.
 
   “What a combo by Lorin!” Hakusho beamed, shouting into her megaphone. “The Superconductive Coral card grants a mega-bonus to any water-and-electric types, like her Hydrothunder! Let’s see how Aura recovers from this!”
 
   It was now apparent even to Aura that Lorin had simply copied his water deck strategy, albeit with more overpowered cards directly from the creator’s freshest mint. There was no way Aura could survive the next attack. He didn’t have a single card that could save his butt.
 
   There was no way he could win, but a different strategy formed in his mind. He wouldn’t need to win to see Lorin strip off her top. For that, all he would need to do is cause a small amount of damage to her KP. If he could just land a successful attack once more time…
 
   That’s when a combatant’s effect caught his eye. Seeing it as his only opportunity, Aura added the “Superior Stingsquid” combatant to his army. Lorin scoffed at first, seeing the monster’s attack points were much lower than any of her own creatures. Aura surprised everyone by declaring an attack.
 
   His Stingsquid attacked Lorin’s more powerful combatant, and as expected, it was destroyed. The crowd went ballistic, as Aura appeared to have lost on purpose.
 
   Hakusho quickly declared Lorin the winner. The smug servant stood up, anxious to get some clothes back on. Another staffer dashed to the stage to deliver a robe, which she quickly put on. All the while Aura sat confidently, unmoving.
 
   “You better remove that robe,” he said smugly, “because we’re not done here yet missie.”
 
   The death toucher revealed his trump card, the Superior Stingsquid’s, special effect. He explained that any time it does battle with another combatant, the enemy takes damage as well. Not enough damage to make a difference in most cases, but this was a rare occasion when the amount didn’t matter. All he needed was to scrape her KP, and he’d get what he wanted.
 
   “As the rules of the strip addendum clearly state: take damage, lose clothes. The damage has been done, but so far clothes have only been added.”
 
   Lorin looked down at the comfy concealing robe she had on. The robe she didn’t want to lose. With no less than a thousand spectators staring at her, Lorin really didn’t feel like disrobing and then some. She grit her teeth and looked at Aura with disgust, who only made her angrier with his upbeat attitude about it all. She looked to her master in her private box, but Marni was too busy obsessing over the overwhelming popularity of her new invention.
 
   Judging by the crowd’s reactions, the strip addendum was an incredibly popular and profitable tool she could add to her career-building arsenal. There were plenty of places in the Kingdom of Hell that you could go to see naked men and women, but her game gave everyone an equal chance at sexual exploitation.
 
   She knew people would pay big skorch for such a service. Her mind ran wild with all sorts of marketing possibilities and monetary projections while her number one guard looked like a lost, sexy puppy down on the game stage.
 
   Things looked ugly for a few minutes as Aura and Lorin stood on stage arguing while the referee looked over the rulebook to determine just what should be done. However, with no written word of the strip addendum yet, she found nothing helpful. Hakusho looked to Marni for the final word, but strangely it was not Marni who put an end to the situation.
 
   “Enough!” It was the roundish Noble Vashi Tansa, climbing the steps up to the gaming stage. “Enough of this nonsense! Both of you, down! Now!”
 
   For his size and stature, the Noble moved gracefully. He took Lorin by the hand and guided her to the stairs. With her gone, he turned to face the disgruntled Aura. “You too, boy. Move along now.”
 
   “Who gave you the right to call shots around here?” Aura asked, giving the red-bearded Noble the ol’ Draxler stink eye.
 
   “As the next competitor I will not stand for any more delays!”
 
   Now that Vashi was involved, Marni sprang into action. Clutching her own megaphone, she quickly tried her hand at deescalating things.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, if you enjoyed that game, I’m pleased to announce more strip addendum games will be coming in the future! Please wait patiently and I promise to give you the best show for your skorch, guaranteed!”
 
   Her promise was enough to instill calm in the crowd, but Aura still stood defiantly on stage. “I’m not leaving till I see the boobies I was promised. You gonna show me your boobies, old man?”
 
   “Watch it, Draxler…” the old Noble said through gritted teeth.
 
   Vashi and Aura stared each other down intently, neither one willing to give any ground, growling like wild animals. Then a voice cried out, “My turn! My turn!” and Aura was bulldozed out of the way by a charging human.
 
   “It’s finally my turn!” Ash said, throwing his hands in the air. “Sorry Aura, but you’re cutting into my time now.”
 
   “You’re a high spirited one, young man,” the Noble said. He took his place at the table while Aura rubbed the parts of him that stung as he slunk off to the waiting area to watch from the bench.
 
   With the distractions cleared up, Ash and Vashi took their seats across from each other at the gaming table for the last semi-final match.
 
   “Well met, boy,” said Vashi with an icy tone. He would not even meet Ash’s eyes directly. “I hope you can provide me with a sufficient challenge after all the unpleasantness involving that degenerate Draxler boy.”
 
   There was something familiar about Vashi’s tone when he said Aura’s last name. Few people in Hell referred to the death toucher by his last name. Ash felt an unshakable sense of déjà vu staring at the red bearded man.
 
   “The Noble Vashi Tansa, or the human Ash Kaplan,” Hakusho said. “Who will go on to the finals and face Lorin? We’re about to find out!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Four: Vashi Tansa
 
    
 
   At the game table Vashi Tansa started the battle strong. He laid down several kingdom cards that boosted his army’s attack strength. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he had his strongest combatant on the battlefield on his first turn.
 
   “I’ll start my army with “Archdevil Asmodeus” and end my turn.”
 
   Man its gonna be hard beating his devil deck with my angel deck, Ash thought. Hard, but not impossible. I know his strategy and I know he prefers attacking to defending. I think I can get around that, but it’s going to be tricky.
 
   “I’ve got a few kingdom cards to lay down,” Ash said. "First, I'll play "Holy Barrier" which lowers the attack of non-angelic combatants. Then I'll start my army off by adding "Little Cherub". Your move."
 
   Vashi Tansa drew a card. "Your combatant is too weak," he said. "Even with that holy barrier I can defeat it. Watch me!"
 
   Go right ahead, Ash thought. I dare you. 
 
   Vashi Tansa started his turn by drawing a card. With little to no thought about it he declared an attack. Ash smirked in response.
 
   "Right on schedule," he said. "I can't believe how predictable you are."
 
   "So?" Vashi Tansa asked, unperturbed.
 
   "Oh, its nothing," Ash replied. "You killed it. Good job." He moved the fallen combatant to his cemetery pile. Vashi Tansa glared briefly at the boy, but still refused to lock eyes.
 
   "My turn," Ash said, drawing his card with a sly grin. He went about his turn playing a few more kingdom cards and then laid down a new combatant. "I play another Little Cherub."
 
   On his next turn Vashi Tansa played another powerful combatant, "Wicked Firestarter". Together with his archdevil the army was much stronger than Ash's. Feeling confident and thinking himself invincible, Vashi Tansa declared another attack. Even with the holy barrier in place his combatant army was too strong for the cherub.
 
   By now Ash had lost a sizable chunk of his kingdom points. With nothing good in his hand, he started his turn by drawing a new card. He was in luck. Ash played the crush card he just drew, “Life Recycle”, that added the attack points of his fallen combatants to his overall kingdom points. This provided him an extension of time to hopefully draw some more useful cards.
 
   "Quit stalling," he said. "Your entire deck is at a disadvantage here. You will lose."
 
   “You doubt the power of my angels?” Ash asked, skeptical.
 
   Vashi Tansa scoffed. “Angels,” he said. “Those bird-brains can’t even compare to the awesome strength of the devils. Everyone knows that. That’s why no one but you plays with an angel deck. Because angels are weak.”
 
   “Then I’ll just have to show everyone they’ve been wrong this whole time,” said Ash. “I’m guessing angel decks are about to become way more popular.” He could do nothing more, and ended his turn.
 
   It was Vashi Tansa’s turn and once again he added another powerful combatant, “Flaming Sword Juggler”, to his army. He declared an attack with all three of his combatants and Ash watched the extra KP he’d only just gained deplete. He wasn’t in a good situation and would probably run out of KP in only two more turns. With a heavy heart he started his turn by drawing a new card.
 
   Ash exhaled a big sigh of relief. “I’ll use this crush card, "Hell Freezes Over". It freezes your side of the battlefield for one turn. I have to discard a card to use it, though."
 
   "Big deal," Vashi Tansa said. "I can destroy you any time I want. Your pesky stalling methods can't save you forever."
 
   It doesn't need to last forever, Ash thought. Just until I draw the card I really need!
 
   Since Ash's crush card prevented him from attacking this round, he changed strategy. With a concealed wicked grin, Vashi Tansa played a new card. “Even if I can’t attack, there’s other ways to hurt you. Take this crush card, “Firestorm Falling”, for instance. It reduces your KP by five-hundred. And on my next turn I’ll win when I wipe out the rest of your kingdom.”
 
   Ash could hear the conviction in his voice and knew he was probably right. The outcome depended on this next draw. He wasted no time in finding out the answer and picked up the next card on the top of his deck. Moment of truth, he thought just before looking at the card.
 
   Ash smiled. The tables were about to turn. “Good news,” he said. “The game isn’t going to end anytime soon. In fact, I’m about to show you something awesome.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Ash added a new card to his kingdom. “I’m doing a little redecorating in my kingdom. See, I’ve got this lovely “Tribute to Cupid” card. Want to know what it does?” The card depicted a large stone statue of the angel, Cupid.
 
   “Do not make this take any longer than it already must,” Vashi Tansa warned him.
 
   “I won’t keep you in suspense,” Ash replied. “I wanna get this over with just like you. My tribute allows me to summon a new combatant, Cupid, from my deck, so long as I have three Little Cherubs in my cemetery. Which I do.” Ash sifted through his deck until he found the right card. He laid it down on the table. “The “Archangel Cupid” is exactly what I needed to turn this game around. Are you familiar with the legend of Cupid?”
 
   “Of course! What is your point?” Vashi Tansa replied, agitated.
 
   “Great, then you shouldn’t be surprised by Archangel Cupid’s ability. Once per turn I can order Cupid to fire his arrow of love at one of your combatants and then I get to take control of that combatant for my turn!”
 
   Uh-oh, thought Vashi Tansa.
 
   “I think I’ll take your Archdevil Asmodeus, please.”
 
   The ref confiscated and passed the card to Ash.
 
   “Now I’ll attack your Flaming Sword Juggler with Cupid and Asmodeus.”
 
   Vashi Tansa’s combatant lost, and he discarded it to the cemetery pile. “Done yet?” he asked.
 
   “I’m just getting started! I’ve got one last play for my turn, and it’s a doozie. I’ve been waiting this whole time to use this card. I play “Ritualistic Suicide”, which sacrifices one of my combatants lives for some extra KP. Guess which combatant I’m picking.”
 
   “My Asmodeus?”
 
   “Bingo!” Ash said. “Do devils say bingo? Do you know what I mean by that? It’s Earth slang.”
 
   “Yes I know what you mean!” Vashi Tansa barked. “You sacrificed my combatant to fuel your own kingdom points!”
 
   “So you see, in just one turn I’ve destroyed two of your combatants and completely changed the game. You were on top and about to crush me, and now we’re even. Isn’t this game awesome?”
 
   “I’m painfully aware of how tedious your deck is,” said Vashi Tansa. “But in the end none of this will matter when you lose.” Vashi Tansa added a new combatant to his army. “All I’ve got to do is kill Cupid. That will be easy with “Archdevil Beelzebub” in my army.”
 
   Vashi Tansa ordered his army to attack, and sure enough Ash’s Cupid card couldn’t hold out. Ash lost another chunk of KP as well as his only combatant, but that wasn’t even the worst part. “By the way, Beelzebub has an ability I neglected to mention earlier,” he said. “At the end of each turn he siphons one hundred kingdom points from both of us. Of course, as long as my KP stays higher than yours I’ll be just fine.”
 
   Yikes, Ash thought. I was afraid he’d play this guy. I guess I should just be grateful he didn’t bring him out earlier in the game or I’d be toast.
 
   Ash had to play the next couple of turns very smart. One wrong or unfortunate move and it would all be over. This is when it really started to bother him that he still knew so little about his opponent. There was something oddly familiar he couldn’t explain. The Noble Vashi acted like the Nobles he’d met before, but something was also different.
 
    “Are you going to make your move yet?” Vashi Tansa asked, throwing off Ash’s train of thought. He had his arms crossed in agitation, tapping a busy foot under the table.
 
   “You betcha,” said Ash. He looked over the cards in his hand once again. He was stuck in a dilemma. The only strategy he had left was the toughest one to pull off in his entire deck. He had two of the cards necessary, but he required one more to make his play work. Without wasting more time he drew.
 
   That’s it, he thought as he looked at the card. The exact card I needed!
 
   “I’d like you to meet the combatant that’s going to finish you off now,” Ash said smugly. “His name is “Angel Arthur”.” He set his new combatant on the table for all to see. Vashi Tansa wasn’t impressed however.
 
   “You’re lying. That combatant is weak. Its attack strength is nowhere near my Beelzebub’s!”
 
   “Sure,” said Ash. “He’s pretty weak right now. But when I equip him with this crush card combo, “Sword in the Stone”, combined with “Knights of the Roundish Table” he becomes something much stronger!”
 
   The ref explained the rules of the two cards, which allowed Ash to search his deck for a new combatant so long as Angel Arthur was in his army. Then he could add a new champion to his army, a powerful upgrade to his Angel Arthur card.
 
   Ash played his new combatant with glee. “Say hello to “Archangel Arthur, King of Angels!” This new card had bigger numbers on it than Vashi Tansa’s cards. That was definitely a good thing. “Would you look at that!” Ash said. “An angel that’s stronger than a devil! Did you ever think you’d see such a sight? Kinda shatters your whole world, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Your voice annoys me!” Vashi Tansa said. “I’ll put an end to your pathetic archangel as soon as my next turn comes.” It was a tense moment, as victory laid just around the corner for one of them. Unfortunately, his next turn would never come.
 
   CRACK! 
 
   The table they were playing on snapped down the center in an instant. Something grew from the ground underneath the table, something big, thick, and dark green. Anyone in the lower section ran for cover. The spectators in the seating sections jumped to their feet. Many fled, suspecting a demon attack. Some stayed, like Amos Draxler. He gripped his daughter tightly by her arm, protecting her from the stampeding crowd.
 
   In the competitor area, most of the people had fled with the rest of the crowd. There were only five people left. Two of them, Ash and Vashi Tansa, stood motionless in the exact same spots they had been sitting at moments ago. The sudden arrival of a giant demonic plant did nothing to deter them from their game. The giant plant thing grew until it collided with the giant mirror ball hanging above the game table. Shards of glass rained down as Ash and Vashi dove out of the way. 
 
   “My gaming arena!” Marni wailed in distress. “That thing just cost me thousands of skorch in repairs!”
 
   “This…thing just made a very big mistake in denying me my victory,” Vashi Tansa said, pushing himself off the ground. He stepped closer to the enormous plant, which had grown several long branches up and down its thick stem. “We will burn it down and continue our duel.” He raised an arm to strike, readying a small ball of flame in his hand.
 
   “I’m not sure you should go near that thing,” said Ash. He didn’t like the way the plant-thing moved. There was no wind inside the arena, yet the plant swayed back and forth, its branches moving independently from its stem. It looked alive.
 
   “This thing is clearly a demon of some sort,” said Vashi Tansa. “Best to attack it before it attacks us. That way I can get back to beating you.”
 
   “You were not beating me!”
 
    Vashi Tansa wailed loudly as he fell to the ground. Some of the giant plant roots popped up from the ground and wrapped around his ankles. He lowered a flame to scorch the creature, but the roots grew thicker and tighter. The flames did nothing.
 
   “I’m coming!” Ash said, rushing in to help. He had Vashi Tansa in his sights when he came under attack himself. One of the plant’s branches turned suddenly like a whip, connecting with Ash’s stomach and sending the boy flying backward, utterly winded.
 
   “Crap! Hang on guys!” Aura said, dashing forward. 
 
   Lorin charged in leading her small security team of a few men equipped with swords. Ash struggled to climb to his feet after colliding with the wall all the way across the arena. Aura couldn’t make it to Vashi Tansa in time. He reached her just in time to witness the bizarre plant beast wrap it’s roots up Vashi Tansa’s body, stretching up his body, underneath his clothing. The demon plant worked it’s way up his face and found the access point: his mouth.
 
   It was like a tape measure rewinding. The plant suddenly shot into Vashi Tansa’s mouth as if he were sucking the creature in like a strand of spaghetti. Vashi Tansa froze, unable to move a finger as the demon forced itself inside of him. Before the last of the plant could enter his body, Aura grabbed a hold and pulled with all his might. He thought he could simply pull it back out of her, but the plant could not be stopped. It tossed Aura aside as the last of its green tendrils concealed themselves inside Vashi Tansa’s body.
 
   “Hehehehehe!” an alien voice rang out from behind Vashi Tansa’s lifeless face, which had turned a dark shade of green. 
 
   “Devils! So interesting!”
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Five: Demon Days
 
    
 
   Vashi Tansa rose from the rubble, his skin turning dark green. His arms stretched and morphed into tendrils that swayed in the nonexistent wind. His body, still clad in white Noble’s robes, slimmed into a stem-like figure. Despite a fragile appearance, the creature immediately demonstrated its strength by whipping its tendril-arms at any nearby seats or spectators.
 
   “What the heck is going on?” Ash screamed. “Did that plant just go into Vashi Tansa’s body? What the actual hell, man?”
 
   Aura backed off just in time to avoid taking a whipping. “He’s been possessed by a greater demon!” he said.
 
   “Hehehehehe!” the alien voice squealed from Vashi’s mouth. “That’s right! You devil scum! So interesting!”
 
   “Get the heck out of that man’s body and fight us like a normal demon!” Ash said. 
 
   The creature whipped its entire stem around to face the boy. “Just now, you were playing a game, no?” it asked.
 
   “Uh, yeah,” Ash replied. “So?”
 
   “That’s interesting!” The thing started waving its tendrils around frantically, stretching far enough to wreck seats in the upper audience section. Cards and scraps of wood flew everywhere.
 
   “Dad! Get Nora out of here!” Aura shouted to his father. Amos and Nora stood watching the chaos from the upper seating area, not far from where the monster just attacked. Amos looked conflicted, torn between protecting his daughter and helping his son.
 
   “But what if…” Amos began to say.
 
   “Don’t worry! We’ll be fine!” Aura replied, removing his gauntlet. “We’ve still got this. We’ll be okay!” With his blackened death touch hand he gave a thumbs up and smiled. “Get going!”
 
   Amos complied and led Nora to safety outside. Aura breathed a sigh of relief and turned his entire focus to the monster at hand. Ash was on the move trying to tackle it.
 
   The boy rushed forward dodging the tendrils as he got closer. When he reached the stem of the creature, Ash threw a weak punch. He didn’t want to accidentally put a hole through the possessed man’s body. He had to be careful how he went about beating this thing. That’s why he didn’t outright attack with fire.
 
   His punch did nothing, and the possessed Vashi Tansa easily batted him away with another whipping from the stretchy tendril arms. Ash got knocked back with some force, but Aura caught him before he could fall to the ground.
 
   “This is going to suck,” said Aura.
 
   “Why didn’t you just kill it with your power when you had a hold of it before?” Ash asked.
 
   Aura bobbed his head in shame. “I’ve only tried separating a demon soul from a devil’s soul one time,” he replied. Then, his features graven, he said, “The time I killed my mother.”
 
     The somber moment was interrupted by another painful lashing from the crazed plant-demon-man-monster. The boys rolled to safety taking great care to avoid any extra whippings.
 
   “Interesting! So interesting! Tell me more!” the demon said as it twisted and convulsed, grabbing any building wreckage in sight and tossing it around.
 
   “Get out of here Marni!” Lorin cried, rushing in to defend her master’s establishment. “Let me handle this!”
 
   Lorin and her security team battled away with the demon’s many whipping appendages, but it didn’t go well. The tendrils were thick and surprisingly difficult to cut. Most of her men were disarmed quite easily by the enemy and forced to flee, while Lorin fought on despite terrible odds.
 
   She attacked independently of Ash and Aura, refusing their help. She even stopped to yell at them at one point, dropping her guard long enough for the demon to wrap a sneaky vine around the girl and squeeze tight. Winded and restricted, Lorin dropped her blade, helpless in the monster’s clutches.
 
   By this time the Royal Guard finally showed up, flooding into the room from every entrance blowing their whistles of alarm. The foot soldiers filled the arena, some wielding long spears, swords, or even metal bows and arrows. No one quite seemed to know how to approach the monster. The soldiers paused to view the battle taking place between the two boys and the greater demon.
 
   “We have to beat it without hurting him!” Ash called to Aura as they rolled around on the ground. “Remember: that’s still Vashi Tansa’s body, even if there is a demon inside him!”
 
   “I know, I know!” Aura replied. “It’s just-” He was too late to dodge an attack from the demon and tried to catch the speeding tendril arm instead. He gripped it easily enough, but could not stop the advancing limb. He was flipped onto his back and then tossed across the room, landing near the Royal Guards. “Ouchies…” he gasped.
 
   “Why didn’t you do the thing just then!” Ash said. “You’re not gonna get many more opportunities like that before this thing kills us!”
 
   “Tell me more about the devils!” the plant squealed in delight. It seemed to be enjoying itself. “Come on! Show me the power of the devils!”
 
   “Aura, you’ve got to use your power on it! It’s the only way!” Ash said. “Don’t be scared! You can-” Ash got smoked by a low-flying limb that tripped him to the ground. “You’ve gotta-” he tried to repeat himself before the end of the tendril wrapped around his leg. It quickly wound the rest of his body in thick vines all the way up to his face and covered his mouth.
 
   “This one smells funny,” the plant demon said, turning what was left of Vashi Tansa’s face towards Ash. “Funny smelling things are interesting. They almost always end up tasting interesting, too! I eat now.”
 
   “Crap!” Aura said. He looked at all the useless Royal Guards, standing idle watching the disaster unfold. “Aren’t any of you going to jump in and help!?”
 
   “This is a very delicate situation,” said a man that stepped forward through the throng of Royal Guard. He wore spikier, cooler looking armor than the other guards. That meant he was a Royal Guard Captain. “That’s a greater demon we’re talking about. None of my men have ever encountered one before. And it got itself inside some poor guy, too. No, this won’t be an easy situation to just go charging in to.”
 
   The demon split apart, revealing an opening in its torso that resembled a nightmarish mouth. It lifted Ash off the ground, moving him ever closer to that gaping mouth.
 
   “We don’t have time to screw around!” Aura said. He was about to dash in when someone else rushed by, beating him to it.
 
   Everyone was shocked to see it was none other than Aralia. The spunky punk girl charged forward bravely and leapt at the limb clutching Ash. “Give Ash back you stupid plant!” she shouted, clinging to the creature’s limb. The demon’s attention shifted to trying to shake Aralia off, but the resilient girl held on for dear life.
 
   “Now men! While the girl’s got it distracted! Charge!” the Royal Guard Captain commanded. Without a moment of hesitation the Royal Guards obeyed their Captain and attacked. The spearmen jabbed at the plant’s wild movements, striking the air more than the demon. Swordsmen didn’t do any better as they hacked and slashed away at the fast-moving vines. The demon landed far more hits on them with its whipping appendages.
 
   The archers kept their distance while shooting steel arrows at the creature. The archers lit their arrows on fire, making their weapons all the more dangerous. The arrows pierced the demon’s skin and stopped dead. Foul smelling water gushed out of the wounds, but also ejected the arrows and then quickly dried, sealing the openings.
 
   The demon continued to rage, laughing like a child playing with dolls. It swiped at anyone who got near it, sending the soldiers soaring across the room with a single lashing. Aralia clung to the limb that held Ash captive. She managed to climb higher as the creature shook, until finally she was clinging to the vines that concealed the boy.
 
    She ripped the plants away, tearing off layer after layer of living, squirming vines. At last she peeled back a vine and saw Ash’s mouth gasping for air. With one last handful of weeds, Aralia ripped away the rest of the vines hiding Ash’s face. The boy wasted no time delivering his message to his friend.
 
   “You can do it, Aura! You know the difference between devil and demon! You know how their souls feel! You can find this demon’s soul and remove it without touching the devil’s soul! Do it! Do it now!”
 
   Aralia released her grip on the creature to pull out her switchblade, but lost her grip and fell. She dropped to the ground and rolled away from the frantic demon, happy to have been some help at least. “I’ll let you take it from here, Mister Aura Sir!” she said as she crawled to safety.
 
   “Fine, I’ll stop being a pansy and just do it,” Aura said, fed up with his own cowardly behavior. “Ash was right anyway. I should be able to tell the two souls apart. That is, if I’m to believe there’s any difference at all between demons and nobles.”
 
   Aura charged. It wasn’t easy, as the demon’s whipping vines continued to pound away at anything that got close enough. The death toucher zigzagged around a group of Royal Guard spearmen as the greater demon sent them all flying. Another team evaded and fired off blasts of flames, which didn’t seem to have any effect on the near-indestructible plant monster.
 
   Marni’s gambling parlor wasn’t holding together well. There were holes in the walls from where people had been tossed by the demon. The giant mirror ball, cracked and breaking, fell to the ground and rolled independently, getting in many of the Royal Guards way. Aura barely rolled to the side in time as the demon’s whipping arms sent the mirror ball flying towards him. It instead continued rolling at full speed, flattening Marni’s throne chair in her private box, and smashing a brand new doorway between the arena and the rest of the gaming parlor.
 
   “This is the strength of devils?” the greater demon cackled. “Pathetic! So pathetic it’s interesting!”
 
   For once its too bad Shiva isn’t here, thought Aura. She’d make a great distraction while I get in close. The boy dodged around another group of Royal Guard swordsmen, doing their best to slash away at the vine-like appendages but getting nowhere. These guys are a lousy distraction. Guess I’ll have to do this the old fashioned way, by myself!
 
   “Alright you annoying plant bastard, Aura’s here now so let’s rumble!” The death toucher created a fireball with his left hand, making it larger than a car tire. With his ball of flame raised over his head, Aura split it into two and fired both in different directions. The demon easily whipped the flaming balls apart, but in doing so raised its appendages enough to leave itself wide open. Aura concentrated a little soul power on his feet, making him fast enough to get in close in no time.
 
   “Go Aura! You can do it!” Ash screamed from his viney prison.
 
   Aura slapped his death touch hand across the demon’s plant-like stalk. The boy concentrated, closing his eyes and activating his power. An electric blue current emanated from his black hand.
 
   “Back up the death toucher!” the Captain of the Royal Guard screamed at his men. “Do not allow the demon to repel him!”
 
   Aura’s power activated as the remaining Royal Guard forces rushed forward to further distract the demonic Vashi Tansa. Archers fired more flaming steel arrows; swordsmen gave their lives trying to keep the demonic whipping vines busy. Spearmen jabbed and prodded and dealt minor damage, all of which was easily repaired by the creature’s natural juices. While not directly successful in stopping the demon, they did manage the important task of keeping it distracted.
 
   “Death toucher?” the demon said. “So the devils have a death toucher! My oh my! So interesting!”
 
   Aura ignored the demon’s musing and tried to concentrate. This was only the second time he’d ever tried removing a single soul from a body that held two souls. The first time ended in the death of his mother, so it was a still a little bit of a sore subject for him. He used his own soul power to search the man’s possessed body, feeling around for that pesky demon soul. He first found a soul power that felt wild and dangerous, but housed several other complicated feelings and emotions.
 
   Probing a little further he could feel the presence of another soul. This one gave off an entirely different vibe from the previous soul. There were no devil emotions there, only a desire for destruction, chaos, and hunger. This, he knew, was the demon soul. With his target in his soul’s sight, Aura had no problem concentrating on and rejecting the vile soul.
 
   The blue electricity consumed the possessed Vashi Tansa, momentarily putting a halt to its wild whipping. All attacking soldiers retreated, backing away as far as the ruined remains of the building’s crumbling walls could offer. At ground zero, Aura found himself violently tossed back as the demon shot out of the poor Vashi Tansa’s mouth just as fast as it originally entered.
 
   Ash dropped to the floor as the viney limb he was wrapped in rewound, reforming into Vashi Tansa’s normal arm. The sight of the chubby man forcefully vomiting out a giant green plant stem was an odd one to behold. With all the dust and debris flying about the room, they couldn’t see much else.
 
   The strange spectacle came to an end as the greater demon fell to the floor, shriveled and dried. It convulsed one last time as it died, the purple cloud of demon soul energy floating away to wherever demon souls go. Vashi Tansa collapsed, unconscious on the floor.
 
   Ash was just coming to his senses, looking around to gauge the scope of the disaster now that it was over. He saw that no one else was on their feet yet, the air still clouded with debris. Sprawled out on the floor near him was Vashi Tansa, his red haired beard a tangled mess, his robes torn and stretched. Underneath the robes, Ash noted a peculiar sight.
 
   Pillows. 
 
   Vashi’s robes were stuffed with pillows.
 
   Ash examined the Nobles face a little closer. He couldn’t believe it at first, but the more he thought about it the more it made sense. 
 
   Va-shi, he thought. Va… Shi… Tan… Sa... he scrambled the syllables around in his head as he nealt down to scoop up the puffy feathered cap that ‘Vashi’ had been wearing. It had fallen off in the demon transformation, but no one saw what was underneath. Only Ash saw the truth.
 
   He could hear the Royal Guards talking to each other, wondering if it was safe for them to move in yet. Even Aura could be heard, griping about getting knocked back so hard. Apparently his butt hurt, but Ash ignored him. Before anyone else moved in to check on them, Ash reached for Vashi Tansa’s cap and put it back on him. He straightened the crooked beard a little smiled to himself.
 
   Your secret is safe with me, Vashi Tansa, he thought. Or should I say…Shiva Satan!
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Six: The Sneaker Strikes
 
    
 
   Otozek gazed down at the tiny creature he held in the palm of his hand. The little goblin demon known as Goblotek sat motionless, legs crossed in waiting. After moments of silence went by, Otozek clenched his fist. His tiny demon companion crumbled to pieces. It was dead.
 
   "Death toucher," Otozek said, repeating the words he heard Goblotek say just moments before his death. "They have a death toucher..."
 
   His fist trembling with anger, the demon prince stuffed his dead associate into his mouth and ate him. It was a kind gesture among demons. A great honor.
 
    
 
   A little while ago...
 
   The team of greater demons arrived at the devil kingdom that morning. Prince Otozek wasted no time in using Goblotek's special ability. The tiny goblin was an expert at reconnaissance, not only because of his small stature, but because he possessed a truly unique and invaluable power.
 
   Demon seed, he called it. As soon as the demon team arrived at the devil kingdom's walls, Otozek called for Goblotek to come forward. The little goblin scaled his prince like a mountain, coming to a rest on Otozek's shoulder. Without turning his head away from the tall wall, Otozek issued his order.
 
   Goblotek sat in his master's palm and used his power. As the name of the technique implies, Goblotek was able to regurgitate a small seed from his mouth. He could create one per day. This seed had a long stem that split in two and rotated like a helicopter blade, carrying the seed away on the breeze. The seedpod resembled an eyeball, one that Goblotek could actually see through to navigate the demon seed, floating it gently on the breeze and sending it wherever he pleased.
 
   The seed drifted up over the wall and into the devil's kingdom. At that early hour the sun had yet to form. No one could see the tiny demon seed soaring by. Then a wayward fireball almost roasted the small seed instantly. It was the beginning of the formation of the sun, and Goblotek barely managed to avoid getting fried by all the fireballs in the sky.
 
   The little eyeball, flown by its rotating stems, danced on the breeze as the little goblin zoomed around the kingdom taking in all the sights. He flew low to the ground to avoid the rising flames. As it flew, Goblotek informed his prince about what he was seeing.
 
   "Interesting!" Goblotek said. "So many devils! All moving around, so lively! So interesting!"
 
   "Look for a large gathering," Otozek said. "That's our best chance of finding out how many powerful warriors they have."
 
   "I see many devils moving towards a single location! So interesting!" 
 
   Goblotek followed the crowds to a building much larger and more prominent than the others. He saw hundreds of devils lining up to get inside the building, a gambling parlor. With little trouble the demon floated down on the breeze, sailing inbetween the cracked door as Marni Narnya arrived. The inside was still empty at the time, so Goblotek followed the devil woman as she explained the days events to her staff.
 
   "The devils are gathering here to duel!" Goblotek reported. "How lucky! How interesting!"
 
   "A duel between devils! Perfect! Now we'll see just how strong they really are." Otozek was quite pleased with the team's timing. This reinforced his belief that he was making the right choice in launching his infiltration scheme.
 
   Of course he had no idea the duels that would be taking place were of the trading card variety. That detail would become clear to them later, after the tournament officially started. Goblotek found a hidden resting place to set his seed down underneath the main gaming table. There he burrowed into the ground, burying his seed and waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike.
 
   After hours went by with no devil soul power activating, prince Otozek instructed his minion to move onto phase two. Goblotek activated the second part of his demon seed power, emerging from the small seed as a giant demonic plant and controlling it with his soul. This is when he took control of Vashi Tansa's body in order to assess the situation further.
 
    
 
   Right now...
 
   Prince Otozek scowled, his light blue face turning a darker shade of midnight blue. "They have a death toucher… we'll need to be careful," he told the remaining members of his team. "Spread out and search for a new way into the kingdom. We'll wait for darkness then commence our invasion. Our top priority is now the elimination of the death toucher."
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   After clumsily reassembling the scattered cards of his deck, Ash took a few minutes to sort through the rubble trying to find all of Vashi Tansa's cards for… him? He'd only just learned of Shiva's alter ego, but he felt a tremendous amount of guilt for everything that just happened to her.
 
   Shiva lay motionless on the floor, still unconscious. With her fake beard readjusted and her puffy hat in place, it seemed Ash was the only one who knew her secret. He was still in partial shock from learning his friend-and-leader was such an illustrious Devil's Duel player. Just that morning when he asked if she'd life to come watch the tournament she told him it was "a child's game not suitable for a true warrior" and "she'd have nothing to do with it." 
 
   What a crock!
 
   Most of the royal guard soldiers had already moved out by the time Marni came storming in, a dozen bodyguards trailing behind her.
 
   "My gaming parlor!" she screamed, pulling her hair in frustration. "It's going to cost thousands to repair all this!"
 
   Lorin had finally wrestled away from the remaining strands of demonic vines that kept her out of the battle. After finding her robe, she took her place at her master’s side, sullen and solemn.
 
   "I know this probably isn't the best time," said Aura as he stepped up beside Marni. "But I'm gonna need that prize money now..."
 
   "What?" Marni screeched. "You didn't win anything!"
 
   "No, but my boy Ash was about to. He had Vashi Tansa right where he wanted him, and after he beat him he would have beaten Lorin too." He turned to Ash, who was still crawling around the floor on his hands and knees looking for any extra cards that may have belonged to Vashi Tansa. “Isn’t that right, pal?”
 
   "Get...out!" Marni roared, shoving Aura away.
 
   "I'm all done here," Ash said climbing to his feet.
 
   "Yeah," said Aura, backing away. "We'll settle this another time, then. See ya Marni. Good luck with... all of this. Give my condolences to Vashi for me when he wakes up."
 
   His friend’s words reminded Ash that he couldn’t leave Shiva there with Marni. Since she probably wouldn’t want her to know about her identity, Ash swooped into action. He pocketed her deck of cards and walked over to her.
 
   “If you don’t mind, I’ll look after him until he wakes up,” Ash said. He leaned down and lifted her deceivingly heavy-looking body. “I want to challenge him to a rematch. Our game was way too close to call.”
 
   His kindness was met with a disgusted look of bewilderment from his friend. Marni had dropped to her knees, her eyes free-flowing tears of grief. “Whatever,” she said, trying to regain her composure. “Just make sure he gets home safe.”
 
   Ash nodded. He lifted the unconscious Vashi Tansa off the debris-filled floor of what used to be a fully-functioning gaming arena, now a hollowed out shell of its former glory, and carried away the unconscious girl dressed as a man. With Aura in tow, they made it all the way outside before the death toucher voiced his latest complaint.
 
   "Hold up," he said. "Are we suddenly being nice to Nobles? I say we ditch this guy and go home or something.”
 
   "We could do that," Ash said, preparing to manipulate his friend. "Or… We could wait till he wakes up, and really rub it in his face that he was saved by us." He smiled reassuringly at his friend.
 
   Aura pondered on that as they walked. "I guess that could be fun,” he replied. “It has been too long since I last taunted a Noble.”
 
   “Didn’t you taunt him right before our game? That was like, what, an hour ago tops?”
 
    They continued walking down the busy side streets of North Hell, going nowhere in particular. The artificial sun beamed down on them like a spotlight. Ash was sweating profusely. Everything felt hotter. Shiva felt heavier in his arms. When his heart started feeling like it was all locked up he knew something was wrong. His vision blurred. He could hear Aura still rambling on about something, but his friends voice sounded far away.
 
   “Well, I didn’t get to pay Marni back this time,” Aura went on. “But I did get to witness the destruction of her fancy gambling parlor. That’s probably better, anyway.”
 
   A gust of wind kicked up as a blue blur blew by. It was a sight that Ash had yet to see in his time in Hell; a small person, perhaps a child, crouched low on a long wooden board, rolling across the paved street on four small wheels.
 
   Is that a… skateboard? Ash wondered through his blurred vision. He was content to watch and wonder, but the rider stuck out his leg and stopped moving abruptly. With a stomp of his foot the board popped up into his open arms. The rider spun around to face Ash and Aura.
 
   "Yo!" he said.
 
   He was short enough to be a child and stood blocking their path. Dressed in dingy cut-off shorts and a baggy sweater, the hood draped so far over his head he had to cut eyeholes out of it just to see. The bottom of his face was concealed by a bandana, the image printed on it resembled a giant set of wicked curved fangs.
 
   Aura paused his speech and put on the brakes, curious. Ash stopped too. He wasn't feeling so well anymore, standing there on legs that felt like rubber. The kid’s aggravated tone didn’t sound so pleasant, but when Ash opened his mouth to say something, he only choked up.
 
   "What's up little guy?" Aura said. "Come to collect our autographs?"
 
   "Drop dead!" the boy said. "I wouldn't even let you autograph my butt!"
 
   Aura lost interest as soon as he realized the kid wasn't going to worship him. "Unless you’re hiding one stellar female butt under those rags, I’ll keep my distance. Now is there something else you wanted, or do we have to walk around you?"
 
   "I'm here to settle the score with you!" the sneaker said, pointing his finger at Ash. "I’ll make you pay for what you did!"
 
   Ash wasn't getting any better. He was drenched in sweat and weak in the knees. Though the boy was just ten feet away and shouting, Ash could barely hear what he was saying. Vashi Tansa felt like an anvil in his arms and his legs buckled.
 
   “You do something to piss this kid off?” Aura asked his friend. Ash shook his head no, the best reply he could manage at the moment.
 
   "Look kid, we don't know why you're pissed at Ash. Frankly, we don't care." Aura put a hand on his hip in defiance. "We've had a long day of battling demons. Some in the form of cards, and some were actual demons. We'd like a little R&R between nuisances, you know? So why don't you buzz off now and only come back if you have a hot sister you wanna introduce me to."
 
   "Shut up, turd-breath!" the boy snapped. "I've got you now! There's nowhere to run!"
 
   "Turd-breath?" Aura repeated, suddenly concerned. "I don't have bad breath, do I Ash?" The death toucher turned to his friend and breathed a big burst of mouth-air in his face.
 
   Ash fell over. The unconscious Vashi Tansa fell with him.
 
   “That bad, huh?” Aura said in disbelief. When his friend didn’t move to get up, he grew concerned. "Ash?" Aura said, taking his attention off the annoying kid and turning to help his friend.
 
   "Now’s my chance yo!" the boy cried. He tossed his skateboard down and jumped on, kicking his way toward the group.
 
   Aura's instincts were conflicted. He turned to address the incoming threat, but the kid blew past him aiming for his fallen comrade instead. By the time Aura knew what was truly going on it was too late.
 
   The sneaky kid dodged around Aura, his wheeled contraption giving him some unexpectedly amazing maneuverability, and swooped in on Ash and Shiva. There was no attack; he seemed to merely scrape by the pair, only grazing them, and kept rolling away.
 
   The sneaker turned the next corner and was gone without another word. Aura looked on, skeptical, then dropped to his knees beside Ash. He put a gentle hand on Ash's shoulder and lightly shook him.
 
   "You okay, man?" he asked. "Did that demon squeeze you a little too tightly back there or something?"
 
   Ash stared into his friend’s eyes, his vision and hearing slowly returning. He was cooling down as well and felt okay enough to speak.
 
   "I... I don't know what just happened," he admitted.
 
   "You fell over just as that weird kid blew by," Aura said. "Now I wonder what that was all about…"
 
   “I just felt sick all of a sudden…”
 
   Ash looked over at Shiva, still out of it. She'd been unconscious for almost an hour now with no signs of waking. The boy shrugged and tried to stand up. His knees trembled and ached, but with Aura's help he managed to lift Shiva and stand.
 
   "I feel lighter," Ash said. With his free hand he patted down his pockets. A sudden realization of terror came over him.
 
   "Oh man! The cards are missing!" he said, frantically patting all his pockets to make sure.
 
   "He took your cards?" asked Aura.
 
   "Wait a minute," said Ash, pulling out a handful of cards from one of his pockets. "This is my deck. But Vashi Tansa's cards are missing! I just had them, I know I did!"
 
   "That kid..." Aura said, connecting the dots. "He must have picked your pocket. He said he wanted revenge; he was probably trying to steal your cards and ended up taking Vashi Tansa's by accident. Lucky break."
 
   Ash thought about how Shiva might react to him losing her deck. 
 
   "Oh man, I gotta go track that kid down! Which way did he go?”
 
   Aura shrugged and pointed.
 
   “Here, hold this," Ash said, handing Vashi Tansa over to Aura.
 
   "Ugh, I have to touch him?" Aura asked, offended.
 
   Ash took off without responding. He still felt a little jittery, but adrenaline flowed through his body and gave him the oomph he needed to get moving. As he dashed away, hoping the sudden bout of sickness he felt would not return, Aura stood deathly still.
 
   He started thinking about all the fun he could have with an unconscious Noble. Maybe I could paint some hilarious drawings on his face. Or I could set him in the gutter with an empty bottle of booze and make people think he’s a lush. Or what if I took off some of his clothes and…
 
   As if somehow willed by the meer thought of her clothes coming off, Shiva stirred suddenly. Her eyes snapped wide open.
 
   "Get off me Draxler!" she screamed, pushing Aura away.
 
   "Whoa!" Aura shouted in surprise, flinging the wary ‘Noble’ aside.
 
   Shiva, as Vashi Tansa, took a few seconds to assess the situation. Her last memory was from her duel with Ash. She couldn't recall how the game ended. In fact, she had no idea why she was now outside in Aura's arms.
 
   "You will explain everything," she said, struggling to free herself from his grasp.
 
    
 
   Ash took off in the direction Aura pointed. To cover more ground he quickly brought out his wings and took to the sky. Flying above the building tops he could see multiple streets and alleyways in-between. Devil eyes are much more powerful than human eyes, so identifying the little thug would be no problem, even from such great heights.
 
   Sure enough just four blocks away was the thief. The child was rolling down a busy sidewalk, swerving in and out of the foot traffic, heading for East Hell, the part of the kingdom that bordered the sea. He was staring at a handful of stolen cards and coasting slowly. Ash could easily have swooped down from the sky and dropkicked him to the ground, but he felt such force wouldn’t be necessary with such a younger child. Instead he swooped down and landed on the street in front of the kid.
 
   “Okay kid, nice try,” said Ash as he hit the ground. His wings sucked into the holes in his shirt and disappeared into his back. “Hand over the cards you took.”
 
   The sneaker smirked. He tucked the cards away in his pocket and looked Ash in his eyes. “I’m surprised you managed to work up the courage to come after me,” he said.
 
   “Look kid, just hand over the cards and I won’t have to do anything bad to you.”
 
   The sneaker snorted with childish laughter. “What exactly are you going to do to me, Mr. Tough Human? You gonna beat me up like you beat up your former teacher?”
 
   Ash winced. That was still a sore subject for him. He didn’t like to think about Phoenix’s final message to him, or what it meant for his future. He didn’t like the idea that he might of sent an innocent man to his death. He didn’t think he could ever forgive himself for it if everything Phoenix said turned out to be true.
 
   “Why, you little…”
 
   “You can try and chase me but you’ll never catch me,” the sneaker said, stretching his leg muscles in preparation.
 
   “Just give me the cards back and I’ll let you go! They’re not even mine, they’re-”
 
   “Come and get me!”
 
   With that the sneaker kicked off, his skateboard wheels spinning on pavement. Ash suspected that might happen and was quick to give chase. He got about ten steps before the child unleashed a sneaky trick.
 
   From the boy’s fingertips, ten tiny flames appeared. The little flames rounded to the size of marbles, glowing different shades of red, yellow, and orange. The boy dropped all ten of his tiny flames on the ground. Ash didn’t see the little balls as he gave chase and stepped right on top of them. He slid and lost his footing, falling straight onto his face.
 
   The flame marbles popped like firecrackers, adding insult to injury. Ash climbed to his feet full of rage just in time to see the sneaker get in a good laugh at his expense. The kid rolled into the next alleyway as onlookers on the street gawked.
 
   Ash took off once more to give chase, this time keeping a watchful eye on the ground to spot any more traps in advance. He felt a great deal more confident as he turned the next corner following the kid into the alley. He should have known better.
 
   As soon as Ash entered the alley he saw a blazing shape moving towards him. The tornado was only as tall as him, but it seemed to be made entirely out of flames. He started to sweat all over again. He could see the sneaky kid beyond the flamenado, laughing hysterically.
 
   As the blazing wind funnel moved closer Ash had no choice but to retreat. The heat and the wind were pulling him in. He cursed at the little sneaker and pivoted away. The flamenado chased him out into the street, slamming into several innocent bystanders in its path.
 
   After the funnel of fire died down Ash didn't wait around to explain. He took to the skies one more time to try locating the sneaker, still fuming with anger. He didn't have any luck finding the kid again, even after twenty minutes of searching. He knew he lost him, and Shiva's cards.
 
   Ash flew back to where he left Aura in North Hell. He was starting to worry about leaving a sleeping disguised Shiva with Aura. When he finally made it back to where he left his friends, Shiva was wide awake standing with her back turned to Aura, her arms crossed tightly over her pillow-stuffed robes. Ash landed next to them and put his wings away.
 
   "My deck, please," Vashi Tansa asked, thrusting his open hand at Ash.
 
   He met her icy cold stare with a look of disappointment. "Here's the thing about that..." he said, fearing for the worst. "That little sneaker got away with your cards."
 
   "What!" Vashi exploded. "You couldn't even capture and detain a small child? What's wrong with you! I thought you were the big-shot hero who saved Hell from the rebels!"
 
   "Catching that sneaker was harder than you think," said Ash. "For one thing, it’s hard to keep up with that skateboard. He knew all sorts of flame tricks that I wasn't expecting, too. He even somehow made a tornado out of fire!"
 
   "You still failed to capture a child," he said. "You’re lucky I can afford a new deck.”
 
   Aura kept his head down and stayed out of the conversation while Ash tried his best to make amends. "You can have my deck if you want," he offered, pulling his cards out of his pocket.
 
   "I don't want your lousy angel deck!" Vashi kept his back to the boys. More and more people were pausing to watch them talk and Vashi didn’t seem to like that.
 
   “You’re welcome, by the way,” Aura muttered. “You know, for us saving you and everything.”
 
   Vashi cleared his throat a little. With a sheepish look on his face, he muttered "I’d best be on my way now, boys. Thanks for getting me out of there. Maybe we’ll have a rematch some day, Ash Kaplan.” She gave Ash one quick determined glare. “And when we do, I will be sure to win.”
 
   Vashi stormed off leaving the boys behind. Aura snorted to himself, happy to be rid of the pesky ‘Noble’. If he could have it his way, he’d never see Vashi again. Only Ash knew the truth. They would see each other again that very same night, though under considerably different circumstances.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Seven: The Helio Star
 
    
 
   Shiva was home when Ash and Aura arrived later that evening.
 
   She was sprawled out on the couch, marveling at how good it felt to be back in her own gown, when the boys came home. “How was your stupid tournament?” she asked as they shuffled through the door.
 
   “You missed out,” Aura gloated. “A greater one showed up.”
 
   Shiva scoffed. “Pfft. I’ve been fighting demons all day. And I never once breaked for a children’s card game.”
 
   Technically, thought Ash, you played a children’s card game all day and only breaked for a demonic possession.
 
   “It’s nice to see you too, Shiva,” Ash said as he hung up his coat. “It was a real shame. I was about to win the whole tournament too, before that demon showed up and ruined things.”
 
   He said that because he knew it would really grind Shiva’s gears. The three of them moving in together hadn’t been a smooth transition. Shiva wasn’t an ideal roommate, or even an easy person to get along with in constant close proximity. She kept the boys on edge most days, disappeared long stretches of time at night, and was largely unpredictable in her behavior.
 
   Naturally, the boys took great pleasure in tormenting her whenever possible.
 
   “Oh really?” Shiva asked, cocking an eyebrow. “You sure about that? I mean, did you officially win the whole thing? Or were you actually about to be beaten by a superior opponent? I wasn’t there so I don’t know. You have to tell me honestly.”
 
   “Yeah, I was about to win,” Ash replied with a grin. He could see Shiva grinding her teeth, a telltale sign of her frustration. Instead of getting more noticeably frustrated, she dismissed her roommate’s jab with a loud belch and rolled off the couch.
 
   “Well that would be impressive if I cared about card games, but I don’t,” she said, looking her men in the eyes. “That’s why I was doing something constructive with my time. Now don’t wake me up, and don’t be late for training.” With that she climbed the stairs up to her bedroom, leaving the boys behind in bewilderment.
 
   “Whatever she was really doing today was probably nowhere near as cool as what we were doing,” Aura said, making an obscene gesture as she disappeared behind her bedroom door.
 
   Ash nodded. “Probably not.”
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   Morning came.
 
   As always the boys slept until the artificial sun formation woke them. Ash stirred in his bed for a few minutes before an uncomfortable realization came over him.
 
   Did I… wet the bed?
 
   His sheets and comforter were moist and smelly. Something was wrong. The smell was something else. Sweat?
 
   That’s when it hit him: It was hotter than Hell in Hell! 
 
   What was going on? It had to be at least eighty degrees Fahrenheit, an extreme departure from the subzero temps he was used to waking up in. He looked out the window and could see the sun shining like any other day, no larger than ever. So how could it be so much hotter?
 
   He rolled out of bed and headed for the downstairs bathroom. On the way he saw Shiva through the living room window. She was standing in the backyard staring at the morning sun, wearing her armor as usual.
 
   Crazy girl, he thought. She’s really going to wear her armor in heat like this? She’ll pass out!
 
   After showering thoroughly, Ash went to wake Aura. To save himself trouble he brought a cup of water and doused Aura’s face with it. His bedding was wet already anyway. Aura shot up at once, terrified and still half asleep.
 
   "No Marni don't leave!" he shouted. He blinked and rubbed his tired eyes, then looked at Ash. "I was having a sexy dream.” He sniffed the air. “Why'd you pee all over my bed?"
 
   Ash rolled his eyes. "I didn't pee on you," he said.
 
   "Well I didn't pee my bed. Did Shiva finally snap and start marking her territory?"
 
   "Nobody peed on your bed!" Ash snapped. "It's sweat. Can't you feel how hot it is?"
 
   "Whoa," said Aura. "So this is how natural heat feels." He rolled off his wet bed and reached for his jacket. After wearing it for just ten seconds he took it off and threw it on the floor. "It's too hot. I don't like it!"
 
   "Why is it so hot all of a sudden?" Ash asked.
 
   "It must be the... thing,” said Aura. “Goddard can explain it better than I can. Never could wrap my mind around all that science-y business."
 
   The boys joined Shiva in their spacious, private backyard where they trained most days. There was no grass back there like their old training ground in the castle, just dirt and gravel. The number of scrapes and bruises Ash received during his daily training routines increased drastically, something his body reminded him of every time he visited the bathhouse.
 
   "Nothing from Goddard?" Ash asked Shiva. Their boss would frequently send them work orders that somehow arrived before any of them were even awake. Sometimes a work order would arrive later in the day though, and in that case the team's orders were to spend the morning in training.
 
   "Not yet," Shiva replied. "You know the drill. Drop and give me a hundred push-ups!"
 
   The boys groaned. Not because a hundred push-ups was difficult; with their superior devil strength it would take them just minutes. The sucky part was the extreme heat.
 
   "Don't give me that," Shiva replied. She dropped to the ground with them and started the workout.
 
   After ten minutes the group was gasping for both air and water. Sweat poured from Ash's shaggy head like water falling off a mop. His hair had grown longer but was still nowhere near the length of Aura's. The death toucher had to keep pausing to push his soggy bangs out of his eyes. After a while Shiva produced a hair band and gave it to him, a rare act of generosity from her. He'd never put his hair up before, but the situation definitely called for it this time.
 
   When they were done with the push-ups all three collapsed into tired, sweaty piles on the ground. Shiva gasped for breath the hardest. She didn't say anything, but Ash could tell her armor wasn't doing her any favors in this weather.
 
   “We might just… have to invest… in some sun-block,” Ash said, raising a hand to keep the brilliant sun out of his eyes.
 
   “Sun… what?” Aura asked, not familiar with such a product.
 
   “Never mind,” Ash replied when he caught his breath. “Can we just… can we find some shade or something?”
 
   Aura stood up and removed his thin, sweat-soaked tanktop. Ash rolled up his pant legs and made a mental note to buy some shorts from his tailor friend Gio. He removed his damp shirt as well and tossed it aside.
 
   "Okay," Shiva huffed, exhausted already. "Now we do a hundred sit-ups."
 
   "Umm," Ash interjected. "Maybe you should change into something more comfortable."
 
   "I expected that kind of line from Draxler, but not you," she replied.
 
   "I just think you're going to wipe yourself out wearing that armor in this heat."
 
   "I always train in my armor. I'm not taking it off."
 
   The team moved on to sit-ups. Ash and Aura finished their reps before Shiva even made it halfway. They rested and drank lots of water while they waited for her to finish. When she was done she could barely move. The boys waited for her to issue the next command while she chugged a bottle of water.
 
   "Soul power," she said between gasps for air. "Go."
 
   The team learned how to harness the power of their souls thanks to the rebel named Phoenix. Shiva's grandfather Wilhelm turned out to be the true leader of the rebels, a fact that Shiva was unaware of. Thanks to both of those men, Ash, Shiva, and Aura had made great strides in becoming stronger.
 
   The boys adopted a balanced stance and closed their eyes. It wasn't necessary to keep their eyes shut, but it helped them focus under the tyrannical eye of Shiva. Powerful emotions were needed to unlock a body's soul power, and Ash had no shortage of fuel in that area. 
 
   His go-to image for working himself up usually involved thoughts of his mother, the home he left behind, and his longing to return to that world. With his eyelids squeezed shut, Ash found his mind wandering to more recent events for inspiration. 
 
   Ash could see his former teacher, the man he was forced to fight for real, bound and forced into the guillotine. So many times he tried to forget the scene of the blade falling. The sight of his teacher locking eyes with him and mouthing his final message was one that Ash could never forget.
 
   Ash's soul activated at once, surrounding his body with an eerie glow that looked a lot like steam. The team could easily summon the power now to enhance their fighting skills, but focusing it on a specific body part still took some effort. Their training regime had Shiva calling out various points of focus for the boys to concentrate on.
 
   “Right fist!” she said. In response, the boys tried to focus their soul power into their balled up fists.
 
   “Heh,” Aura smirked. His death touch hand crackled with the electric blue current of his soul power. “Too easy,” he said.
 
   “Left leg!” Shiva said. Again, the boys concentrated and moved the focus of their energy efforts to their legs. Doing so in a fight would provide a much-needed speed boost, making them almost undetectable to untrained eyes. This would be a vital skill to master.
 
   “Left fist!” Shiva said. She called out a few more commands while Ash and Aura sweat to keep up with the changes. Eventually she got up off the ground and joined them. She didn’t look good. Her face was as red as her hair and she gulped air like a drowning fish.
 
   “Right…leg…” she said, her voice fading.
 
   Shiva dropped to her knees and fell forward suddenly.
 
   “Ahhh! She passed out!” Ash cried.
 
   “Yeeesssssss,” Aura whispered, pumping his fist excitedly.
 
    
 
   Shiva awakened to a stream of warm water rushing over her face. She sat up at once in terror. It’s finally happened! she thought. Draxler’s reverted to a form so primitive he’s taken to marking his territory! Her confused panicking was not helped by her next discovery. They didn’t just move her inside and onto the living room couch. They took off her armor as well!
 
   Shiva ran her hands over every inch of her body just to be sure. Every single piece of her armor had been removed while she was out.
 
   “Who…?” she started to say, her anger boiling. Before she could add onto that thought, a familiar face looked down on her.
 
   “It was I who removed your armor,” said the white haired man with glasses. He had the same bored look he usually had on his face. He was wearing shorts and a thin, flowery-patterned button up shirt. The least formal outfit he’d ever been spotted in.
 
   “Goddard?” said Shiva. “When’d you get here?”
 
   “Approximately fifteen minutes ago.”
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   Approximately fifteen minutes ago…
 
   Ash and Aura had just set Shiva down on the living room couch when the front door opened and Goddard stepped inside. Typical; he never knocked.
 
   “Did she finally overwork herself and faint?” Goddard asked, staring at the girl on the couch. The boys nodded. Goddard sighed. “First we’ll have to get her armor off.”
 
   Aura shrugged, concealing a smile. “Well, if we’ve got to…” He stepped forward.
 
   Goddard crossed the room and stood over Shiva. “I can handle it on my own, thank you. Ash, please take Aura into the kitchen and bring me some water.”
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   Back to the Present…
 
   “… And that’s basically everything that happened,” said Goddard. Shiva calmed down and rolled onto her side. She was still very timid about showing off her bare flesh, especially around the boys. “You’ve still got underwear on, so don’t panic.”
 
   “What’s going on, Goddard?” Ash asked. “What’s causing this heat?”
 
   The Royal Advisor guided Ash to the window and opened the blinds. “Look there,” he said, pointing to the sky. “That’s the Helio Star.”
 
   Hanging in the sky at the end of Goddard’s finger was a white dot the size of a one-skorch coin. Ash might have mistaken it for the moon, which was often visible during their artificial daylight hours.
 
   “Named so by one Professor Helio, one of Hell’s early great scholars. This star is the closest thing our lonely planet experiences to natural sunlight. It’s a shame we only cross paths with it for just a few short weeks every one hundred years. Our planet will pass right by the star. On the hottest day of summer, the midpoint of our planet’s little cosmic adventure, we’ll be close enough to see the Sidus Asteroid Belt.”
 
   “As in Professor Sidus?” Ash asked.
 
   “No, no,” Goddard replied. “Sidus was Professor Helio’s cat.”
 
   “I see…” Ash said. “So it’s summertime in Hell, eh.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Skirt season!” Aura said excitedly.
 
   “You guys live here,” said Ash, looking at Aura and then Shiva. “How come you didn’t know about this ahead of time?”
 
   “That’s right,” Goddard said to himself. “You are too young to remember the last time this happened, a hundred years ago.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Aura. “I’m too young. Only forty-something.”
 
   “I remember a tutor going on about it when I was younger,” Shiva replied, still turned to face the wall. “But it didn’t really apply to me at the time, and I forgot all about it till now.”
 
   “Shiva’s poor study habits aside, the Helio Star is important for another reason,” said Goddard. “With the rising temperatures, we also acquire a level of security we don’t often see. Studies have shown that the appearance of the star greatly reduces demonic activity. The star appears to have a calming effect on lesser demons, meaning a time of great peace and calm is starting.”
 
   “Pft,” said Aura. “Tell that to the greater demon we thwomped just yesterday.”
 
   “Greater demon?” said Goddard, alarmed. “You don’t mean the greater demon that showed up at that children’s card game tournament and possessed some foolish Noble, do you?”
 
   Shiva grinded her teeth.
 
   “That’s the one!” Aura said proudly. “We took care of it!”
 
   Goddard did not look happy. For a moment, Ash wondered if Shiva had reported to Goddard about the incident. But he knew she wouldn’t, since she’d want to keep her secret.
 
   “And you were all there, engaging with the greater demon?” Goddard asked.
 
   “I wasn’t,” Shiva said. “I was… at home.”
 
   “Still, I can’t believe I didn’t hear about it,” Goddard said. “There was nothing mentioned in Stryd’s report.” A light clicked on inside Goddard’s mind and his brow furled. “Stryd! Of course! He’s put an information freeze on any of your victories. Clearly he doesn’t want you becoming any more popular than you already have since your last adventure.”
 
   The Commander of the Royal Guard, a man named Sepultura Stryd was no friend of Ash’s. Ever since Ash’s first victory in Hell against the berserk Apsat Glumb, Commander Stryd had been trying to cover up any and all of Ash’s acts of heroism. He didn’t want the people of Hell depending on Goddard’s three-man-team instead of their own Royal Guard army.
 
   “Makes sense,” said Ash. “Stryd’s had it out for me since day one.”
 
   “It’s not just him,” Goddard said, his hand on his forehead. “There was no mention of any of you in the morning paper, either.” Goddard motioned to the dining table near the entryway where the morning newspaper sat undisturbed.
 
   “The nobles,” Aura muttered, gritting his teeth.
 
   Sure enough, when Ash flipped open the newspaper the big headline inside read: Greater Demon Cut Down By Royal Guard – No Casualties. The article, which had no mention of Ash or Aura even being there, was penned by a familiar name.
 
   “Glebeck Lowdly,” Ash said with a scowl. He crumpled up the paper and tossed it. “It figures. Those people never liked us.”
 
   “Greater demon attacks are rare, but in the future please let me know immediately if there’s another,” Goddard said. “So what happened?” he said, turning to Ash.
 
   “Shi-” he said before stopping himself. “Vashi Tansa, that foolish Noble, was possessed by some kind of plant demon. We fought a little, and Aura managed to separate the demon soul from Vashi Tansa’s body. It was pretty impressive, actually.”
 
   Aura played overly bashful, waving away Ash’s compliment with a huge smile on his face. “Oh come on, it was nothing!” he said.
 
   “I agree,” came Shiva’s distant voice.
 
   “That is quite an accomplishment, Mr. Draxler,” Goddard said with an interested smile. “Am I to understand your powers are developing in new ways?”
 
   “It’s possible,” said Aura. “I have come a long way with my soul sight technique. Who knows what I’ll come up with next.”
 
   “And what about you, Ash?” asked Goddard. “How did you fare in the fight against the greater demon?”
 
   “Well, actually, I got caught pretty quickly,” Ash said with an embarrassed look on his face. “I didn’t think it really hurt me all that badly, but I felt pretty terrible after the fight was over. For a second there I felt like I was dying.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Goddard asked, more concerned now.
 
   “Well, after Aura killed the demon and we left the gambling parlor I felt so bad I almost passed out in the street. It hit me hard for like, a minute, then I was fine again. Maybe that plant demon was actually a poison ivy?”
 
   “Hmmm…” Goddard said, stroking his chin in contemplation. “You look fine now, but let me know if anything else like that happens again.”
 
   “Right,” said Ash. “I will. Did you come all the way here just to tell us about the Helio Star?” 
 
   Ash’s subtle way of asking if they had another job order.
 
   “No, there’s more,” said Goddard. “The alignment of the Helio Star also signals the beginning of the summer soulstice. It’s our summer festival. There’s going to be events and games played all over the kingdom, every day. For some reason, I’m the one in charge of planning it all,” he said, not the least bit pleased looking about it.
 
   You could have let us in on all this a little sooner, Ash thought.
 
   “The festival will run until the weather changes back, or when we get through all of the games, whichever happens to come first. The summer soulstice is a huge deal to the Kingdom. It gives the citizens a shared event to come together where anyone can take part, young or old. We have games for every age bracket. It’s no easy task coordinating where everything will take place, let me assure you.”
 
   “Cool,” said Ash. “So are we on guard duty or something?”
 
   “No,” said Goddard, turning to Ash. “I encourage you all to start a team and take part in the festival events.”
 
   “Whoa,” said Aura in amazement. “You mean no more work orders for a while?”
 
   Goddard sighed. “You’ve all done such excellent work. You’ve truly come a long way since the team’s formation. You deserve a break from all the torments of living in this world, just like everyone else here. So enjoy the games and the nice weather, while you still can.”
 
   “I’ll pass,” said Shiva. She sat up, clutching a throw pillow to cover her chest. “Games aren’t my thing.”
 
   Ash couldn’t help but let out a small laugh. It was enough to make Shiva cast her icy stare at him.
 
   “Something funny?”
 
   “Not at all, your highness,” Ash replied. Shiva shut up after that, a troubled look coming over her face.
 
   “You will take part in the games Lady Shiva,” Goddard said. “Let’s not forget how easily these boys find themselves in trouble when you’re not around. As their leader, it is your duty to watch over them at all times.”
 
   “Fine,” said Shiva, standing up. “But if any wayward demons show up I’m slicing them into tiny bits.” With that she scurried out of the living room, moving the pillow to cover her behind.
 
   “Naturally,” Goddard nodded as she went away.
 
   Something Goddard said was weighing on Ash’s mind. “You mentioned we should enjoy the games and weather while we still can,” Ash said. “That sounded a little ominous. What did you mean by that?”
 
   “Oh yes, that’s perhaps the most important piece of information I have for you,” said Goddard. “When the Helio Star passes our planet, it’ll be at its furthest point away from us in the cycle, meaning it’s going to get cold.”
 
   “But Hell is already cold,” said Ash.
 
   “Think colder,” said Goddard. “That’s why it’s important to enjoy the warmth while we have it. Because when it’s gone, it’s going to be a long one hundred years of winter.”
 
   “So Hell is about to freeze over, huh,” Ash said. “And here I thought it was already as cold as a planet without a sun could get.”
 
   Shiva reemerged from her bedroom wearing a tanktop and some spandex-like pants. She joined the group in the living room as Goddard made his way to the exit.
 
   “I have information and registration booths set up around the kingdom that will be opening tomorrow morning,” he said as he stepped up to the front door. He picked up a folded black umbrella that was leaning against the wall. “I would suggest you start there. They’ll have a complete itinerary of all the games and a sign up sheet.”
 
   “Fun in the sun with babes in scantly-clad outfits? I’m totally in!” Aura said with the biggest smile Ash had seen on his face in a long time.
 
   “This sounds like it’ll be a lot of fun,” said Ash. He was starting to get worried. “There’s not a catch, is there?” It was unusual for Goddard to be so nice to the team. The only reason he rewarded them with the cozy West Hell condo was because Shiva had to trick him into it. Acts of charity were rare for Goddard, and Ash couldn’t imagine he’d let them go so easily.
 
   “No catch,” Goddard said. “I know I’ve been working you all to the bone lately. You’ve been through some dreadful jobs in the last few months. I should know, I assigned them all to you. And I made sure I got all the worst ones out of the way as soon as possible. Remember clean-up duty after the Satan’s Day parade?”
 
   “I never knew demons could produce so much manure,” Aura said, experiencing a traumatic flashback.
 
   “Case in point; you deserve a break.” Goddard opened the front door and unfolded his umbrella to block the heat rays. “If anything else comes up and I need your assistance, I’ll send for you.”
 
   Goddard left the team and went about his business, probably to make more arrangements for the Devil Games Festival. As Ash watched him go, he couldn’t help but wonder if Goddard could be trusted. He was a demanding boss that worked the team tirelessly every day, but sometimes he surprised Ash in a pleasant way. He did save the boy’s life back on Earth once, after all. For that Ash was grateful.
 
   Still, he couldn’t help hearing the late Phoenix’s warning that Goddard could not be trusted, that he was only using Ash to accomplish a plot involving the frozen corpse of Lucifer Satan. It all sounded crazy, and Ash might have not believed Phoenix if he hadn’t seen for himself the original Satan’s body in the basement tunnels of the royal castle. He made a promise to himself that he’d have nothing to do with that soul-paralyzing corpse-sicle ever again.
 
   As for Goddard, Ash would have to remain on high alert around him. No way was he getting pulled into a plot to revive Lucifer. Nuh uh. Didn’t matter how many summer breaks he offered him, Ash couldn’t be bought like that.
 
   But if Goddard were to let him go home and be with his mom again, instead… 
 
   Ash feared what his hesitance to immediately dismiss the notion meant.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Eight: The Sneaker’s Techniques
 
    
 
   Ash felt cooler waltzing down the street in his new pair of shorts and a thin t-shirt. He got them from Gio when he went to see him after their chat with Goddard the other day. He thought he’d check in with the tailor and see if he could snag some ‘summer clothes’ before he went and cut off his pant legs to make them into shorts. As luck would have it, Gio had a nice pair of shorts ready and waiting for the boy.
 
   Everyone wore t-shirts and shorts. Ash had never seen the population of Hell in such casual and so little attire. Aura was in a thin tanktop minus his usual coat-cape, but he still wore some light jeans. Despite her fainting just yesterday, Shiva insisted on wearing her armor. She claimed it wasn’t too heavy and that she’d be just fine, but the guys noticed her movements weren’t as fast.
 
   It was early morning and the team walked to North Hell to find the information kiosk Goddard had told them about the day before. They could have flown and found the kiosk faster, but their goal was actually to waste time. Plus with all the extra heat, flying just wasn’t as enjoyable anymore. All that wing flapping was tiring work, which unfortunately meant it was doubly so in this heat wave.
 
   Ash enjoyed walking. The trip through West Hell was always one he looked forward to. The desert landscape surrounded by giant cliffs and canyons reminded him of fun family memories in Arizona from his life on Earth. He loved looking at all the dwellings built into the sides of the cliffs, carved right out of the stone over hundreds of years. West Hell had an entirely different charm than any of the other subdivisions of the kingdom.
 
   They passed under a huge “Thank you for visiting West Hell” sign, and on the other side it read “Welcome to West Hell.” They were now in North Hell, the subdivision belonging to the richest inhabitants of Hell. A small amount of them were even called Nobles because of their ancestor’s involvement with the original Lucifer Satan so long ago. North Hell was the oldest section of the kingdom, but had the most upkeep.
 
   West Hell has its vast landscapes and cliff-dwellings. East Hell has the ocean and fishing. South Hell is where all the farming and industry happens. North Hell is where you find anything else. All the best everything in Hell could be found there. Restaurants, schools, bars, shops; North Hell has it all. An oasis in an otherwise demon-infested crapshoot.
 
   “Now that its actually hot here, Hell is kind of awesome,” Ash said. He didn’t even miss his peacoat as he felt the hot breeze brush against his bare arms. “I don’t care if it takes us all day to find the registration booth. I’m loving this heat!”
 
   Shiva and Aura were less enthusiastic. This being the first time either of them had ever experienced such heat, they felt like they were being baked in an oven they couldn’t climb out of. Neither of them said much on the trip, but Ash just chalked it up to them not being fully awake yet. Shiva grumbled in response to Ash’s statements of joy. Aura had his eyes occupied looking around at all the bare-skinned girls out walking the streets. His dreams had finally come true, but he did not have the energy yet to show his elation.
 
   They reached the street that would eventually lead to the noble’s news building. The building grounds were typically busy as the various noble elderly put on their little news shows to keep the citizens informed. Of course they also sold newspapers on the side, which was their main source of income. Today’s show was all about the upcoming festival games. The team caught a useful snippet as they walked by.
 
   “…sign up for the Devil Games Festival at the information kiosk on Main Street!” the noble Bliley Braggart shouted into his megaphone. “Naturally, that line will be very long, very busy indeed! But! You can purchase a copy of the morning newspaper for a full list of all the kiosk locations around the kingdom, and then plan a trip to a less busy site!”
 
   The pitch worked, as scores of people pushed forward to buy the newspaper, apparently choosing to save time over money.
 
   “Look at all those idiots desperate to give up their money to those greedy nobles,” Ash said with a grin. He turned and said this to Aura, and when he looked back at the line he was surprised to find Shiva standing in waiting with a handful of skorch to buy a paper. She came walking back over to the guys as she idly flipped through the pages of the paper.
 
   “Says here the nearest kiosk is only a block away, near the entrance to East Hell,” said Shiva without looking up from her newspaper.
 
   “I can’t believe you paid for that….” Ash grumbled. The nobles had been extra cruel to him in the past, and he hated the idea of supporting their business in any way. 
 
   “Let’s just go sign up and get back indoors already,” Shiva said, too hot and tired for her usual banter.
 
   “You know…” Aura said to get Shiva’s attention. “You might just enjoy this heat if you dressed more appropriately for it. I’m thinking a short skirt would suit you nicely.”
 
   “Leave me out of your little dress-up fantasies please, Draxler,” Shiva replied in disgust.
 
   By the time the team reached the small information booth in East Hell, Shiva looked like she was going to pass out again. She’d fallen behind in their walk, but when she saw the festival kiosk her eyes lit up and she raced toward it. Ash and Aura power walked to catch up. The booth was round, with four workers sitting behind the counter on each side. 
 
   There was a lot of information laid out on the large billboard that wrapped around the top of the kiosk, such as event times, records, and descriptions of each game that could be played. Each of the four lines moved quickly as the people spoke to the workers in the booth and signed up their teams. Shiva stood in line for only a couple of minutes before getting to speak to the person behind the counter.
 
   “I need to sign up,” she said, not the least bit excited.
 
   “Okay,” the guy said, sliding forward a clipboard with a bunch of people’s names on it. “Single player games are posted over there, but we require a team of five players for most of the games. Which would you like to register for?”
 
   Shiva groaned, her irritation building. “He says we need five people,” she told her teammates. Ash and Aura just shrugged.
 
   “Let me direct your attention to this board right here,” the guy behind the counter said. He pointed them to a nearby board that had a bunch more names on it. “This board is for people looking to find a team to join, or for a team that needs to recruit some more players. Please feel free to utilize it if you need a few more teammates.”
 
   “We’ll be back,” Shiva said as pleasantly as she could. She stepped out of line and the next person moved up. Ash swiped a festival flier that had a huge list of events compiled on it to look over later before they left.
 
   “How about we get some breakfast while we brainstorm?” Ash suggested.
 
    
 
   The team moved to a small restaurant on one of the main streets in East Hell. Inside it was packed with excited people who were likewise there to talk about the festival. It took a couple minutes, but Shiva eventually claimed a free table for them to sit at. She flopped down in the chair like a tired dog.
 
   “Some of these games sound pretty cool,” Ash said. He’d been looking over the flier he snagged on the trip over. “I’d like to play ‘Push Ball’ and try the ‘Flame Obstacle Course’ for sure.”
 
    “I’m just interested in watching the women’s ‘Lift Ball’ games,” said Aura. The description of lift ball that Ash read on the flier sounded a lot like beach volleyball to him, and it was no wonder why Aura would be interested in being a spectator there.
 
   The server came and took their orders. Shiva only wanted an iced coffee, and when Aura heard that he had to order the same with a side of bacon. Ash ordered one giant egg with a glass of something called grapple juice.
 
   “Which games do you want to play, Shiva?” Ash asked her.
 
   Shiva was busy fanning herself with the newspaper, but snapped out of her heat exhaustion to reply. “I don’t care what we play. I don’t even like games.”
 
   “They’ve got another Devil’s Duel tournament listed,” said Ash as he eyed Shiva intently. “What do you think about that?”
 
   “I couldn’t care less,” she replied smugly. A perfect lie. The server came by and dropped an iced coffee in front of her. The girl picked it up at once, lit the metal mug ablaze, then dumped another cup of ice cubes into it. She sipped slowly on the refreshing drink for a while, ignoring the boys conversation.
 
   “The ‘Demon Rodeo’ could be entertaining,” said Aura.
 
   “To watch,” replied Ash. “I don’t think I’d like to take part in it though.”
 
   “The ‘Hoop Course Relay’ might be fun too.”
 
   “We should probably decide on our remaining two teammates first,” said Ash. “Any ideas?”
 
   “If we get super desperate I could ask Sars and the guys,” said Aura.
 
   “Pass,” said Shiva.
 
   Aura shrugged defensively. “Okay then Miss Satan, let’s hear your pick.”
 
   “I could ask Killian,” she said.
 
   “No,” Ash and Aura replied simultaneously.
 
   “I thought you’d feel that way,” Shiva said with a satisfied smirk. “I actually agree. I don’t think Kill understands the concept of teamwork.”
 
   Neither do you though, Ash and Aura both thought.
 
   “What about Gio or Yazma?” Aura asked. The tailor and the teacher were always eager to help in a pinch and came to every party the team had thrown.
 
   “I talked to Gio about the games yesterday when I went to pick up the shorts,” Ash replied looking glum. “He said he was going to be way too busy working on team uniforms for people to actually play any games.”
 
   “Uniforms,” Shiva scoffed. “What kind of dorks like to get dressed up for this stuff?”
 
   “Everyone, apparently,” replied Ash. “It says here team uniforms are mandatory.”
 
   Shiva answered with an annoyed groan. It was becoming her favorite method of communication.
 
   “And what about the lovely miss Yazma?” Aura asked. Being a beautiful lady, Aura was in love with her.
 
   “She’s on a team with some people from the school she works at,” Ash replied. “It looks like our options are limited.”
 
   “I could ask gramps,” Shiva offered. She was referring to her grandfather Wilhelm Satan, the previous King of Hell. The old coot had been nice to the team during his time as their teacher, but Ash still hadn’t quite forgiven him for the whole ‘using his granddaughter to take control of the kingdom’ plot yet.
 
   “You don’t have to bother him,” Ash said, dismissing the idea. Wilhelm had gone back to work in the development of West Hell since the rebel coup failed. Ash thought it had something to do with how he couldn’t stand to be around Shiva anymore knowing he’d caused her so much pain by putting her through the failed wedding with Phoenix.
 
   Shiva shrugged. “Okay, then I guess we either make some new ‘friends’ right now, or we take our chances with that desperate people board.”
 
   Ash’s giant egg showed up, and he was surprised to see it was exactly what he’d ordered: a huge egg, shell and all! The big white egg took up the entirety of Ash’s plate, at least twice the size of Ash’s head. It came with a small mallet to break the shell open. Inside, there was a fully formed demon bird the size of a crow, cooked to a crisp right in the shell.
 
   Breakfast food is a little unsettling in Hell, he thought. It tasted good though, as he wolfed it down and listened to Shiva and Aura try to hash things out. 
 
   Aura was confident his pals from the southside gang could provide two more teammates, but Shiva was having none of it. She thought his former friends were “too weak” and “too stupid” to be of any use.
 
   After way too long listening to them bicker, Ash finished his meal and stood up. “It’s settled then,” he said. “Let’s just try the wanted board. Maybe we’ll meet someone cool.”
 
   Both Shiva and Aura turned to face Ash and laughed. “You have demon grease all over your face,” Aura told him.
 
   Without a napkin in sight, Ash grabbed the festival flier he’d been carrying around and wiped off his mouth with it. He didn’t stop there though, and continued wiping the sweat off his forehead and arms as well. As they exited the restaurant they passed by a man collecting the garbage. Ash tossed the balled up flier into the man’s garbage bag as he passed, nodding respectively to him.
 
   When Shiva, Ash, and Aura left the restaurant they planned to head straight back to the info booth to start looking for teammates. They made it almost a block before an unwanted pest spotted them from afar and decided to play a nasty little prank.
 
   As they walked down the moderately busy street Ash felt something small collide with the back of his head. It didn’t hurt at all, but there was a loud POP that startled the group. Ash spun around quickly to confront his attacker. Shiva and Aura checked the surrounding area as well.
 
   No one could find the source of the attack. As they twisted their heads in every direction looking for anyone threatening, another loud POP went off. This time Aura jumped forward rubbing his butt.
 
   “That little…!” the death toucher cursed.
 
   “You know our attacker?” Shiva asked, keeping her guard up and sweating profusely.
 
   “I haven’t spotted him yet,” said Ash. “But yeah, it’s probably just that little sneaker from the day of the tournament.”
 
   “Disrespectful brat!” Shiva said. “The one who stole my deck!”
 
   “Whose deck?” asked Aura.
 
   “Vashi Tansa’s deck,” Shiva replied. “That’s what I said. You know, you got a real listening problem Draxler-”
 
   Shiva screamed at the top of her lungs and jumped forward. Ash and Aura were at her side in a second. Shiva looked terrified, her arms flailing to reach her back. Then POP POP POP POP! The girl cried and cursed and fell to the ground in terror. Ash and Aura felt powerless to help her. They didn’t dare try to remove her armor, not without Shiva’s written consent.
 
   A few seconds of silence went by after the loud pops. Shiva realized she wasn’t in any pain, and instead of making a big deal about it quietly stood up and pulled away from Ash and Aura’s helping hands.
 
   “Kid,” she said, gritting her teeth together so hard she thought they might break. “Get out here now!”
 
   “You better listen to her kid,” said Ash. “You don’t want to mess with her when she’s mad.”
 
   Laughter. Coming from somewhere close by. Ash and Aura looked all over the street, but Shiva stared upward. On top of a nearby building a small person stepped out from behind the decorative gargoyle statue. He wore a baggy hoodie with his pant legs rolled up into makeshift shorts. The hood hung over his eyes, and of course he cut eyeholes to see through. The demon-fanged bandana still concealed most of his lower face, and tucked between an arm was his primitive skateboard.
 
   The sneaker.
 
   “Yo!” the kid said. “How’d you like my pop-bang technique?” he asked, his bandana hiding a gigantic smirk.
 
   “That’s the kid?” Shiva asked, her face showing no emotion. Which was of course the scariest of all her emotions.
 
   “That’s him,” Ash replied. “That’s the little sneaker.”
 
   “My Pop-Bang technique shouldn’t hurt at all,” said the sneaker. “Or are you guys just major sissies?”
 
   “You stole a friend of mine’s cards,” Ash replied. “I’d like them back now. You see this?” Ash pointed to his flame-wing badge pinned to his shirt. “This mean’s I work for the royal family. My captain here, Shiva Satan, isn’t as nice as I am. So let’s not make her get involved, okay?”
 
   “I don’t have any cards,” the sneaker said, sticking his fingers between his nostrils and plucking a nose hair. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, yo.”
 
   “Listen, kid-”
 
   Shiva cut Ash off, her voice low and scary. “That’s enough Ash,” she said. She raised a palm and started collecting flames, forming a rough sphere of fire. “The brat needs to learn some respect.”
 
   “Ohhh! Ohhh!” the sneaker cried, clapping his hands in a sudden burst of excitement. “A fireball! How original!”
 
   “Surrender the cards or I’ll shoot,” Shiva said, dangerously monotone.  Her fireball was already the size of a basketball and pointed straight at the kid.
 
   “Let me help you out by giving you a nice target to aim for!” the sneaker shouted. He jumped and turned 180 degrees, thrust forward his little bum and wiggled it in jest. “Can’t hit me! Can’t hit me!”
 
   “That’s it!” Shiva said. Her anger boiled over and she released her flames. The fireball shot forward straight at the sneaker still shaking his bottom at her. 
 
   The bratty boy jumped another 180 degrees, pressed his hands together with his pointer fingers extended like a gun, and shot his own tiny flame.
 
   A marble-sized fireball blasted forth from his fingertips and collided with Shiva’s fireball in midair. It happened so fast no one could see it coming. Shiva’s fireball suddenly imploded, dissolving in an instant. The flames were totally gone, vanished, poof.
 
   “What the…” Ash said, staring at the air in disbelief as the sneaker giggled maniacally. “Did he just cancel out your flames?”
 
   Shiva grit her teeth harder still, her rage building. Not only was the kid disrespectful, but he also knew flame techniques she was not familiar with? That she could not stand for. This situation was about to be handled Shiva style.
 
   “You guys keep an eye on him from the air,” Shiva ordered. “I’m pursuing on foot.”
 
   “Yes! I was hoping for a chase!” the sneaker exclaimed excitedly. He tossed his skateboard to the ground and stepped on. “This is going to be so fun! Don’t make it too easy for me, yo!”
 
   “Sorry, but screw that,” said Aura, waving his hand dismissively. “I’ll go back to the festival kiosk and start looking for potential teammates. If I have to deal with that kid, I just might actually kill him.” With that Aura simply walked away. Shiva was in too foul a mood to try and convince him to stay.
 
   “Ready?” she asked, preparing two more fireballs in each hand. Bigger this time. She wouldn’t let them be destroyed again, not unless they were colliding with the little sneaker’s body.
 
   “Ready,” Ash said, bringing out his wings. They slid right through the holes in the back of his t-shirt and formed instantly, spreading wide prepared to take to the air.
 
   “Go.” Shiva dashed forward towards the building the kid stood on. With a single jump and a little help from her own wings she was airborne and sailing straight at the kid. She pointed her two fireballs and released them.
 
   Again the sneaker aimed his pointer fingers like guns and shot his tiny flame marbles. They struck Shiva’s fireballs dead on, and once again the flames imploded and disappeared within seconds. The sneaker didn’t stick around to watch and laugh this time. The chase was on. The sneaker kicked off on his board, rolling right over the side of the building and dropping into the alleyway below. Shiva had been expecting this, and as soon as she set foot on the edge of the building she redirected herself and hopped down after him.
 
   Ash was doing his part soaring above the building and trying not to lose track of the small child as he rolled through the connected alleys. It was no easy task.
 
   The sneaker moved too fast to follow as he rolled across crowded streets and through narrow alleys. After a while Ash lost sight of him altogether and focused on following Shiva instead. She was much easier to spot since every couple of seconds she would release another blast of flames. Sometimes the fireballs struck things: buildings, signs, the occasional innocent civilian. Other times the sneaker used his flame-canceling technique again and the fireballs just seemed to vanish.
 
   Shiva wasn’t doing so well. The continuous fast pace of running combined with the exertion of so many flames was making her real tired real quick. The heat didn’t help either. She lost sight of the sneaker as he turned a corner into an area under development. Workers there were setting up for some festival event. 
 
   The kid disappeared.
 
   Shiva paused for just a second to collect her breath and look around. She looked to the sky and saw Ash circling above. He locked eyes with her and shrugged. She was about to continue moving when another loud POP went off behind her. She spun around hoping to see the boy, but there was only a brick wall.
 
   “You’re not very skilled at tag, are you?” he called from his hiding place. “Maybe we should play hide and seek instead?”
 
   Shiva spun around again, just in time to see the sneaker roll by. She gave chase once more, but as she watched the sneaker get further and further away she realized she could not catch him in her current state. Something had to change.
 
   Shiva started stripping off her armor in the street. She started with the easiest pieces to remove, the parts strapped to her arms. After that she ditched her body armor, reveling in the relief that came from the breeze hitting her skin. When she slowed down enough to remove her leg armor, she turned to a random old man she was passing and issued an order.
 
   “You there! I hereby charge you with the task of collecting and watching over my armor!”
 
   The old man nodded in shocked disbelief as the Royal Princess, in a pair of black spandex shorts and a small tanktop, continued her chase. “Failure to comply will be treated as treason against the royal family!” she called as she ran. The old man watched her go, still in shock. He sprang to life and went about gathering up the pieces of armor, desperate to complete the assigned job.
 
   Ditching her armor, Shiva quickly realized, was the way to go. She felt weightless and even a little cooler. The breeze definitely refreshed her as she ran. Even her fireballs had a bit more girth to them as she blasted away at the kid. The little sneaker knocked over trashcans, startled more people with his pop-bang flames, and hurled insults back at Shiva as he went.
 
   “That the best you got? Funny, I thought the Satan’s were supposed to be powerful!”
 
   Shiva had gained ground on him, but she was still nowhere near catching him. She tried to close the gap but she was quickly losing steam. The sneaker left little balls of flame in his path that would roll at Shiva as if they were attracted to her. She could easily jump over them all, but doing so drained her stamina even faster. She was ten seconds behind him as she turned into the next alleyway she saw him disappear down.
 
   Shiva breathed a huge sigh of relief as she saw Ash drop down from the building top, blocking the sneaker’s path. He turned around quickly but Shiva stood firmly blocking his only escape route. Instead of dealing with her the boy turned to face Ash.
 
   “It’s over kid,” Ash said. “We’ve got you trapped. Give up the cards and apologize.”
 
   “I’ll… deal… with…” Shiva wheezed, partially leaning against the building.
 
   “Take it easy Shiva, I got this,” Ash said. Surprisingly, Shiva backed off to catch her breath.
 
   “You got nothing,” the sneaker said. “You’re a bum! You should have never won your first match in the Devil’s Duel tournament!”
 
   “Is that why you’re out to get me? Because I won a card game. That’s a little ridiculous, don’t you think?”
 
   “I think you’re ridiculous, stupid buttface human!”
 
   Ash shrugged. He then lifted his hands above his head and started collecting a huge amount of fire. “Have it your way kid. Since you like flame tricks so much, it would be rude of me if I didn’t share mine,” said Ash. The fireball expanded rapidly, growing so large it scraped both the buildings they stood between.
 
   The sneaker smirked and put his hands together, concentrating a small amount of flames into another little ball. “Ain’t nothin’ my latest technique can’t handle, yo!”
 
   “Hopefully a night in a jail cell will teach you a lesson,” said Ash. “I’m sorry it had to come to this.” He prepared to bring his hands down in front of him, to launch the giant fireball forward at the rude kid. He knew the sneaker would either try to cancel out his flames again with another shot, or escape the only direction he could go: up. Ash was prepared for either of the two options, but he did not count on a hidden third.
 
   The sneaker extended his arms and pointed his little fireball at Ash. Ash was confident believing his enormous ball of flames could easily swallow the child’s flames. He could always turn up the juice and make it larger if need be. But the sneaker did something incredible: the little boy shot his flames forward, but not as a single ball of fire.
 
   His flames blasted forth as a solid cylindrical blast of fire.
 
   Ash reacted quickly, launching his own fireball in retaliation. The sneaker’s flame beam shot straight though Ash’s ball of flames without resistance. Ash could feel the heat advancing through his own flames, working its way toward his hands. He could feel his flames dying, drained away by some phantom force.
 
   Ash increased his flame output, mentally willing his ball of fire to expand even more. He tried to use the flame thief technique he learned from Wilhelm long ago to smother the enemy’s flames and convert them into his own. 
 
   But the technique did not work. The sneaker’s flame beam seemed to be sucking up Ash’s flames somehow. Ash struggled in confusion as the beam of enemy fire collided with his hands, knocking him back.
 
   He lost all control of his flames and they died away, clearing the alley. Shiva called out to her teammate and charged in. Ash sat on his butt staring at his scorched hands still smoking from the exchange of flames.
 
   “That was my Inferno Beam technique,” the sneaker said, beaming proudly. “Told you you couldn’t beat it! I bet you don’t even know how I did it.”
 
   “Now I got you!” Shiva moved in fast; the sneaker’s cue to leave.
 
   Hopping back on his skateboard, the sneaker shouted, “Until we meet again, losers!” He rode straight for Shiva. She went for the tackle, but the tricky kid kicked off the ground and rolled sideways across the wall, avoiding the enraged princess. He skated on to the opening of the alley and disappeared into the midday sun.
 
   When Shiva finally checked on Ash he was still sitting on his rear examining the damage. He stared at his hands, wide eyed in disbelief.
 
   “What happened there? We nearly had him!”
 
   “I think this kid is going to be more of a pain than we first anticipated,” Ash said, holding up his charred black hands for her to see.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Nine: Summer Soulstice
 
    
 
   “What do you think?” Ash said to Aura. 
 
   He and Shiva had returned to the festival info booth where Aura said he’d meet them. They found him standing on top of the booth, perched like a bird scouting out the crowd. “Any good prospects for our team?” Ash asked.
 
   “I found some good prospects alright,” Aura said with a confident nod. He pointed at a few people in the crowd. “That one, that one, that one, and that one.”
 
   His teammates couldn’t help but notice a pattern to his candidates. All of them were the most attractive girls in the crowd. For all he knew the girls might have not even been looking for a team to join.
 
   “I think I’ll do my own scouting if you don’t mind,” Ash said, trying not to offend his friend.
 
   “It’s not a buffet Draxler,” Shiva said, disgusted. She’d stopped at a clothing boutique and purchased a new, cooler outfit to replace her armor. “Besides, even if you were going to pick women, why would you get ones so scrawny? We’ll be playing pushball! Do you really think dainty little damsels like that will be much help?”
 
   “I think you’re missing the point,” Aura replied.
 
   A hulking beast of a woman in the distance caught Shiva’s eye. “Now there’s the kind of lady we need to be looking for,” she said. The woman had her back turned to the group, but even so Shiva could tell she was sculpted almost entirely out of muscle. Her brown hair hung in the breeze and she turned around.
 
   Did Dunger turn into a woman?! thought Ash upon seeing her frontside.
 
   The she-hulk of a woman did resemble Dunger, a man who’d given Ash trouble since his very first mission in Hell. Dunger himself was giant and muscular, with a totally bald head and big thick eyebrows. The woman version looked the same, but with the dull brown shoulder-length hair and maybe a little bit of makeup. It was freaky.
 
   “That’s Dunger’s sister, Thunger,” said Aura.
 
   “You know her?” Ash asked, amazed.
 
   “Well sure,” Aura replied. “Hang out at the same bar with a guy long enough and you’re bound to eventually meet his sister. I went to her wedding a few years back, actually. She’s a nice gal. Well, nicer than her brother, at least.”
 
   Dunger’s leviathan-sized sister wondered off. A new group appeared from the crowd and slowly approached. Aura met them with cautious smiles.
 
   “Sars, Vadnais, Fry,” he said, waving to each of his friends. “Looking to join a team?”
 
   “Good afternoon Aura,” the tall and suave leader of the southside gang said. He greeted both Ash and Shiva as well with a courteous nod. “Actually we’re here to sign up our team.”
 
   “Where’s your other members?” Aura asked.
 
   “Here comes our fourth right now,” said Fry, the smallest of the men. He stood facing behind them, where a large man cut across the crowd and stepped up next to Sars. Everyone knew the face. They’d seen it just moments ago, slightly feminized.
 
   Dunger stared down at Ash with a menacing look spreading across his big bald head. His muscles bulged and Ash could see all of it, since Dunger never wore a shirt. In this heat, Ash was just thankful Dunger kept his shorts on.
 
   “Hey Dunger,” Aura said, cutting the tension. “We saw your sister earlier. She looks…healthy.”
 
   “I could see the family resemblance,” Ash said, chiming in with a nervous smile. Dunger grunted like an ape in response. “You guys have a fifth or what?”
 
   “Of course we do,” Sars replied. “Bora! Come meet these guys!”
 
   The next man to join the group stood the exact same height as Aura and had the same length of black hair. Bora politely introduced himself and shook hands with both Aura and Ash. Shiva kept her arms crossed, her attention focused on guarding the big bag containing her armor.
 
   “Who’s this guy?” Aura asked Sars, sounding more offended than he had any right to be.
 
   “I’m Bora,” Bora said. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “I know who you are, I’m asking why you’re here!” Aura snapped.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” Bora said, bowing his head sincerely. “I was confused by your wording.”
 
   “Bora here is your replacement,” Sars replied, wrapping an arm around his new friend.
 
   “No kidding! Wonder how that came to be! It doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that he looks like a cheap clone of me, does it?”
 
   Ash studied both their features, his eyes bouncing back and forth between the pair. “Actually, I think Bora might be a little more handsome than you.”
 
   “Impossible!” Aura decreed, raising a finger of objection.
 
   “That’s right, Bora is our resident ‘pretty boy’ now,” said Sars. “And he actually shares the babes with us, too.”
 
   “Oh, it’s no big deal,” Bora said bashfully. “I just love making new friends.”
 
   “Shut up Bora!” Aura snapped.
 
   “Well, we should get going,” said Sars. “We have team practice later, and we’ve still got to find some matching uniforms.”
 
   “My wife can sew uniforms for us all,” Bora said with a cheerful smile.
 
   Ohhhhh! That Bora…! Aura thought as he seethed in anger at being replaced by his friends. He knew it would one day happen. He just hoped the guy who replaced him wouldn’t be so… well, so much like Bora.
 
   Sars and the gang turned to leave. Bora leaned in and spoke to Ash. “I don’t know what I’ve done to offend your friend, but please take this,” he said, slipping a five skorch coin into Ash’s hand. “Treat him to a refreshing beverage, on me.”
 
   “Wow, thanks Bora!” Ash said with an incredulous smile. Bora patted him lightly on the shoulder and left. “That guys the best,” Ash said, watching him go. He took notice of his best friend Aura seething with hatred right next to him and changed his mind. “I mean after you, buddy,” Ash said unconvincingly.
 
   Shiva wandered off and came back. “Listen up, dolts,” she told them. “I just want to get this over with and go home. It turns out Dunger’s sister is looking for a team. I say we pick her and one other random person and be done with this.”
 
   “Fine! Whatever!” Aura said. “I don’t care who we pick as long as we destroy Sars’s team and that dreadful Bora as soon as possible!”
 
   The team headed across the heavily populated town square, back to the information kiosk to check the wanted boards. Before reaching the boards, Ash bumped into another familiar face.
 
   “Oh! Ash!” the girl said, her face lighting up. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Hey, it’s Aralia,” Ash said. Shiva and Aura paused, waiting for Ash to speak to his new friend. “I’m here to sign up a team for the festival,” he told her. “We’re not having much luck though. We need two more people to join us.”
 
   “What! No way!” Aralia replied. “My friend and I are looking to join a team!”
 
   “You’re kidding,” Ash said with a pleased smile. “What do you say, guys?” Ash asked his team.
 
   “It’s nice to see you again Aralia,” Aura said with a smile. “Wanna help me kill Bora?”
 
   “Sure!” Aralia replied with a cheery smile.
 
   “I like her already,” Aura said with a ‘thumbs up’.
 
   “I don’t know,” Shiva said with a hand on her chin. “Who even is this girl?”
 
   “We met at the Devil’s Duel tournament,” Ash said. “She was one of the few people who actually stuck around and helped rescue Vashi Tansa.”
 
   “Miss Shiva Satan, Ma’am!” Aralia proclaimed with a polite curtsy. “It’s an honor to be playing on a team with one of Hell’s most elite warriors.”
 
   Shiva giggled as the girl tickled her ego. Snapping out of it, she asked, “You look kind of frail, girl. Are you sure you can handle the games we’re playing?”
 
   Aralia waved her finger and produced her switchblade. “Looks can be deceiving, as you well know. Ash can attest that I’m tougher than I appear. I can handle anything, even demons!” She started flipping the knife around, tossing it back and forth between her hands, spinning needlessly. When she finally went for the big finale, she grabbed the blade with her palm and squealed.
 
   “Hmmm,” Shiva said, sizing up the girl as she bandaged the bleeding hand. “Okay, okay, put the knife away. We’ll take you.” She glanced at the board as a kiosk worker erased the giantess’s name off the board. I guess we have no choice, since Thunger isn’t an option anymore, she thought. “But what’s this friend of yours like?”
 
   “His name is Uverstarr,” Aralia said. “He’s real strong and he can move super fast! Just like the wind! He’s like a brother to me. I trust him with my life.”
 
   “He sounds dependable,” Ash said. “You’re both in!”
 
   Aralia looked at Ash and smiled. “Yes! You won’t regret this! We’re going to have so much fun!”
 
   Shiva grunted, still not the least bit excited. Aura seemed lost in thought, probably scheming to bring down his new rival.
 
   “I just hope you play games better than you play Devil’s Duel,” Ash said, taking a playful jab at Aralia.
 
   The girl’s demeanor changed immediately. She went from cute and spunky to straight-up scary. “We have to play Devil’s Duel again!” she insisted with a dire look of seriousness. “I must win!”
 
   Ash and Aralia stood in line chatting about Devil’s Duel cards for a while until they reached the front of the line. Time flew by for the pair, who chatted like they’d known each other for years. The worker behind the counter took down everyone’s names and registered their team. When they stepped out of line, still laughing and comparing their battles with real demons, Shiva cleared her throat.
 
   “I’m going to head home now,” she said. “I feel underdressed and I hate the heat. So see ya.” With a wave goodbye, she turned to go.
 
   “Wait, Ms. Shiva Ma’am,” said Aralia. “I just want to say I admire you for all your accomplishments and I look forward to playing on your team during this soulstice!” Aralia even went as far as to bow politely.
 
   Shiva was taken aback at the display of benevolence. “Oh, t-thanks,” she stammered her embarrassed reply. “I didn’t realize you were a fan.”
 
   “Of course I’m a fan!” Aralia replied, clutching her fists in excitement. “The Royal Family’s Lady Shiva, Death Toucher Aura Draxler, and Half-Human Ash Kaplan! It’s the dream team that saved Hell from the rebel coup! Why wouldn’t I be excited to hang out with you guys? I know Uverstarr is dying to meet you all, too,” she added. Her eyes lit up and she banged her fist into her open palm. “Oh! I know! You should all come over for dinner tonight at my house! You can meet him!”
 
   The team reacted with a mixture of shy hesitation. Aralia insisted they come join her and meet Uverstarr and the rest of her family. Ash had no trouble agreeing, but Shiva and Aura continued to meander in their decisions. It was when Aralia mentioned they could also meet her cute sister that Aura became interested.
 
   “This sister,” he said slyly. “Is she as cute as you?”
 
   Ash gave him a dirty look. Aralia responded with an amused smile.
 
   “She’s way cuter than me!” she replied.
 
   “I’m in,” said Aura. “See you tonight then. What time and where?”
 
   Aralia wrote her address on the back of a festival flier and handed it to Ash. With one last smile staring into Ash’s eyes, she waved goodbye and left. “See you tonight! I hope to see you too, Miss Lady Shiva!”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Shiva muttered as she waved goodbye and the girl disappeared through the crowd. “It’s hard to dislike that girl,” she said at last.
 
   “Does that mean you’re coming to dinner?” Ash asked.
 
   “I’ll go,” Shiva replied. “I have to check out this Uverstarr and make sure he’s a good pick, anyway. If he isn’t, we’ll kick’em both out and find replacements tomorrow.”
 
   “Jeez,” Ash said. “Is that any way to treat a fan?”
 
   Shiva looked away and said nothing.
 
   “I like her,” Aura said. “I approve of this union.”
 
   “Why?” Ash asked. “You interested in working your mojo on her?”
 
   Aura didn’t bat an eyelash. “She’s cute, but I’m not interested in her that way. She’s all yours, Ash,” he said with a wink and a nudge of his elbow.
 
   “Yeah, right,” Ash said, his cheeks brightening up in embarrassment. “I’ve got more important things to think about right now, thank you.”
 
   Getting a girlfriend had been the last thing on Ash’s mind since coming to Hell. The sudden introduction of Aralia made him rethink his stance on the matter.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Ten: Orphans
 
    
 
   Shiva made a disappointed sounding grunt. “This can’t be it,” she said, always the skeptic. She stood on a street in East Hell with the boys, staring at a building that seemed to be losing the battle against time. 
 
   “This is definitely the address she gave us,” said Ash, double-checking the information Raley wrote down for him.
 
   “It doesn’t look like a house,” said Aura. “It looks more like a run-down old schoolhouse or something.”
 
   The building was larger than a house for sure, but what really threw them off was the tall iron fence that surrounded the block. In the front yard, children of all ages played on a variety of run-down playground equipment. Some had small toys like sticks, hoops, or balls. None of the children looked particularly clean, as most of their clothing was old and raggy, covered in mismatching colored patches.
 
   “Why don’t we go in and ask if she’s here,” Ash said. He stepped into the yard through the open gate and his teammates followed his lead. As soon as they passed through the gate the children took notice of them.
 
   The loud playful laughter of the children stopped at once. Games were paused and every pair of eyes was on the team. Ash made eye contact with a few of the wide-eyed kids he passed.
 
   “Hello,” he greeted them with a friendly smile. “We’re looking for a girl.”
 
   The children’s eyes lit up. An energetic roar of whispers tore across the yard, each kid repeating the same word over and over again.
 
   “Prospects.”
 
   “Prospects?”
 
   “Prospects!”
 
   Suddenly the children were all on their feet, scrambling through the yard to line up by the front door of the building, effectively blocking the team from entering.
 
   “This is weird,” Aura whispered as some kids struggled to find their places in the line. It looked like the older kids were on one end of the line and the younger children kept to the other end.
 
   “Um,” Ash said, not sure whom he should address here. “We’re just looking for a girl-”
 
   “I’m a girl! Take me!” one of the little girls cried.
 
   “No, pick me! Pick me!” another little girl joined in.
 
   “I wanna go! Take me too!” a little boy added.
 
   “No Tommy! They said they wanted a girl!”
 
   The children started bickering for the team’s attention. Noise levels quickly got out of hand, making it hard for Ash to think. He looked to his teammates, confused as to how they should handle this unexpected situation.
 
   “Everyone shut your little traps!” Shiva bellowed. The children were silent at once. She turned to Ash with a smirk of confidence, allowing him the floor to speak.
 
   “Hello everyone,” Ash said. “I don’t know what you all think we’re here for, but I assure you we’re just looking for our friend Aralia and that’s it. Have any of you seen her?”
 
   “I’ve seen her, ya butts!” came a familiar, annoying voice from far off. The team, following the children’s stares, looked up. Hanging out of one of the first floor window.
 
   The Sneaker.
 
   “Oh great,” said Aura. “This kid again.”
 
   “If you want to know where she is, I’ll tell you…” the sneaker said with a devious smile. “It’ll only cost one more Devil’s Duel deck!”
 
   The team stood with crossed arms, unamused. Shiva considered launching a fast attack and finally putting an end to this annoying brat’s antagonizing actions, but she didn’t want to involve the thirty other children present.
 
   “Uverstarr get down here this instant!” a girl’s voice roared, loud and demanding.
 
   The sneaker in the window was so startled he slipped and fell. Shiva, who was already itching for action, responded right away. She jumped forward with arms open, catching the boy before he hit the ground. Not that it would have hurt him much anyway.
 
   “Caught you,” she said, grinning. The sneaker’s bandana had slipped down in the fall, underneath it his actual teeth were bared like a trapped animal.
 
   After putting a stop to The Sneaker’s annoying antics, Aralia stepped out to join everyone. “Hey guys,” she said. “Meet Uverstarr!”
 
   “This kid is Uverstarr?” Shiva said, aghast, as the sneaker squirmed in her arms to free himself. “What have we done…?”
 
   “Let go!” he cried, trying to break free. His feet touched the ground but Shiva kept a tight hold on his hood, which fell off his head revealing the boy’s face at last. Uverstarr was black skinned, with a short dark layer of fuzzy hair covering the top of his head. He scowled and cussed as Shiva kept a tight grip on him.
 
   “Not so fast without your little wheelie-board, are ya?” Shiva gloated.
 
   “I can’t believe that little brat is already registered on our team,” said Aura with a disappointed droop of his shoulders.
 
   “We can still change it,” Shiva said. “Probably.”
 
   “Everyone go inside and wash up,” Aralia said to the other children. “Mr. Kurdis will be home any minute now and you should all be getting ready for dinner.”
 
   “Awww,” the children all whined in unison. “Guess they’re really not here to adopt us.”
 
   Aura couldn’t help but let out a pleased chuckle at their disappointed little faces. “Yeah, no.”
 
   “Raley, is this place an… orphanage?” Ash asked her.
 
   “Sure is,” she replied, shooing the kids back inside. “Is that a problem or something?” she asked, glaring back at the boy.
 
   Ash blinked. “Not at all!” he replied. “I had no idea there was an orphanage in Hell! That’s so cool! Do you work here or something?”
 
   Aralia eased up. “You could say that,” she replied. “But I live here too. How do you guys know Uverstarr?”
 
   Shiva noticed she was holding an empty hoodie instead of a squirming brat. Uverstarr slipped out and fled across the yard heading for the gate with a triumphant smirk on his face.
 
   “We’re in the middle of an epic game of hide and seek!” he said.
 
   “That’s not what we’re doing,” Shiva assured her.
 
   “We ran into Uverstarr after the tournament,” said Ash. “Now that I think about it, he must have been mad that I beat you. He stole some cards from me.”
 
   “Are you butts talking over there?” he turned and shouted as he reached the front gate. “Cause all I hear is:” Uverstarr cupped his hands around his mouth and made a loud farting sound. That’s when a man wielding a tin cup cracked him in the back of his head with it. The boy stumbled forward a little, his head throbbing.
 
   “I thought I told you no more stealing, Uverstarr,” the older man scolded him. “And try to show some respect. These people are our guests.” 
 
   The man with the cup stepped inside the yard. He had a bulging grocery bag slung over his shoulder. His fading black hair saw some salty sprinkles of white starting to come in. He put a hand on Uverstarr’s shoulder and walked him back to the group. Uverstarr trudged along obediently with his head down in shame.
 
   “About time ya decided to show up,” Aralia said to the man with a tone of familiarity, almost as if she were scolding him.
 
   “Hello everyone,” Mr. Kurdis ignored her. He turned to Shiva and her team. “When Raley told me you were all coming over, I had to hurry out for some decent grub. Lady Shiva, it’s an honor to have you. I hope Uverstarr hasn’t been troubling you too much.”
 
   “Not at all,” Shiva said, keeping her cool.
 
   Mr. Kurdis turned and looked at Ash. “And you must be the human boy who invited Aralia to join your Soulstice team.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Ash said, extending his hand for a handshake.
 
   Mr. Kurdis extended his tin cup. Smiling, he said, “I’ve heard all about your accomplishments, and working for Mr. von Gosick, the Royal Advisor, what an honor! A job like that must pay well!” Kurdis shook the cup a little, the distinct CLANK of a few coins jangled inside.
 
   Ash knew at once what the man wanted. Smiling politely to buy time, Ash nervously dug in his pockets for any spare skorch. He was able to produce only a five-skorch coin and dropped it in the man’s cup.
 
   “Why thank you! I had no idea humans could be so generous!” Kurdis smiled wider, turning his cup on the others. “Don’t tell me my devil brother and sister won’t find it in their souls to match this boy’s act of-”
 
   CLANK. CLANK CLANK.
 
   Aura flipped one five scorch coin to match Ash’s, while Shiva plunked down two ten scorch coins, just to show the boys up while simultaneously shutting up the old man.
 
   “Wonderful! Many thanks to all of you! Now why don’t we go inside,” Kurdis said, waving them towards the front door. His smile faded instantly. “I’ll give you the tour before we get started on dinner. And let’s not forget about returning their stolen cards, Uverstarr.”
 
   “Yes sir,” replied Uverstarr, his head still turned down in pain.
 
   “Please don’t think of Uverstarr as the representative for our orphanage,” said Kurdis as he motioned everyone in. “He’s what we like to refer to as the blackened sheep of the group.”
 
    
 
   Kurdis sent Uverstarr off to prepare for dinner and fetch the stolen cards before leading his three guests on a short tour of the orphanage. The building looked big enough from the outside, but the team quickly discovered the run-down conditions on the inside could be considered close to poverty. They entered into a room that served as the children’s play area, a dingy living room with fading green wallpaper that was peeling all over.
 
   The large room felt cramped with eleven or so kids still chattering loudly as they played games, told jokes, or wrestled. There was very little furniture in the room, but the couch and chair that were there looked about to crumble under the weight of the children jumping on it. Ash almost tripped over two kids who ran by, using him as a shield as they played ‘devils versus demons’. Aura felt dangerously out of place, and the lack of objectify-able lady parts available made him feel uncomfortable. Shiva kept her arms crossed and her guard up.
 
   Mr. Kurdis passed right through the chaos unfazed. “I’ll give you the quick tour. Thomas! Melinda! Take the groceries to the kitchen and get started!” he barked at two of the children. Kurdis dropped the huge sack of groceries before them and they all peered inside at its contents. They gripped their noses in disgust, doubling back.
 
   “Yuck!” the boy said.
 
   “Is this stuff even eatable?” the girl asked.
 
   “Everything’s eatable in stew form, quit complaining!” Kurdis told them. “Now get going!” The two children begrudgingly lifted the heavy sack and made off for the kitchen. “Now where was I? Oh yes, here you see the living room. This is where the children play and get way, way too loud!” Though he had to raise his voice significantly just to be heard over all the chatter from the children, no one paid him any mind or quieted down. Kurdis hung his head, grumbled to himself, and moved on.
 
   He took them upstairs to see the children’s bedrooms. The boys and girls had separate rooms, but that was about all the division that happened up there. The hallway divided two giant sleeping areas with fifteen or so small beds crammed together tightly. Each bed had a small pillow and one thin, short, itchy-looking blanket.
 
   “Here’s where I sleep!” Raley said, rushing over to point out her own bed. She pulled Ash along with her. He wasn’t expecting to be taken by the arm and felt his cheeks redden as Aralia dragged him across the room. She jumped down on the bed and patted the seat next to her, signaling for Ash to sit down.
 
   “She seems to have warmed up to him pretty quickly,” Aura whispered to Shiva. The Royal Princess grunted in response.
 
   Ash sat next to the smiling girl. Her many piercings no longer looked so intimidating. Suddenly he wished the room wasn’t crowded with other people so he didn’t feel so on display. The bed was stiff and uncomfortable, and before Ash could think of a suitable compliment to award the girl a small head poked out from under the bed between his legs.
 
   “It’s gone,” the head of the little girl said, flat and disappointed.
 
   “Mal, come on out and meet everyone,” Raley said. With a sad huff the girl scooted out on her back from beneath the bed and through Ash’s legs. “Ash, this is my little sister Amalia. Say hi to Mr. Ash, Mal.”
 
   The little girl stood up and dusted off her raggy dress, uninterested in the new strangers in her room. “Zabo’s gone!” she said, stomping her bare foot on the cold hardwood floor.
 
   Ash wanted to ask if they were truly sisters by blood, but thought it an inappropriate question for the time being. Instead, he put on his most child-comforting voice and addressed the little girl with a pleasant smile.
 
   “I’m sure he’s around here somewhere,” Ash said. “I saw a bunch of kids playing downstairs. Maybe Zabo went down there to play with them.”
 
   “Zabo’s her stuffed demon doll,” said Aralia. “This is the thirty-fourth time she’s lost it this month.”
 
   “I miss him,” Amalia said as tears started to flow. Aralia leaned down and scooped her sister up quickly. “I want Zabo! I miss him!” she cried. While Aralia tried to calm her sister down, the girl, who was finally at eyelevel with the rest of the adults, stopped her crying as she spotted someone across the room. “Who is the princess over there?” she whispered to her sister.
 
   Aralia spun around and pointed to Shiva. “That’s Lady Shiva of the Royal Satan Family,” she said.
 
   “No,” Amalia said. “Not that one. The pretty one!” She pointed at Aura. “Pretty like a princess!”
 
   Shiva fumed while Aura beamed. “Looks like I’m the pretty one,” Aura said with a huge grin. “I’m not surprised, really.”
 
   “Mr. Aura is a man, Amalia,” the girl told her sister sternly. “He probably doesn’t like you calling him a princess.”
 
   The little girl looked perplexed for a moment, then an idea hit her. “Mr. Princess!” she said with a childish smile of delight. As soon as Aralia set her sister down, Amalia ran to Aura and clung tightly to his leg. Aura smiled weakly, unable to protest. Kurdis suggested they move downstairs so he could supervise the children, who would be doing most of the cooking for them. 
 
   “Let’s go downstairs, Mal,” the elder sister said, trying to urge the infant girl away from the awkward death toucher. “Come on, let’s go find Zabo.”
 
   “I don’t need Zabo!” Amalia declared. “Not when I have Mr. Princess!”
 
   The group migrated downstairs and back to the living area. Uverstarr was there, sitting on the floor in the far corner of the room. A group of children surrounded him as he held a deck of Devil’s Duel cards in his hands. The children were begging him to show them the cards again while Uverstarr played coy.
 
   “Ah, there’s Uverstarr,” said Kurdis. “Looks like he’s got your cards, too. Let me know if he doesn’t give them all back to you. If he doesn’t return every single card I’ll give him another thwomping.” At this, he raised his tin cup. The man never seemed to let go of the thing.
 
   “You really don’t have to physically abuse a small child on my account,” Ash said, shrugging his shoulders.
 
   “Small child?” Kurdis echoed. “He may act like one, but Uverstarr’s hardly a child; he’s seventeen years old!” The team gasped and gawked in unison. “He’s a runt alright, but the boy’s only a year shy of turning eighteen.”
 
   “Good,” said Shiva. “Then I won’t feel so bad when I give him a thwomping.”
 
   “I would have never guessed judging by his personality,” said Ash. “He’s actually not much younger than me!”
 
   “That’s right,” Aura said. “Sometimes I forget you’re practically a baby too!”
 
   I try to forget that both Shiva and Aura are in their mid-forties, Ash thought. Devil aging is so weird.
 
   “I’m only twenty-seven,” Aralia said. “Not much older than you Ash.”
 
   “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you let Aralia and Uverstarr join your festival team,” said Kurdis. “They could both benefit from some social interaction.”
 
   “Speak for yourself old man!” Raley fired back. “I’m perfectly sociable as I am, thank you!”
 
   Ash chuckled nervously, remembering how smoothly his first encounter with the girl had gone. “You’ve more or less got it down, but Uverstarr could really use some work.”
 
   They observed Uverstarr and the children surrounding him on the dirty stained rug. The little sneaker passed cards around his circle of infant enthusiasts, eager to hear their praise for how cool each card’s graphic looked. They showered him with adoration and praise, which he rewarded by showing them more cards. For the moment, everyone looked happy as could be.
 
   “Uverstarr came into my care as a baby,” said Kurdis. “Never did find out who his real folks are. Or were. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, he has a bit of an attitude problem. He loves playing mean tricks on others. Because of that, he’s never had many friends. The ones who could tolerate him always end up getting adopted and never see him again. I’m thankful to Aralia here for putting up with him for so long!”
 
   Raley smiled and tried not to look embarrassed. “He’s a good kid when you get to know him, honest,” she said. “I’ve just known him the longest.” The girl moved toward the doorway to the kitchen. “But enough about the past. I’m going to show off my supreme cooking skills on that junk that Mr. Kurdis brought home! You won’t believe your taste buds!” With that she shot like a rocket to the kitchen, leaving her sister behind still clutching the pretty princess Aura’s thigh.
 
   “Take this one with you!” Aura called to her, but she never looked back. Kurdis gripped the little girl between her armpits and lifted her away.
 
   “I’ve got to round up all the children now,” he said. “Please, make yourselves at home. You can sit at the dinner table over- Sanford! Eustace! Get down from there! We’ll eat in thirty minutes.” Outbursts like that in the middle of his sentences seemed to be a frequent occurrence around here. Kurdis walked away with Amalia kicking and squirming. He turned his attention to the stairs and went back up for any wayward children.
 
   Ash led the way over to the long dining table. Shiva and Aura followed. As they waked past Uverstarr, the real princess and the snotty youth had a little stare down. Shiva turned up her nose and walked by without saying a word. When they sat down she kept her eyes focused on the little boy. He sat on the floor giggling with his housemates, reveling in their adoration and ignoring Shiva entirely.
 
   “Well, I guess I should walk over there and take back the cards,” said Ash. He stared at Shiva as he spoke. “Just gonna go on over there and collect Vashi Tansa’s deck from those orphaned children. Yep. Vashi Tansa needs his cards back. It’s the right thing to do, taking them away from those little orphans.”
 
   Shiva continued to stare intently as Ash spoke. Her eyes drifted from Uverstarr to each child’s happy smiling faces. The kids argued about who had the coolest card, laughing and joking as children do. 
 
   “You nervous or something?” Aura asked, confused as to why his friend was dragging this out for so long. “Just go over there already. I see no flaw in your logic.” With one last look at Shiva, Ash shrugged and stood up.
 
   “Wait,” said Shiva. She didn’t take her eyes off the group of kids, her face showing no emotion. “Screw Vashi Tansa. Let these kids keep the cards.”
 
   Aura gaped at Shiva in amazement. “Did you just say what I think I heard you say? Or has my mind just been warped from hanging around so many youngsters?”
 
   “Yeah Shiva,” said Ash, arching an eyebrow in question. “What do you mean screw Vashi Tansa? I lost his cards, so I should retrieve them for him. Shouldn’t I?”
 
   Ash was hoping she would admit that the children clearly needed the cards more than her. He wanted her to say aloud her reasoning, as he felt it would help her finally develop into a somewhat nicer person. 
 
   She shrugged. “A Noble can afford to buy new cards,” Shiva said. “Call it a charitable donation.” She finally broke her stare and looked at the wall instead. 
 
   Ash drooped a little in disappointment. Well, at least she isn’t taking the cards back, he thought. That’s a step in the right direction.
 
   “Besides, look at the smiles on those kid’s faces,” Shiva added. “I’m sure Vashi Tansa never smiles like that when he plays.” A moment of silence passed as Ash and Aura stared at their team captain in astonishment.
 
   Kurdis came by herding a group of recently cleaned-up children. They all took seats around the table, packing themselves in around Ash and the gang until they were all elbows-to-elbows. Shiva, who’d sat at the head of the table, rose to vacate the seat for the man.
 
   “Sit, please,” Kurdis told her. “It would be an honor to have you at the head of my table.” Shiva nodded with a smile and thanked him before sitting back down. He turned his focus to the children grouped around Uverstarr. “You lot: get over here!” Kurdis took the seat next to Shiva. 
 
   “I see you still haven’t gotten your cards back…” he said, eyeing Uverstarr.
 
   “It’s fine,” Shiva was quick to say. “We’re donating them to the orphanage. The kids can keep them.”
 
   “But didn’t those cards belong to someone else?” Kurdis asked.
 
   “If a member of the Royal Family says its okay, its okay,” Shiva assured him.
 
   “You’re a kind and respectable woman, Lady Shiva,” Kurdis replied, bowing his head in respect. “This orphanage wouldn’t be around if not for warmhearted people like you.”
 
   Aura dared to giggle at Kurdis’s statement, and Shiva shot him a death glare. He contained himself quickly. Ash asked the orphanage director a question to steer the conversation along.
 
   “So how did you come to be the man in charge of this orphanage?” asked Ash. In his time in Hell, he had no idea the orphanage even existed.
 
   “That’s quite a long tale, but I suppose we do have the time,” Kurdis replied. As he recanted his story, his eyes grew distant and hazy. He told them about his youth as an orphan in this very same orphanage.
 
   “This place was owned by another man back when I was just a lad. I remember disliking him immensely. Luckily, I was adopted when I was only twelve. My adoptive folks are gone now, God rest their souls. I had a wife and a kid of my own back then as well. They’re both gone now too. That was all back during my days in the Royal Guard. After the family I worked so hard to attain was taken from me, I poured everything I had into my job. I’d run myself ragged fighting demons day in and day out, every chance I got. I had nothing left to live for after all. Then one day, everything changed when I met Aralia and her sisters.”
 
   “Sisters?” Ash asked, putting emphasis on the plural.
 
   The chatter from the kids sitting around the table grew louder and louder. Kurdis was about to continue his story when Aralia busted through the kitchen doorway carrying a steaming bowl of stew.
 
   “I’ve got the first bowl of stew for Ash,” she said with an excited smile gracing her glowing face. She set it down in front of him and started nervously tussling her pink and purple locks. “I hope you like it. Dig in!”
 
   “Aralia, shouldn’t the guest of honor from the Royal Family be served first?” Kurdis asked, scolding her.
 
   The girl’s smile faded and she hesitated, distraught.
 
   “It’s okay,” said Shiva. “Go ahead Ash. Eat her stew.”
 
   Ash scooped a spoonful of the strange stew into his mouth. Surprisingly, despite the questionable ingredients the stew was quite good. He continued to shovel more in as Kurdis went on talking.
 
   “I was just about to tell them how I met you,” he said to Aralia.
 
   “Go ahead,” the girl said, not the least bit interested. “I’m still needed in the kitchen.” Aralia turned and headed for the kitchen, leaving before the topic arrived once again.
 
   “She doesn’t like talking about it,” said Kurdis. “Aralia had another sister when I first met her, though. An older sister. And little Amalia was just a baby. She has no memory of their eldest sister, in fact. I met them after a particularly devastating demon attack on the kingdom. I remember many people died that day. Including my own family.”
 
   Kurdis’s eyes watered over but tears did not flow.
 
   “The memory is burned into my mind. I was out walking around observing the damage done to the kingdom. I was a terrible wreck after losing my family, as you can imagine. I don’t know what I would have done with my life if I hadn’t walked by this old orphanage at that exact moment. The old place was in ruins. While examining the damage done on the inside I ran into Aralia. She was dirty and thin as a quill, carrying her little baby sister. They were sitting on the ground next to a pile of rubble from the collapsed ceiling. Underneath the rubble was the body of their eldest sister. Aralia was still holding her hand. I didn’t even know how long she’d been there for.”
 
   Now the team understood why the girl was hesitant to participate in the conversation. Kurdis was on the brink of tears. Even the other children grew quiet out of respect. Uverstarr still sat on the floor across the room with his back to the wall, a blank expression on his face as he flipped through the deck of cards.
 
   The kitchen door flung open again and a parade of children appeared carrying bowls on trays. Aralia brought up the rear as the children set the steaming bowls of stew down in every place at the table.
 
   “You eating, Uverstarr?” Aralia asked.
 
   “Pft,” said Uverstarr. “I don’t want whatever slop the old man drags in.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” Aralia replied, and continued serving everyone. Uverstarr turned and faced the wall.
 
   “After speaking to Aralia that day I knew what I had to do. I scoured the kingdom searching for any orphaned children. Believe me, there were plenty. I sold my home and all my possessions to buy the orphanage and fix it up. I traded in my sword for a donation cup,” he said with a light chuckle. “I’m flat broke now and I don’t exactly make money off this place. I get by on a few generous soul’s donations alone.”
 
   Hence the routine with the cup, Ash thought. “What about adoption fees?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t charge potential parents any fees,” Kurdis replied. “To do so would only be another hurdle for the children in their mission to find a family. Instead I ask only for charitable donations, day in and day out. My greatest reward is seeing their smiling faces when they leave here with a new family, the looks are- Roger! Dylan! Enough with the chair squeaking! Totally worth it. I feel like I’ve made a real difference.”
 
   Everyone jumped in surprise as Uverstarr threw his new cards across the room. He jumped to his feet and ran upstairs. Ash thought he saw tears in the boy’s eyes.
 
   “What’s his problem?” Shiva asked.
 
   “It was something I said,” Kurdis replied, not the least bit surprised. “Uverstarr is almost eighteen years old. If he isn’t adopted before he turns eighteen he’ll be automatically enlisted in the Royal Guard. That was the deal I made with the Royal Advisor a long time ago, in exchange for some much-needed support. Because of his rude behavior and mean pranks, Uverstarr will most likely not get adopted in time. He’s having a hard time accepting the fact that he’ll be joining the Royal Guard. He’s never been one for taking orders. It seems he’s acting out even more than usual lately. But I think it might be good for him to learn a little respect there. It turned my life around, after all.”
 
   “He’s got a lot of talent,” said Ash. “He almost hurt me pretty badly with one of his flame attacks.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that. That’s his only real passion,” said Kurdis. “When he’s not playing stupid tricks on people, he’s practicing his flame skills.”
 
   “He’s like some kind of genius!” said Aralia. “I’ve never seen anyone move flames like Uverstarr does!”
 
   “The technical term is a flame savant,” said Kurdis. “The boy’s just got natural talent and infinite time to practice. That’s why I think he’ll do alright in the Royal Guard. He’s definitely got some skills. Of course, the kid can’t even read since he skips my weekly lessons so frequently.”
 
   “You school the kids, too?”
 
   “I learned how to read and write from Kurdis!” Aralia said with a smile.
 
   “It’s an upward battle trying to teach these kids,” said Kurdis. “But at least a few of them are getting the hang of it.”
 
   All of the children now sat around the table sipping stew and lightly chatting with one another. Only one chair remained empty, and that was Uverstarr’s. Aralia kept stealing playful glances at Ash every couple of minutes, making the boy blush self-consciously. Kurdis cleared his throat and raised a glass of dingy yellow water.
 
   “I propose a toast,” he said. “To Lady Shiva; and to the rest of the festival team. I hope you all play your best and no one gets hurt too badly!”
 
   That last bit really caught Ash’s attention, but everyone was busy cheering and clanking glasses together for him to bring any attention to it. The meal was as enjoyable as the company that came with it. The children were extra silly in their attempts at making the team laugh. Some even went to extreme lengths to make Shiva crack a smile.
 
   When the meal was over, the children split up. A team of older kids went about cleaning up the mess, while the younger children returned to the living room to play. “This is usually the time when Kurdis or I read a book to the children,” Aralia informed Ash.
 
   The children were rather insistent that instead of one of the books they’d heard over a hundred times, they’d prefer to hear a story from the human. Ash tried to stammer his way out of it nervously but in the end they guilted him into it. At Aura’s suggestion, Ash told the children about his life back on Earth. He described a typical day from his past human life as a high school student. Even Uverstarr came downstairs to hear the tale. The more Ash remembered and described, the sadder he became.
 
   He capped the story off when he could speak no more. By this time the artificial sun had been entirely extinguished and Shiva announced it was time to go. They’d already stayed several hours over the amount of time she wanted to spend there. Aura fought to unlatch the young Amalia from himself, as she’d been sitting in his lap the entire time Ash was giving his story. Kurdis sent her and all the other children off to bed and escorted the team out.
 
   The orphanage headmaster thanked the team once again for taking on Aralia and Uverstarr, confident that they’d all have fun together. He bid them goodnight and disappeared back inside. Aura and Shiva began to walk through the fenced-in yard as Aralia called for Ash’s attention one last time.
 
   “Thanks for having us over, it was a lot of fun,” Ash said to her as they slowly paced the length of the yard.
 
   “We’re going to have so much fun during the Soulstice,” she said. Her arm brushed up against Ash’s, they were walking so closely. She looked into his eyes and smiled a bashful smile.
 
   Ash’s cheeks reddened as well. “Uh, yeah,” he said nervously. “It should be a good time. Way better than fighting demons all the time.”
 
   “Will you tell me more about your life?” she asked. “Before coming here, that is?”
 
   “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
 
   Raley paused. “Got a girlfriend?” she inquired.
 
   The pair shared one last smile, and Ash told her, “Nope. Why? You know someone who’s interested?”
 
   “Oh spare me the love scene,” said Shiva, twisting her face in disgust as she observed the pair from the front gate.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Eleven: Otozek’s Opportunity
 
    
 
   In a darkened hall somewhere beneath the royal castle, a lone guard paced the cramped stone tunnel going down. The man had a specific and tedious duty to carry out. He scanned the holding cells as he walked, ignoring the desperate and depressed faces of the criminals inside. No one spoke to him as he went, moving on down the spiral slope of the underground prison.
 
   The guard reached his destination. He turned to get a look at the prisoner he came for, a man so wrecked they couldn't even be sure he was still alive. No one knew if his soul had departed yet from his body. In the corner of the tiny holding cell he laid, his stretched and ruined body resembled a puddle on the cold stone floor.
 
   It was the ruined body of one Apsat Glumb, a man Ash had some involvement with during his first mission in Hell. The power of the ancient artifact God’s Blessing had granted Apsat a great deal of borrowed soul power from Ash, but in doing so had ruined his body beyond repair. He looked like a large, flattened, grey garbage bag now. No one had seen him move since his battle with Ash.
 
   "Yikes," the guard whispered to himself as he gazed at the pile of stretched out flesh that was now Apsat. "About time we cleared this one out."
 
   The guard pulled a piece of parchment out and drew a big X over the box where Apsat's name was written. He reached for his keys on his belt and started to open the cell door.
 
   "Better luck in your next life, I suppose."
 
    
 
    [image: mini-flamelogo.jpg] 
 
    
 
   Along a stretch of the southern kingdom wall known affectionately as "stench alley", a highly aromatic delivery was being made. Two Royal Guards hauled a wheeled cart overflowing with the Kingdom's weekly garbage delivery, an unenviable but necessary duty. Among the many burlap sacks of foul smelling rotting rubbish was a long wooden box, mostly buried under all the junk.
 
   The guards wore special clamps on their noses to keep the overpowering odors of stench alley out of their nostrils. It made them sound funny when they spoke, but that was a small price to pay to avoid keeling over and vomiting from the putrid stench. The men stopped pulling their cart and peered over the edge of the wall at the desolate smelly wasteland beyond.
 
   "This is as good a spot as any," one of the men said in his funny, nose-clamped voice.
 
   The men started to unload their delivery. The burlap sacks could be reused over and over until their waste-soaked fibers could carry no more, so instead of just chucking the bags over the side of the wall the man had to set them down on the ground and undo the drawstrings first. They dumped the bags over the side of the wall: spoiled meat, rotting vegetables, discarded soiled clothing, broken tools and unusable items tumbled down into the pile below.
 
   The garbage dumping zone was set ablaze every week or so to keep the pile from growing tall enough to reach the top of the kingdom wall. It was bad enough already that certain types of demons could get into the kingdom rather easily; they didn’t need to make it any easier by creating a giant climbable garbage heap for them as well. On this day the pile was still low enough that another burning would not occur for a few more days. The men worked at dumping their loads over the wall until they had only empty sacks and a big wooden box.
 
   “What’s in this thing anyway?” the man with the deeper nasally voice asked as he climbed up into the cart. He ran his hands over the top of the mystery box.
 
   “How should I know?” the other man replied. “It’s nailed shut. Probably minced demon parts or something. Come on now, push!”
 
   The guard in the cart helped push the box forward into his accomplice’s hands. Together the two hauled the box over to the edge of the wall. After three good swings, they released the container from their grip. It soared over the wall and collided with the garbage heap below but did not stop. The box tumbled and rolled down the hill of trash, moving further away from the wall and eventually coming to rest where the artificial sun could not reach.
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   Near stench alley on the opposite side of the kingdom wall, at the base of Devil Garbage Mountain a series of shadowy figures convened. The blue demon Otozek sat patiently waiting for his subordinate’s reports. After hours of sitting there the first greater demon to return to his master’s side could finally be heard coming.
 
   Otozek recognized the lumbering footsteps of Gnusek the giant, still unable to remain quiet despite his master’s many warnings. He’d never been known as a very delicate creature. Otozek would have scolded him again, except that the towering hairy demon carried something large towards his master.
 
   The long wooden box that was a challenge for two devil men to carry looked like a piece of carry-on luggage to Gnusek. The massive demon set the box down with a low grunt before Otozek. The greater demon prince sniffed the air and smiled.
 
   “You’ve done well,” he said. 
 
   The wildebeest-like Gnusek bowed his enormous head in response to his master’s praise with a delighted grunt. His massive, curved horns emerging from the sides of his head had the strange habit of spinning around the creature’s head at seemingly random times. The horns made a grinding, TKKTKKTKKTKK sound as they rotated.
 
   Without even bothering to stand, Otozek wedged the pointy tip of his black, tube-like tail into a narrow crack in the box. With speed and ease he pried the top up in several spots, then simply tossed the lid aside. His smile widened when he saw what was inside.
 
   “Our lucky break,” he said, looking into the container. “Devil remains.”
 
   Gnusek the giant grunted in confusion as he looked down at the strange pile of pale flesh inside. He sniffed at it extra hard, but never lost his expression of frustrated uncertainty. The horns rotated at a quicker pace.
 
   “I know it doesn’t look devil anymore but I assure you it is one,” said Otozek. “I know the scent of devils. I am certain. This devil fool must have met with an unfortunate fate. I would like to know whatever it was that did this.”
 
   There was an almost inaudible fluttering of wings, noticeable for just seconds to Otozek before his underling, the mosquito-like Moskazek appeared at his side. Gnusek did not hear him coming at all, and grunted in surprise when he saw his fellow demon, his horns grinding to a halt.
 
   “Young Master, I have discovered something that I cannot explain,” said Moskazek. He held out a crumpled piece of paper for Otozek to take. “I need help identifying this scent.”
 
   Prince Otozek snatched the paper and held it close to his nose slits. He took a deep breath inhaling sharply through his nose to examine the possibilities. The scent began as something unfamiliar, but the more he ingested the clearer it became. He had smelled this scent before. A long time ago, and only once in his life.
 
   He recalled a stored memory from hundreds of years ago, shortly after his birth. The Demon King was more mobile back then, and Otozek used to enjoy crawling all over his father’s body. On this particular day, the Demon King Jirosek unearthed something he considered a treasure to show his son.
 
   "Smell this my son," the demon king had said as he thrust a dingy scrap of human clothing into young Otozek's face. "This is human," he told him with a look of yearning in his eyes.
 
   He'd never forget that smell. It was nothing like any of the odors his fellow demons put out. Different still from the delicacy that was the devils. The smell of human was like a powerful drug; one that had driven Jirosek mad to the point of obsession.
 
   Otozek knew the smell on this paper could be nothing but human. But why was a human's scent plastered on this scrap of paper with devil writing on it? Could it have fallen through a random gate, like his father's beloved scrap of human clothing? He sniffed it again. The smell of human was still fresh. It had to have been less than a day old.
 
   "It's human," Otozek said, trying to contain his excitement.
 
   "What does this mean, my lord?" asked Moskazek. Gnusek added a confused grunt of his own.
 
   "A scrap of devil garbage covered in human scent can only mean one thing," said Otozek. "The devils are keeping a human pet."
 
   "What a most fortunate turn of events, my lord!"
 
   Grunt. TKKTKKTKK. Grunt.
 
   "According to this paper the devils are having a festival to play more games. This is a perfect opportunity for us to launch our invasion while they're distracted. We'll use this disposed vessel-" he pointed to the body of Apsat with his tail, "-and sneak over the wall. Then we'll seek out their most powerful warriors and eliminate them one by one."
 
   "A brilliant plan my lord," Moskazek replied. "I'll go find the others at once!" The bug demon with the long spear-like nose flew off over the garbage heap to find the rest of their greater demon infiltration team.
 
   "Tomorrow will mark the dawn of the devils demise," said Otozek. He flipped the paper around in his hands, a flier for the Soulstice Festival covered in human sweat. “And so begins their festival of disarray.”
 
   And with any luck, I will finally find the human delicacy my father has craved for all these years, Otozek thought with a menacing, hopeful grin. 
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   Part Two
 
   Festival of Disarray
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Twelve: Game Day
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should take a minute to think about our team options one last time,” said Aura. He was walking with Ash and Shiva to the first game of the festival they’d signed up for. Push Ball. The play field was located in East Hell, so they had a decent amount of time to debate.
 
   “Why?” Ash asked. “I don’t mind playing with Aralia and Uverstarr.”
 
   “Aralia’s fine; it’s the bratty kid that I’m worried about,” Aura replied. “He just doesn’t strike me as a team player. I want to win as many games as possible, because winners get all the babes. But I seriously doubt our chances of winning if the kid’s going to be off in his own little world being an uncooperative brat.”
 
   “I also want to be a winner,” said Shiva. “Though my reasons are not as stupid as yours,” she added, eyeing the lecherous Aura. “Still, that child’s behavior worries me as well. We’ll see how this first game goes, and if Uverstarr causes more problems than he solves, he’s gone.”
 
   Ash was against removing Uverstarr from the team at all for a variety of reasons. He didn’t want to disappoint Aralia or Kurdis, who seemed so happy that Uverstarr was finally involved with some people. He knew the child had some behavior adjustments that needed to be made, but he wanted to give the kid a shot and hope for the best. Ash would not voice these opinions though, unless need be.
 
   “We’ll see how it goes, then,” the half-human said, hopeful.
 
   It was another hot morning as the team headed down the road to East Hell. Being the opening day of the Summer Soulstice Festival, the streets were jam-packed with devil commuters and merchants. It was a little too early for flight, since most people were still in the process of donating flames to the morning sun. The artificial ball of flames grew quickly and shined a little brighter than ever before when it was finished forming. The Helio Star blazed brighter above.
 
   “This place is even busier than the Devil’s Duel tournament,” Ash said as they squeezed and maneuvered through the busy avenue. He wasn’t used to seeing so many people out and about at the same time. Living in Hell where demon attacks can and frequently do happen at any given time, people tended to stay indoors whenever possible. With all the people walking around in their warm weather outfits, Ash felt like he was back on his own planet for once.
 
   The added sunshine gave rise to a popular, and somewhat necessary new product: sunspectacles. Differing in size, shape, and quality, the sunspectacles ranged in price from twenty scorch all the way up to a hundred scorch for the more fashionable models. Ash chuckled as his friends both purchased their own pair.
 
   The team arrived at the East Hell field. Ash scoured the crowd that was fastly forming to find his new friends. Besides looking out for Aralia and the orphanage crew, the team was also on the lookout for Gio the tailor. Ash had spoken with him briefly on the topic of uniforms, and of course Gio was overjoyed to take on the project. The eccentric tailor promised to have matching uniforms prepared by the morning of the first game.
 
   Aura split to go buy himself a coffee while Ash and Shiva stood around people watching. The two hadn’t spoken much in private lately. Ash thought they’d become much closer as friends now that they lived together, but it was beginning to feel just the opposite to him. For one thing, whenever they were at home the girl kept to herself, hiding away in her room with the door shut all the time. She accompanied the boys on demon attacks and during some of the jobs that Goddard lined up for them, and of course for morning training, but otherwise kept her distance.
 
   “Seen much of Wilhelm lately?” Ash asked in a feeble attempt at making conversation.
 
   Shiva continued to scan the crowds as she replied. “Not as much as I’d like to.”
 
   Figures, thought Ash. He’s probably still keeping his distance. “Maybe he’ll come watch us play,” he said, trying to cheer her up.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she replied. Then, “Ah. There they are.”
 
   Ash followed her gaze across the field. Kurdis stood holding his donation cup in one hand, a tall pole with a white banner flapping in the breeze in the other. With him were a bunch of kids from the orphanage. Ash and Aralia locked eyes and waved. The excited girl gripped Uverstarr’s sleeve and pulled him along to meet up with the team.
 
   Aura had returned with his coffee when the group got together. Aralia happily greeted everyone, while Uverstarr gave a less enthusiastic “yo”.
 
   “I’m pumped to play some push ball!” said Aralia. “Let’s get out there and cream the opposition!”
 
   “We still have to find Gio,” said Ash. “He’s got our uniforms.”
 
   “I hope they’re super sexy,” said Aura.
 
   “They’d better not be,” Shiva growled with her arms crossed.
 
   From far off an official’s amplified voice rang out through the field that push ball would be starting soon. Ash’s team wasn’t slated to play until the fourth matchup, convenient since the team still had to find Gio and change into their uniforms. Aralia made small chat with Ash while Uverstarr and Shiva kept their distance from one another. Aura’s eyes bounced around the area examining the female options surrounding him. By accident he ended up spotting Gio.
 
   The tailor approached with a big sack slung over his shoulder and a familiar pleasant smile. He usually looked flamboyant with his short, spiky blond hair and a purple suit but in this heat he settled for a purple tracksuit. He nodded courteously to Ash and the gang as he joined them.
 
   “Nice to see you all again,” said Gio. He turned to the newest additions to the group. “You must be the new friends Ash mentioned. I’m glad to see he’s having luck in that area. My name is Gio St. James, what are yours?”
 
   “Raley.”
 
   “Uverstarr.”
 
   “It’s a pleasure,” replied Gio. “The uniforms are in here. I hope everything fits.” He set the bag down before the team. “The changing rooms are over there. You might want to get ready sooner rather than later. Push ball games tend to end pretty quickly, if you know what I mean.”
 
   They thanked him wholeheartedly. With a wink and a wave, Gio walked away leaving Ash feeling a bit confused. “I don’t know what he means,” he said. “I read the rules. It didn’t sound so bad. Maybe there’s something I’m missing here. Someone mind giving me a quick run down on the rules?”
 
   “Oh! Let me explain!” said Aralia, loud enough to drown out the competition, of which there was none. “In push ball, two teams try to push the big ball into the opponent’s goal zones, which are on opposite ends of the field. The teams of five are divided into three different positions. There are two pushers, whose job is to get the ball across the field and score. Two defenders, who protect the pushers from the opposing team, and one goal saver who’s only job is to block the team’s goal zone. Did I miss anything?”
 
   Aura and Shiva shrugged.
 
   “Yeah, I knew most of that,” Ash said. “It still doesn’t really sound like a dangerous sport.”
 
   A few men shouted for people to move out of the way. Something large was coming down the street. The team had to quickly move aside as the crowd broke and a giant round boulder came rolling towards them. Ash stared in disbelief at the huge stone that stood even taller than him as it went rolling by, a duo of shirtless men working up a sweat pushing it.
 
   “Ah, there’s the ball now,” said Shiva.
 
   “What?” Ash asked, staring blankly at Shiva. “I thought I heard you say ball…”
 
   “That’s the push ball,” Shiva replied. “It’s carved from stone bigger than our house and weighs a ton. That’s why this sport is so dangerous, and so fun. One wrong move out on the field and you’re crushed to death!”
 
   “Fun?” Ash said, shocked. “You people are sadistic!”
 
   “Yeah yeah,” Aura interrupted. “Enough chit chat. It’s uniform time!”
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   The team reconvened some time later after splitting up to use the locker rooms. The boys joined the girls again outside the building, sporting their new uniform look. Gio had gone all-out to make the team look real slick. They’d all been given white jackets, made from a thin and airy material. The jackets had a giant version of the team’s flame-wing symbol on the front and even listed their names on the back.
 
   Ash, Aura, and Uverstarr were given white shorts, white socks, white shoes, and white shirts. They expected the girls to be wearing the same outfits, but much to Aura’s delight he found Shiva and Aralia wearing skirts and tanktops under their jackets instead. Both he and Ash were blown away at the sight. 
 
   “These are the nicest clothes I’ve ever worn!” Raley smiled brilliantly, presenting her new look as the boys approached. “Well? What do you think?” she asked, looking at Ash and playing with her multicolored hair tied in twin tails.
 
   “Looking good,” Ash replied, his eyes darting between the two girls. “I don’t even recognize you. Either of you.”
 
   It was obvious to see from the color of her cheeks that Shiva was not used to the extra attention her outfit brought her, especially from Aura. She stood silently, uncomfortably, as Aralia continued to twirl her hair and look cute for the boys. She was proud of the feminine figure she'd worked hard to achieve.
 
   "We should figure out who we're playing against first," Shiva said. Without consulting her teammates she stormed over to the big board of schedules nearby. 
 
   “What’s up her butt?” asked Uverstarr, not even trying to conceal an amused grin as he watched Shiva stomp away.
 
   “She’s a perplexing girl,” Ash said. “You’ll see.”
 
   “Definitely not feminine at all,” added Aura.
 
   Shiva returned moments later with a pleased smile. “Good news,” she said. “I found out who we’re playing first.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Look behind you,” Shiva told everyone, pointing. The group simultaneously turned to see their first opponents. The two orphans didn’t have much of a reaction, since they didn’t know the people. Ash and Aura gasped and groaned.
 
   Standing not far behind them in their own group circle was Aura’s former gang. The team led by Sars consisted of Vadnais, Fry, Dunger and…
 
   “Bora…!” Aura said, seething with hatred and clenching his fist.
 
   “Hi Bora!” Ash called to him with a friendly wave. “It looks like we’re playing you guys first today. Isn’t that nice?”
 
   “You’ll make a nice warm up for us,” Sars said as his team approached Ash and friends. He and Aura clasped hands in a friendly handshake. “Glad to see you signed up for pushball. Don’t expect us to go easy on you though.”
 
   “Like we’d need you to,” Shiva replied with a confident smirk.
 
   “Yeah!” Aralia said. “We’re gonna kick your butt!”
 
   Sars sized up the two newest additions to his old friend’s familiar team. When he reached a conclusion about them, he crossed his arms and looked smug. “Looks like it was slim pickings for players, huh? A frail-looking girl and a kid who should probably be playing in the junior league. Great picks.”
 
   Aralia frowned, conflicted, while Uverstarr flipped Sars off and stuck out his tongue. Ash was about to speak up and come to their defense but Shiva stuck out her arm to stop him. She took a step forward staring Sars down.
 
   “You can mock our teammates as much as you like,” she said.
 
   “Not exactly how I would have started…” Ash muttered to himself.
 
   “But,” Shiva continued. “We would not have chosen these two if we did not see an enormous amount of talent in them. You shouldn’t be worrying about them, though. It’s us you’ll have to look out for. We’ve kicked your butts in the past and we’ll do it again. This game is as good as ours.”
 
   “That’s perfect,” said Sars. “You’re confident now. But you won’t be when we take the field and you see how awesome our star player Bora is. He’s so good he could be considered a professional, if there were ever such a thing as a ‘professional ball game player’.”
 
   His group laughed and exchanged arm-jabs and high fives.
 
   “Oh, gee,” Bora said, looking embarrassed. “You flatter me, Sars. I just like playing the game, and I always give it my all. I’d love to give you all some pointers if you’re interested.”
 
   “Knock if off, Bora,” the big bearded man, Vadnais, whispered to his teammate.
 
   “We’re supposed to be trash-talking them,” Fry, the smaller man, added.
 
   “Oh, right,” Bora said, trying to put on a straight and intimidating face. “I hope for a good game, and that none of our friends get hurt today. Obviously, I’d like it if my team wins, but win or lose I’m buying everyone a round of drinks after the game.”
 
   “Come on guys,” said Sars, rubbing his forehead in disappointment at Bora’s trash-talking skills. “We’ve got to go change. See you all on the field.” Sars and the guys wandered away. Dunger gave Ash one last evil eyed grunt before he was gone.
 
   “See you Bora!” said Ash, waving him goodbye.
 
   “Damn that Bora!” Aura said when the team was out of earshot. “I was thinking about buying everyone drinks after the game!”
 
   “Let it go, man,” Ash said, clapping his friend on the shoulder.
 
   “Listen up guys,” Aura said. “I want to play defender out there, so I can beat the crap out of Bora.”
 
   “I want to play defender as well,” Shiva said. “It’s been too long since I last roughed up those jerks.”
 
   “Oh!” Aralia said excitedly. “Me and Ash can be the pushers! How about it, Ash? Let’s push together!”
 
   “That’s fine,” Ash said with some hesitation. “But what about…”
 
   Everyone turned to look at Uverstarr, who didn’t seem to be paying much attention. The kid looked up at everyone with a blank stare.
 
   “I’ll be the goal saver,” he said.
 
   “You know, it’s not a very easy position…” Aura said, reluctant.
 
   “You think you can stop that giant ball if it were rolling at you?” Shiva asked.
 
   Uverstarr blinked. “Yeah. I can.”
 
   “Have you ever even played this game before?” she asked.
 
   “Why does that matter?” Uverstarr shot back. “All I have to do is stop the ball from getting in our goal. It’s not that hard to get.”
 
   Sensing the building tension, Ash interjected. “Let’s go watch the first games and see what its like. If anyone decides they want to change positions, I’m okay with swapping.”
 
   The team followed as Ash led the way towards the crowd stands. The first game had just ended when the group managed to find some unoccupied seats in the stands. Right away the thing that Ash noticed first was all the blood leftover on the field.
 
   That’s an awful lot of blood for just one game, Ash thought to himself. He felt a knot forming in the bottom of his stomach. Back on Earth he was never very good at sports. He preferred video games.
 
   The next teams to play took the field. It was a mix of men and women, and it looked like the favored strategy was to use men as pushers and women for defenders. Both goal savers were also the biggest, strongest looking men on the team. This made Ash even more nervous for the childish Uverstarr.
 
   After a coin toss, the team that started with the enormous stone ball began pushing while the opposing team stayed back. It took them a few seconds, but once the pushers got the ball rolling it seemed like it could not be stopped. They passed over the centerline and the other team sprang into action moving into formation to stop them. The two pairs of pushers battled, both sides trying to move the massive boulder their way.
 
   The defenders were all action. Direct punches and flames were forbidden, but kicking, shoving, pushing, and tripping were all important components of the game. The defenders on the offensive side worked to keep their pushers safe by blocking the other team’s defenders, who moved in to try to tackle the enemy pushers. It looked like a brutal game, reminding Ash of rugby with a boulder.
 
   They tried to pay attention to the various strategies they saw, hoping to learn some valuable tips for playing better. It looked like the pushers were the quickest to wear out, since most of their efforts involved pushing the giant boulder. The defenders needed to be both quick and tough, since they’d be doing the most moving around. Goal saver was a tough job as well, since they were the last line of defense against the massive rolling stone. They watched two games and in all that time they rarely saw the goal savers successfully stop the giant ball. Even though that was the only position allowed to use flames, it didn’t seem to make much of a difference.
 
   “You sure you don’t want to play a different position?” Ash asked Uverstarr once more, hoping he’d reconsider.
 
   “Nope,” said Uverstarr without even thinking about it. “I’m cool with goal saver.”
 
   Ash looked to Shiva, who didn’t seem concerned at all. Aura wouldn’t take his eyes off Bora, who was seated lower in the stands with his team. Aralia returned Ash’s concern with a confident gaze.
 
   “Don’t worry about him,” she told Ash. “He’s tougher than he looks. Remember?”
 
   The last game concluded with only four injuries, making it the safest game they’d seen yet. As the final whistle blew and both teams walked or limped off the field, his friends started to stand up around him. Ash rose to join them as they left the stands, feeling nervous but excited. They cut through the crowd making their way onto the field, following Sars’s team. Ash wasn’t sure who’d win the game, but he felt confident that their uniforms at least looked better. Sars and his team wore matching shorts and shirts, but they were otherwise plain looking.
 
   There was a coin toss to decide who’d start out with the ball. Shiva called it for the team and won. Ash and Aralia stepped up to the big stone ball to move it across the field for the starting play. It was no easy task. The two had to put their shoulders into it and push hard to get it moving. Once they gained a little momentum Ash was pleased to see the big boulder did move somewhat easily. Stopping it exactly where they wanted was a pain, and required both Shiva and Aura to step in the way to block it.
 
   Finally, with the pushball and all players in place, the ref blew his whistle and the game began. Vadnais and Dunger, the team pushers, waited patiently for their chance to block the ball on the opposite side of the field. Ash looked to Aralia.
 
   “You ready?” he asked her.
 
   “Let’s do this!” she screamed.
 
   The two pressed their hands against the cold stone ball and pushed with all their might. They were at a jogging pace when they crossed the centerline, Shiva and Aura following on either side of the ball. Once in enemy territory, the opposing team struck back. Dunger and Vadnais, the two big buff men, moved to block the ball’s path. Ash and Aralia could not see them or move to avoid them, and the ball came to a forceful stop as it collided with the two men, whose muscles bulged as they forced the ball back.
 
   Now it was a battle to see which pushers would lose their endurance first. The defenders went to work immediately. Aura saw his chance to finally take on Bora while Shiva focused on blocking Fry. They were a slippery pair attacking from opposite sides. Bora moved like a pro, spinning and pivoting to avoid Aura as the death toucher charged at him.
 
   Bora made it past Aura with ease and grabbed for the nearest target, which was Aralia still hard at work pushing the ball. Finding herself unexpectedly pulled off-center, Aralia fell to the side. Ash became distracted and lost the push-of-war against the other team. He narrowly managed to jump back and to the side in time to avoid being rolled over by the boulder.
 
   “What was that?” Shiva barked. “Pathetic! Get it together!” she shouted at her teammates. Her screaming did not help Aura’s mood, as he grew more frustrated chasing after Bora, the more experienced player. Aralia and Ash were back on their feet and chasing after the ball, trying to get in front of it carefully without getting run over.
 
   They managed to slow it down enough to get in front and start the pushing battle all over again. Ash’s team was in rough shape however as the ball stood only feet away from their goal zone. Uverstarr stood, hands in his pockets, watching the others scurry to obstruct the other team. 
 
   Ash and Aralia barely managed to hold the ball back long enough for the ref’s whistle to blow. Luckily, time had run out on the play. The game was reset as Sars’s team rolled the ball back to their side of the field. Shiva started waving her hands frantically, signaling for a team huddle.
 
   “Okay, listen up,” she said once everyone was crowded around her. “I feel like I’m the only one out there actually doing what I’m supposed to.”
 
   “Yeah,” Aura cut in, “because you’re covering their worst player! That Bora really is good! I know I could take him in a fight, but he’s a much better push ball player than me. For one thing, he actually knows how to play this position. He’s all over the place! I can’t keep up with him!”
 
   “Then cheat,” Shiva replied.
 
   “What?” Ash asked. “How? Why?”
 
   “It’s not technically cheating since there’s nothing in the rules about it,” said Shiva. Everyone cocked their heads at her in confusion. “I’m talking about soul power. Enhance your legs to move faster than Bora.” She turned to Ash and Aralia. “Ash, you can enhance your arms with soul power and push that ball with no problem.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Ash said. “I’d thought about it, actually. I decided against it since it seems like cheating.”
 
   “Well it’s not cheating,” said Shiva. “The rules say nothing about the use of soul power. So I say we use it to cream these morons.”
 
   “Umm,” Aralia said. “What is soul power?”
 
   The ref’s whistle blew. On the other side of the field Sars’s team was ready to go. Everyone scattered before an answer to Aralia’s question could be given. The girl stood next to Ash on the field as everyone reformed to play defense. With another blow from the ref’s whistle, Dunger and Vadnais started rolling the boulder down the center of the field.
 
   “I’ll show you…” Ash turned to Aralia. She looked at him. “… the power of my soul.” He locked eyes with the giant stone ball rolling right at them. The girl saw a steamy, glowing vapor rising off the boy’s arms. She continued to stare until Ash had to warn her, “Get ready!”
 
   The girl focused on the ball. It was only ten feet away. She braced herself, gritting her teeth and flexing her muscles. She was expecting a major collision, but Ash stuck out his right hand a little further than her arms could reach. The boulder slammed into Ash’s hand and stopped dead. Both Dunger and Vadnais ended up slamming themselves against the hard stone from the forceful stop. The crowd erupted into cheers and screams as Aralia turned once again to face the boy with admiration.
 
   “Let’s go,” Ash said. He placed both hands on the boulder and moved it like a stack of papers. Aralia didn’t even have to do any of the pushing, though she still did anyway to not look useless. The boulder rolled up and over the opposing men and Ash and Aralia stepped over their injured bodies as they pushed the ball down the brown grassy field.
 
   Taking a cue from Shiva, Aura focused his soul power on his legs. For once he was thankful for all that morning training he’d had to do. It was a cinch to focus the power exactly where he wanted, and now the boy was fast enough to take on Bora. With the added speed boost he could stay between his pushing teammates and the opposing defender.
 
   Bora came in fast with more of his fancy footwork, but Aura knew his destination. He got between Aralia and Bora. As soon as Bora charged, Aura charged even faster. He tackled Bora to the ground and climbed to his feet quickly. Shiva didn’t even need to use her soul power to take on Fry. She had no difficulties in keeping the little man away from Ash.
 
   With no one left but Sars to stop them, the goal saver moved to defend his zone. The stone was only thirty feet away and moving fast. Sars blasted some flames forward, trying to arc them around the big ball to hit the pushers. This was one of the best common defense strategies for the goal savers in push ball. He lobbed fireball after fireball, not having to worry about hitting his own teammates. They were nowhere near the ball anymore. No matter how many flames Sars threw the ball did not slow down.
 
   He braced himself holding his arms ready to try and stop the ball. It was no use. The giant rolling stone didn’t even stop a little as it rolled right over Sars and into the goal zone. The ref’s whistle blew several times in recognition of Ash’s team scoring a point.
 
   It looked like using soul power was the way to go. The game just got easier from there as Dunger, Vadnais, and Sars were weakened from being rolled over. Ash’s team had finally found their groove, as Aura delighted in moving faster than Bora could ever anticipate. Shiva actually got bored defending against Fry. Uverstarr lay in the goal zone on his back, staring up at the clouds and dozing.
 
   Sars’s team started with the ball next, but it did not help. The same events unfolded and Ash’s team not only blocked them, but managed to push the ball back into the other team’s goal. It had become a one-sided game all of a sudden as Ash’s team racked up three more points. The only disruption to their rhythm came after Aura misinterpreted one of Bora’s movements. The guys collided, but Bora’s momentum was enough to send them stumbling towards the pushers.
 
   They slammed into Aralia first, who instinctively clung to Ash’s arm as she went down. Ash stumbled and dropped to his knees with the throng. Seeing their only opportunity to score, the proud Dunger and Vadnais summoned the last of their strength and stole the ball. They quickly rolled it around the build-up of people and pushed with all their might.
 
   Fry clung to Shiva’s legs as tightly as he could, holding her back from helping. Bora did his best to stay on top of everyone, pinning them down for as many precious seconds as he could manage. The pile lasted long enough for their pushers to get the ball across center field and moving at an alarming rate towards the napping Uverstarr.
 
   The little boy still lay unmoving on his back in the goal zone. Everyone’s eyes were on him suddenly. Shiva screamed at him to wake up. Ash and Aura scrambled to release themselves from Bora’s full-body grasp. No one could do anything in time to help Uverstarr. The boy would be trampled in seconds.
 
   As the giant boulder ball came within feet of the goal zone and the snoozing boy, it rapidly decreased speed. The pushers behind it felt a force working against them. Suddenly the ball stopped completely, mere inches shy of the goal. Uverstarr jumped to his feet with a devious smile on his face.
 
   “Finally,” he said. “It’s my turn to play!”
 
   The ball started spinning in the opposite direction. Now the pushers were being pushed back. Tiny flames the size and shape of marbles lined the ground all over the area in front of the goal zone. Uverstarr had planted a perfect trap to keep the ball from ever getting anywhere. Try as the enemy pushers did, the ball continued pushing back until they could no longer stand in front of it. They dove out of the way as the ball flew across the field, Uverstarr’s tiny flames carrying it back to Ash and the gang.
 
   The team scored their last point of the game. Sars’s team conceded defeat as they were all too tired and beaten to continue playing. Ash’s team was crowned the winners and continued to advance through the push ball tournament. Their next game would be in an hour and they had a lot of recuperating to do. Using soul power so frequently was draining.
 
   Winning their first match made their spirits soar. Everyone finally saw the value of having Uverstarr on the team. They chatted happily and complimented each other as they waited for their next matchup.
 
   As good as they all felt, they were unaware of a demonic threat making its way through the Kingdom, edging ever closer. 
 
   The Great Calm was about to come to an end.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Thirteen: Otozek’s Infiltration
 
    
 
   Walking along the sidelines of the push ball competition, detached from the crowd and trying to act natural was the dirty rag-cloaked body of Apsat Glumb. Piled inside his skin was the team of greater demons, with Otozek in charge of piloting the body. They’d managed to re-sculpt most of their host body’s skin to look normal again, save for a few isolated body parts. They fashioned some tattered cloth into a cloak to hide their pale infested dead body and hopefully not draw too much attention. 
 
   In his new devil suit the demon Prince had no troubles getting over the kingdom wall. Using Moskazek’s gossamer wings, the blob of devil flesh soared over the wall with ease and blended into the morning crowd of devil activity.
 
   The creatures could communicate telepathically inside their devil host container, and one of the first things Moskazek asked his prince was, “Did you find any useful memories attached to this vessel?”
 
   “This creature’s brain is fried,” the demon prince replied. “There is not enough solid matter left to reconstruct any memories. All I can see are brief flashes of a face.”
 
   “What kind of face?”
 
   “Some devil brat. I don’t know what it could mean, but it’s not at all helpful.”
 
   The demon team spent most of the morning walking around North Hell observing the devils in their society. Prince Otozek wanted to locate the source of the human scent immediately, but searching for one human smell in an entire kingdom of devils was like looking for a single pea in a gravel pit. Everywhere they went devil stench filled the air. Other times they’d hit clouds of demon odor. Slaughtered demon odor.
 
   Damn devils, Otozek thought. They cultivate more demon livestock than I ever imagined. Where is the fun of the hunt? The thrill of the chase? 
 
   The demon team passed by the push ball tournament within a hundred yards of Ash and his friends. At one point they even stood in direct eyesight of the human boy. Unfortunately for the demons, the air was thick with the musky scent of sweating devils, cooked demon meat, and tasty spilled blood.
 
   Our search will not be easy with so many pungent aromas littering the air, Prince Otozek informed his team.
 
   Perhaps we should find separate host bodies, said Moskazek, his wisest advisor. We could split up and search individually.
 
   The people standing closest to the raggy stranger started staring with disgusted looks on their faces. Not only was Apsat’s body unpleasant to look at it in the dirty stained shroud, but the smell of hot garbage and rotting flesh wafted through the air wherever he went. Otozek noticed the sickened stares he was getting and realized they would need to find new bodies pronto. 
 
   Good thinking, Moskazek. Let’s acquire some new hosts first. We can’t search for the human or the death toucher if we look and smell out of place. We’ll need fresh bodies. Bodies that can move around without standing out or drawing attention. And we’ll need to acquire them someplace out of sight.
 
   The demon team departed from the push ball field, unknowingly leaving behind the two individuals they were searching for. The Apsat suit migrated slowly through the crowd leaving a trail of stink in his path. He searched for somewhere private that they could find some new bodies. With so many devils gathered around outdoors, Otozek knew they’d likely have to find somewhere inside to locate their new hosts.
 
   He scoured the nearest buildings as he paced the busy streets. It looked like most of the buildings were closed and locked up, save for the shops that were open for business and packed with people. It looked like finding privacy would not be an easy task. They could simply break in to one of the buildings, but had no clear way of knowing how many people were inside or if they’d be risking exposing themselves. Otozek moved on until he was on the opposite end of the field.
 
   Here he found a building that was not like all the rest. It was small. Isolated. No windows, and only one entrance. He stood patiently observing the building for a few minutes and saw no one enter or leave it. With peaked curiosity Otozek and his demon team moved closer to the small structure. As they scoped out the building from a closer perspective a loud group of female devils approached.
 
   “Like I said, it’s not my fault!” the female in the lead said. She stuck a key in the door and unlocked the building. “I already said sorry for being late, and I even went to pick up the key for the locker rooms! What more do you want me to say?” The team of females moved through the door as the late woman held it open for them.
 
   “Just say you’ll play better than you plan,” one of the women said as she passed through the door. With a sarcastic roll of her eyes, the late woman followed her team into the locker rooms. The door slowly pulled shut behind her.
 
   A long black tube blocked the door from closing. The tube-like tail stretched all the way back to the demon infested body of Apsat Glumb as it was ducked behind a large tank that smelled like sewage.
 
   He got up and made sure that no one was looking. Everyone’s attention was either on the game field or the shops that were actually open. No one bothered to watch the boring old locker rooms. Otozek stood up and followed his tail to the door as it retracted inside the malleable corpse. When he reached the entrance he did one last quick look around to make sure no one was looking before pulling the door open.
 
   Inside Otozek and his team discovered the stuffy women’s locker room. There were six rows of tall lockers spread throughout the center of the building. On the far side was a large open showering area. The women they were stalking were on the opposite side of the lockers, hidden from view but chatting loudly.
 
   “Did any of you just hear something?” one of the women asked.
 
   “Like what?” another woman replied.
 
   “I don’t know. It sounded like the door, maybe.”
 
   “Uh oh, I hope it’s not some perv trying to get a look at us changing.”
 
   “I’m already changed. I’ll go check it out.”
 
   It was the woman that had arrived late, disappointing her team. As she turned the corner of lockers heading for the door she saw something move in the shadows towards the opposite end.
 
   “Hello? Is someone in here? We’re using the locker room right now, so you’re not supposed to be-”
 
   From the darkness something struck. A black, barb-like tendril pierced her chest. The woman gasped in shock, then screamed in terror as the shrouded corpse stepped out of the dark. The black tendril was coming from the body’s pointer finger. Within seconds the other women were rushing to their friend’s side, making a lot of noises. They were concerned for their friend’s safety. They were terrified of the extra person in the room. They barked their threats at the man, but he did not leave. Instead he held up his other hand. Four more sharp black tendrils shot out of the fingers, all plunging into the other women’s chests.
 
   Everyone became silent. The paralysis caused by Otozek’s barbs made it easier to possess creatures. Less resistance. Less noise. The women struggled to move their bodies, to pull the stinging barb out of their chests and resist the bizarre man before them. They were powerless and their struggle was in vain. The corpse of Apsat started to pulsate, and then each of his five extended tendrils swelled.
 
   It looked like an air hose pumping a large gust of air. Except the bulges in the tendrils were demons, moving from one host body to another. The greater demon team abandoned the body of Apsat, which collapsed into a big puddle of skin once again as the demons entered their new hosts. The poor women felt the demons enter their bodies, to take control of every single nerve and muscle, and finally to black out as the demons took over.
 
   It was suddenly very quiet in the locker room. All five women stopped struggling as the barbs fell out of their chests, their wounds closed instantly. Now that each greater demon had control of an individual body, there was a lot of excitement as they got accustomed to owning their own devil suits. 
 
   The giant wildebeest-like Gnusek grunted in disappointment at being confined to such a small body with no horns to spin. The mysterious Orkazek examined her host lady’s body. “This body doesn’t like to swim,” she said, disappointed.
 
   “Yes, these live bodies aren’t much better than that dead one,” Prince Otozek said in his strange female voice. “Still, they will work for getting us around unnoticed.”
 
   “I’ve always wanted to try out devil wings,” the demon known as Moskazek said. His own gossamer mosquito wings were perfect for flight, he expected the devil wings to be inferior.
 
   “Only four limbs?” said the demon known as Podavek with a sickened look. “I hate being trapped in such a disgusting body.”
 
   “Everyone should search their host bodies for useful memories pertaining to the human,” Moskazek reminded everyone.
 
   With their heads down lost in contemplation, the demons took a moment to mine for memories. Just like typing the word ‘human’ into a search engine on the internet, different ‘sites’ popped up, each one a memory attached to that particular keyword. Within seconds, each of the demons realized their host bodies each held a crucial piece of information.
 
   “The human…”
 
   “…he has a name!”
 
   “It’s Ash!”
 
   “Ash Kraplan!”
 
   “But none of our hosts have actually seen the human,” Moskazek pointed out, his host’s voice revealing some disappointment. “So we have no idea what this one looks like.” Performing the same type of search within their host body’s minds for the death toucher yielded similar results. “The death toucher calls himself Aura Draxler. But more importantly, there are currently only four Satan’s left in Hell!”
 
   “Their prince is called Killian!”
 
   “The old Satan is called Wilhelm!”
 
   “The girl Satan calls herself Shiva!”
 
   “And the king is called Al.”
 
   Otozek’s host body smiled. “A name is more than enough information,” Otozek said, pleased. “From here we will spread out. Move around the Kingdom. Finding the human – Ash Kraplan - and the death toucher – Aura Draxler, is our top priority.”
 
   After shoving the pile of Apsat flesh into an open locker, the team headed for the door. They stepped outside and felt the warm sun on their skin. The uniforms their new bodies were wearing left most of their skin exposed. Demons hated the light, but they put up with it the best they could by holding their hands over their eyes to block the rays.
 
   “I did not expect it to be so unbearable out here without that smelly shroud of clothe we were wearing,” said Otozek. The young prince had never been in such heat or light before. There was a reason most demons went dormant whenever the Helio Star showed up. It would be a real disadvantage for them all. “Remember not to eat anyone yet. I’m looking at you, Gnusek. No killing devils until we’ve scoped things out.”
 
   Before the team could split and go their separate ways another devil man rushed over to them. He was a little overweight and sweating profusely, but he looked relieved when he laid eyes upon the team of women now possessed by demons.
 
   “There you are!” the man cried. “What took you so long? Never mind, I don’t want to know. Just get your finely tuned assess over to the field already! You’re two minutes late and about to be disqualified!”
 
   Prince Otozek glared through devil eyes at the man. “You do not give me orders.” With a quick thrust, the woman’s hand was embedded in the man’s chest. Otozek clenched a fist on the man’s still-beating heart and pulled. He choked and gasped a few last confused, panicked gurgles and died.
 
   “Now look what you’ve made me do.”
 
   His team moved quickly to cover up their master’s mistake. Moskazek grabbed the body and took it back inside the locker room. Orkazek and Podavek stuffed the remains inside the locker adjacent to the one Apsat’s body sat in. The whole event happened so quickly that no one saw.
 
   “Now what should we do?” Moskazek asked, as the rest of the team looked to their Prince.
 
   “These host bodies appear to have a prior obligation,” Otozek replied. “It would be considered rude to the devils if we canceled their plans. This could be an excellent learning experience. Let’s go find out what the devil’s festival is all about.”
 
   This was an answer that pleased his team.
 
   The demon women smiled and nodded their heads. They headed toward where they saw the man come from, toward more devils. Cutting through the crowd of devil spectators, the demons worked their way closer to the field. Being surrounded by so many devils was a new experience for most of them. They could barely stand being near one devil without killing it. People kept slapping them on their backsides, screaming encouraging phrases at them, telling them to murder the other team. 
 
   The devil crowds had no idea who they were cheering on.
 
   After getting way closer to the devils than they ever wanted, the demon team stepped out onto the field opposite another team of a mixed devils. A referee appeared and followed them to the middle of the field where they were joined by one of the devils from the other team.
 
   “Call it, lady,” the ref said. He took a coin out of his pocket and flipped it into the air. He caught it before anyone said anything. All eyes were on the body that Otozek rode in.
 
   Prince Otozek merely stood there, silent, staring at the ref as he held the coin.
 
   “Well, which is it lady? Heads or talons?” the ref asked, growing irritable.
 
   “Heads,” Otozek said, imaging how he’d love to rip off the ref’s head and drink the blood the spilled out of it.
 
   The ref looked at the coin in his hand. “It’s talons. Yansy’s team starts.”
 
   The devil man ran back to his team, pleased with the outcome of whatever had just happened. The ref strolled off to the sidelines as well before giving them any clues as to what they were supposed to do next. Otozek didn’t even get to eat his head.
 
   “And now what…”
 
   “I believe we are meant to play this game, my prince,” replied Moskazek.
 
   “Against devils? That’s hardly fair,” said Orkazek. “For them.”
 
   “I’ve heard of games,” said Otozek. “They’re supposed to be fun. What are the rules?”
 
   “It’s all in your host bodies mind already,” replied Moskazek. “But it would seem we are meant to stop the enemy team from moving that boulder past us. I believe the winner is decided by whoever manages to navigate the boulder onto the enemy’s sacred ground at the end of the field.”
 
   “Sounds easy enough,” said Podavek. “Though it’d be way easier with a few more legs!”
 
   The ref started waving and yelling at the demon team. “Get your goal saver in place! Let’s go!” The team realized there was a certain formation they must follow when playing the game, as they’d somewhat observed earlier. Otozek ordered Gnusek to go stand at the end of the field before the large netted goal.
 
   The ref blew his piercing whistle, startling the demon team into taking defensive stances and almost blowing their cover. Prince Otozek quickly realized it was only the signal to start the game and calmed his team. He directed their attention to the other side of the field where the enemy team was. Two of the larger devils were pushing the boulder heading straight for them.
 
   “I’ve got this,” said Otozek. His minions stayed back as the demon prince approached the speeding boulder. In his devil host body he could still use most of his demon strength. He stuck out an arm and waited. The boulder collided with his open palm and stopped. The men pushing slammed into it and toppled to the ground.
 
   With a single step and one thrust using all his power, Otozek pushed the massive stone so hard that it shot back across the field, ran down the other team’s two defenders and flattened the goal saver. After tearing through the net, the boulder rolled into the stands where several devils even had to dive out of the way.
 
   The crowd was silent for half a second. Then everyone simultaneously erupted into ear piercing shouts of joy, amazement, bewilderment, and wonder. Never before had they seen a push ball game ended in a single play by just one player. This was a record-breaking occasion, and the demon team was now in the spotlight.
 
   “It appears you did well,” said Moskazek.
 
   “Of course,” Otozek said.
 
   The demon team was ushered off the field by a mass of adoring fans. They were escorted to a team bench in the shade to sit and watch the next games. They were offered cold drinks and towels to wipe off. Prince Otozek was used to such catering treatment, but the rest of his team was not. They soaked up the glory while they still could, all the while imagining snacking on the very devils that were treating them with kindness.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Fourteen: A Game Gone Wrong
 
    
 
   The day dragged on.
 
   Ash and his friends found themselves on a hot streak at the push ball tournament.  Having three people on the team that could use soul power really made the difference. Most teams were lucky to have just one person who could use their soul as effectively as Ash, Shiva, and Aura. The three rotated positions throughout the day, each one taking a turn at pushing the giant ball. Shiva called it their “extra training”.
 
   Uverstarr’s flawless goal saving was another huge contributor to their success. After going four games without giving up a single goal, Ash got the chance to sit with the talented young goal saver for a while. They were alone for the time being. Shiva and Aura wandered off to check the brackets and buy snacks while Aralia went to the bathroom.  Ash took the opportunity to talk to Uverstarr and try to bond with him. The kid hadn’t been very talkative today, and really only looked alive when the ball came at him.
 
   He didn’t get a lot out of the boy. Uverstarr stuck to one-word answers or said nothing at all. Aralia came back and immediately stole the conversation. Like Aura, she was interested in hearing all about Ash’s life on Earth. All day long she’d come up with strange questions that she’d sneak in during their down time. Ash didn’t mind the questions, but after a while he started to feel homesick. The brightly shining sun and extra heat reminded him even more of home.
 
   Their Q&A session was interrupted by Aura, who rushed to them with great urgency. “Guys,” he said, stopping to catch his breath a little. “You gotta come see this. The other bracket. It’s crazy!”
 
   “What’s going on over there?” asked Ash.
 
   “It’s the last match of their bracket,” Aura replied, still panting heavily. “You won’t believe it till you see it! Come on!”
 
   The death toucher turned and dashed away, and the three bench-warmers raced after him. Aura led them through the crowd, passed the information stand where the giant master bracket was positioned. Ash noticed their team had managed to advance all the way through their bracket, meaning they’d be going up against the winner of the second bracket.
 
   “We made it to the finals?” Ash asked as they fought the crowd.
 
   “Yep!” Aura replied. “The match to decide who we play next is going on right now! Hurry up or we’ll miss it!”
 
   Ash continued to follow after Aura, with Aralia and even Uverstarr chasing behind him. After heading off the main field and climbing a small, steep rocky hill the team found Shiva waiting for them at the top. Not many people were around as Shiva stood with her arms crossed, staring down on the field. Ash was about to question her but the action on the field caught his eye.
 
   Two teams were in the middle of a heated match. The team on the left consisted of all women. Of their opponents, Ash recognized only one. The lead pusher, a dark-skinned man that Ash had had numerous run-ins with in the past. A man that Ash didn’t even like, despite technically being on the same side as him.
 
   The man was Commander Stryd. He and his men, the various Captains, were almost unrecognizable without their armor on. They wore black and red tanktops and shorts instead, and Ash could see how much they were sweating and struggling to resist their opponents, the women.
 
   “They’ve been going at it like this for three rounds now,” Shiva spoke suddenly. “Every time, Stryd’s team loses. These girls are seriously good…”
 
   Ash saw exactly what she meant right away. Though Stryd and a particularly tough looking Captain used their soul power to push, the ball wasn’t moving. Just one of the women stood in opposition, holding the ball back with a single arm.
 
   “No way…” Ash said in amazement. “She’s not even using soul power.” A sharp, stinging headache kicked in. Ash wrinkled his brow in disappointment.
 
   On the field, the team of women all stood around with their arms crossed while just one member held Stryd’s team at bay. The lead woman looked bored, not even breaking a sweat holding the grunting, straining men back. Then with just a step, the woman pushed forward with her arm. Stryd and the Captain fell to the ground and rolled out of the path of the ball, which rolled for several feet before coming to a stop.
 
   The Captains serving as defenders stepped up to challenge the lone lady, but the female defenders finally sprang into action, tackling the Captains to the ground with a single, effortless assault. The Captain’s goal saver knew exactly what was coming. It’d already happened three times. Each time he was powerless to stop it.
 
   The lone lady launched the large boulder ball, blasting it into the opponent’s goal zone. The Captain stationed there didn’t even risk trying to stop it again. He dove out of the way as fast as he could. Good thing too, because the ball blasted through the netting and tore it apart, then continued rolling into the protective barrier wall that stood between the field and the crowd stands. Spectators screamed and rushed to get out of the way as the ball broke the barrier, rolling part way up into the stands, kicking up dust and dirt in its path.
 
   “Holy crap,” said Ash.
 
   “I told you it was crazy,” Aura said with a wink.
 
   “How is that even possible?” asked Aralia. “They had to be using soul power, like you guys, right?”
 
   Everyone held their tongues as the ref’s whistle blew. Stryd’s team looked wrecked. Every member was covered in dark bruises and deep scrapes. Seeing them in such tatters and then their opponents, mere women who were barely damp with sweat standing victorious was a troubling sight.
 
   “How could we lose?!” Commander Stryd screamed. “We’re the top members of the Royal Guard, for Satan’s sake! We should be the most powerful devils here!”
 
   The woman controlled by Prince Otozek took notice of the man’s comments, before turning to exit the field with the rest of the team.
 
   “They just won,” Shiva said. “That means they advance to the finals.”
 
   “Meaning we play them next,” added Ash.
 
   The team paced back to the main field, where they’d once thought they stood a chance at winning this whole tournament. The refs announced the final match of the day would be starting soon. Then the team of strong women arrived, taking to the field immediately.
 
   “Alright everyone, listen up,” Shiva said, getting everyone’s attention. “I don’t know how, but these girls are tough. That’s why Ash and I will be pushing this round. Raley and Aura can back us up. Uverstarr can keep on doing what he’s been doing, but for Satan’s sake kid, if they send it flying at you as violently as they have been doing all day, get the heck out of the way!”
 
   Uverstarr turned up his nose with an undignified grunt, but said nothing to oppose her. Everyone put their hands together and gave their best cheer, attempting to get psyched up.
 
   With a piercing blow of the ref’s whistle, the final match began. Shiva won the coin toss, and so their team got to start with the ball. She and Ash stood directly behind the enormous round stone, focusing their soul power on their arms and legs. It was taxing work now, as they’d been going at it all day. Aura and Aralia stood beside them, determined to keep the enemy team at bay.
 
   “Let’s do this,” Shiva said, putting her hands on the ball.
 
   “Right,” said Ash, less enthusiastic. He was already sweating before the match even started. It was like the entire day was just now catching up to him. He felt tired. Weak. His eyes started leaking and his head started pounding, but he wasn’t going to give up. He put on his game face and moved into pushing position.
 
   The duo pushed with their remaining might. The team escorted the ball to center field at top speed. Their enemies didn’t move or show any concern. One woman, controlled by the demon Podavek, stood in the middle of the field awaiting them with her arms crossed. When the ball was close enough, she stretched out her leg and repelled the giant boulder with a single kick.
 
   “And that’s with just one leg,” Podavek said to himself smugly.
 
   Ash and Shiva were expecting this to happen like they’d witnessed before. They reacted quickly and pushed the ball to the side instead of forcing their way forward. They scooted around the demon-controlled player instead, then aimed for the goal and kept moving.
 
   “I guess I’ll have to handle this after all,” said Orkazek. She moved toward the ball only to be blocked by Aura.
 
   The death toucher moved alongside Shiva, keeping his eye on the oncoming threat. Orkazek simply walked straight up to him and with a quick swipe that moved faster than most eyes could see Aura was sprawled out on the ground. The demon charged forward again, this time aiming for Shiva.
 
   “What a cheap shot,” Aura grumbled. “Look out Shiva!”
 
   Orkazek advanced.
 
   Shiva did not look out. She was too focused on steering the ball, and too dependent on Aura to protect her flawlessly. Instead, Aralia moved to intercept the opponent. Orkazek swiped again, this time knocking Aralia aside. This got Shiva’s attention. She stopped pushing the ball and turned around.
 
   “I guess I’ll handle them myself,” she mumbled, staring at her teammates lying on the ground trying weakly to stand up. She turned back to Ash. “I’m leaving it up to you, Ash,” she said. “I’m going to teach these bitches a lesson.”
 
   Shiva put up her fists. The smiling lady that was Orkazek moved in. Behind her was the demon Podavek, also moving in.
 
   Ash continued to push, but without the aid of Shiva he quickly ran out of steam. His condition made using soul power even more difficult, and when he ran out it was basically game over. He tried to keep on pushing, but it was no use. The giant stone wouldn’t budge. His headache worsened as a lone lady stepped around the side of the ball.
 
   “It’s useless to keep trying,” said the woman. The leader of the lady’s team, the demon Prince Otozek glared daggers at Ash through the devil’s eyes. “You’ll never defeat me.”
 
   Ash’s sickness spiked. His headache stung ten times stronger, while his knees trembled and shook. His eyes and nose leaked fluids like a cup with a hole in it, and his heartbeat slowed to a snail’s pace.
 
   “I can tell you fear me,” Otozek said. “You are right to fear me.”
 
   Ash’s legs finally buckled, and he dropped to the ground. Otozek took a step. The ref’s whistle blew, and a loud voice announced the end of the round. Otozek returned to his side of the field, leaving Ash’s side with a grin. Shiva and Orkazek were about to throw down, but the demon abandoned the pointless fight at once and returned to his master’s side. Aura and Aralia picked themselves up off the ground and joined Ash’s side.
 
   The boy was paler than usual. His shaggy hair looked like a sopping mop head. He stared at the grassy ground trying to recover from his bizarre status ailments.
 
   “Are you okay Ash?” Aralia asked, concerned. “Did she say something to you?”
 
   “No, I’m fine,” said Ash, trying to look strong. “I think my hair is getting too long. It’s making my head so hot…”
 
   “Time out!” Shiva called to the ref, who blew his whistle to signal their break. She started spinning around frantically, scouring the faces in the crowd for a special someone. When she spotted her target, she waved her arms wildly calling for the person to come join them.
 
   With his face down, Ash didn’t see the woman approach. He looked up when he heard her voice, soft and angelic as always.
 
   “You look like you could use a hair-burn, Ash.”
 
   Ash looked up. Standing before him in stunning summer attire and holding a black umbrella was the ever-helpful Yazma Bethilda. Yazma was a teacher at a prestigious school in North Hell, but spent a lot of time working with Ash and his friends on their flame skills.
 
   “Good to see you, Yazma,” Ash said, smiling weakly as he struggled to his feet. The shade cast from Yazma’s umbrella fell on Ash, cooling him. “What’s a hair-burn?”
 
   “Sit with your legs crossed and I’ll show you,” Yazma said. Ash did as instructed, happy to be off his legs again. Yazma stood behind the boy with her hands on his shoulders. “Flames can be used for more than just attacking, as you already well know.” Yazma lifted her hands above Ash’s head and gathered some flame. “One use in particular is helping you trim this dead demon napping on your scalp.”
 
   Without hesitation Yazma brought her blazing hands down on the top of Ash’s head. His hair smoked and sizzled as the flames burned it away with great ease. Ash kept absolutely still. He didn’t want to do anything that might mess up the process and burn all his hair off. Yazma worked like a surgeon burning at the tips of Ash’s mop-top, slowly whittling his hair down to a much shorter length. She finished after about three minutes, extinguishing all the flames and without burning so much as one follicle on his scalp. The process was completely painless.
 
   Ash looked like a new man with his sleeker, shorter hairstyle. Yazma poured a bottle of water over the boy’s head to cool him off, then ran her hand through his hair to spike his bangs for some extra style.
 
   “How do I look?” Ash asked his teammates.
 
   “Like a million skorch,” Aura replied.
 
   Ash turned to the girls, who appeared to be in shock. Shiva didn’t say anything, trying to look disinterested. Aralia had a wide smile on her face though, and voiced a strong approval.
 
   “You look even better with short hair,” she told him.
 
   Ash felt his cheeks turn red from either the heat or a blush. “Thank you Yazma,” Ash said to the teacher. He climbed to his feet feeling much better. The slight breeze cooled his head, helping to clear his ailments. Still, he felt troubled at the sudden weakness he felt in the presence of his opponent.
 
   “Any time, Ash,” said Yazma. The ref’s whistle once again signaled the end, and their time out was over. Yazma left the field as the game was reset. Otozek’s team started with the ball this time, and it was pushed to their side of the field to begin the new round.
 
   The demon Prince approached Moskazek. “There is something different about that devil boy,” he said, motioning to Ash. “He is weak. I sense a sickness growing within him.”
 
   “Shall we make that one our prime target?” the loyal demon asked.
 
   “Don’t bother; that one won’t give us any trouble.”
 
   On the other end of the field, Ash and Shiva braced themselves on the front line. In a matter of moments, the ball would be cruising at them, propelled by the impossibly strong women. Shiva took a moment to address the boy’s condition.
 
   “You sure you can play still?” Shiva asked. “You looked pretty beat back there.”
 
   “I told you, it was just my hair getting in the way,” Ash said. “I feel great now.”
 
   “You sure you don’t want to switch positions with Draxler?”
 
   “I said I feel great!” Ash snapped. Shiva didn’t respond, the ref’s whistle signaling the start of the round. In truth, his headache had returned and his muscles still shook. But Ash tried to look tough, unwilling to let his friends down.
 
   The leader of the demon team started off by slowly pushing the ball forward. Ash and his teammates watched and waited, knowing their opponents could blast the ball ahead at any moment. But the team’s leader went slowly, taking his time to keep his opponents guessing. Shiva was already focusing her soul power on her arms and hands, already prepared to jump in front of the ball.
 
   Otozek made his move. Instead of going forward, the crowd gasped in awe as the greater demon lifted the ball straight off the ground and held it high above his head. With little resistance, the demon leader chucked the ball high into the air. It arced overhead, momentarily blocking out the sun.
 
   “No…” Shiva gasped, looking up at the ball as it soared overhead. “…way.”
 
   “I got this,” said Ash. His soul power kicked in, spurred on by his determined emotional state. In a second Ash jumped into the air and released his wings from his back. He gained altitude just in time to block the airway path of the big push ball. “Down you go!” he shouted, gathering soul power in his fists.
 
   The boy interlocked his hands and smashed the giant boulder down. It flew straight back at Otozek, whose borrowed face showed not an ounce of concern. The lady devil with a demon inside stopped the ball with a single finger.
 
   Was I mistaken? Otozek couldn’t help but wonder. Is that devil capable of more than I anticipated?
 
   Ash fell to the ground as Otozek dropped the ball back on the field. That little stunt had taken more out of Ash than it ever should have. Something was not right with the boy, that much he knew for sure. He couldn’t even find the strength to climb back up to his feet. Otozek stepped out from behind the ball and walked towards him.
 
   “You ignored my warning,” said Prince Otozek. “Now I’ll have to punish you.”
 
   Though Ash’s head felt like a siren was going off just inches from his eardrums, he didn’t back down. “Sorry, I tend not to take advice from my opponent.”
 
   “You continue to defy me, even though you’re in such a pitiful state.”
 
   Otozek was right. Once again, Ash’s face looked like a waterfall with all the various liquids exiting him. It was like he’d suddenly gained ultra-sensitive allergies to something. “You really take these push ball games seriously, don’t you?” he said, wiping his eyes.
 
   Otozek moved in, intrigued by this strange devil’s behavior. Every step he took brought more pain to Ash’s face, increasing his headache until it felt like a giant was gripping his head and squeezing. He started to cough and covered his mouth with a hand, a hand that was covered in crimson when he next looked at it.
 
   Otozek towered over Ash, staring down at him with malice. “What is your name?”
 
   “Ash Kaplan,” the boy replied, still more concerned about wiping his wet face. “Don’t you know me?”
 
   Ash… Kraplan? Otozek stared at Ash’s face. Without so much hair covering the boy’s head, his face seemed more familiar somehow.
 
   Lost in thought, Otozek spaced out as Shiva dashed in and stole the ball. She’d already rolled it across the center line with Aura and Aralia at her sides. The team skirted around Ash, who was still kneeling and looking sick. Otozek ignored them, no longer caring about the game. He was close enough to Ash now to catch his sweaty scent wafting off of him. Without a doubt, it was human.
 
   “Looks like… you were too distracted… by my fame,” Ash said, gulping air between sentences. “Let’s see how your team… does without you.”
 
   The famous Ash Kaplan, Otozek thought to himself. Half devil… half human!
 
   More memories kicked in, all associated with the various news updates Otozek’s host body had heard about the famous human in Hell. The roaring crowd reacted to the action of the game, but Otozek and Ash were too far removed to care anymore. Otozek advanced with hungry eyes staring at the boy. Meanwhile Ash struggled just to stay conscious at his enemy’s feet.
 
    “I’ve really found one,” Otozek said, advancing slowly sniffing the air. “There’s no mistaking that scent.” A look of perplexed triumph came over the demon Prince. “I did it. Father… I’ve really done it!”
 
   “Father?” Ash repeated, trying to focus on the stranger’s odd words while the thunderstorm raged inside his head. “What are you talking… about?”
 
   He coughed again and more blood came out. He could see the woman’s lips moving, saying something to him but he could not hear her anymore over the deafening sound of the crowd. He tried to check on the game, to make sure his teammates were doing okay but he couldn’t see past his enemy.
 
   In his final moments of consciousness, Ash remembered feeling terrified and helpless as he stared into the woman’s eyes. Eyes that looked like they wanted to eat him. Ash lost his battle with the pain. He dropped from his knees to his face on the grassy field before the demon Prince.
 
   The ref blew his whistle. Before Otozek knew what was happening, several game officials and the devils from Ash’s team were rushing across the playing field to the boy’s side. The demon Prince took a step back, moving away from the mob of devils that surrounded the human boy, dumping water on his head and gently trying to stir him.
 
   Prince Otozek saw his moment slip away. He felt a sting of disappointment, but it was fleeting. Though the demon team had just won the push ball tournament, they did not stay to celebrate their victory with the throngs of spectators cheering for them. The demons regrouped and fled the field, moving back into the shadows of the busy kingdom and away from prying eyes once more.
 
   The demon prince gazed up at the Helio star, gauging his remaining time. How much longer would his father’s health hold out? He had no idea. But he’d found the human. His victory was so close already he could practically taste it.
 
   After seeing Ash with his own eyes, the Prince of Demons decided he would not leave without securing the human for his father’s future feast.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fifteen: New Disease
 
    
 
   It was still abysmally hot when Ash next awoke, though the sun had already dispersed for the day. The boy’s eyes flickered as he came back into consciousness. The first thing he noticed was that he was back in his bedroom. He sat up in his bed with sweat-soaked sheets, already feeling better than he did earlier that day. A single wall candle was lit, shedding an insignificant amount of light but it was enough to see the lone figure sitting in a chair by the door.
 
   Goddard von Gosick.
 
   In this light, his long white hair made him look like an old man. It was only when Ash closely inspected his face that he could see the guy looked no older than a human in his mid-thirties. He was sound asleep as well, his glasses slipping so far down his nose it looked like they would fall off. Seeing this side of the man almost made him look harmless. But there was still a great rift in Ash’s mind concerning Goddard. Something the rebel Phoenix had tried to warn him about.
 
   Do not trust Goddard!
 
   Ash stifled a smile and reached for the glass of water that was left on his bedside table. He drank like a greedy sponge, finishing off the entire drink in one gulp. He set it back down on the table and noticed a crusty, dried-blood handprint on the glass. When he looked up, Goddard’s head was lifted and looking at straight at him.
 
   “Can you speak?” Goddard asked.
 
   “I can jump out of bed and tap-dance a little jig for you if you like,” Ash replied.
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” said Goddard. “But it’s good to see you in such high spirits once again.”
 
   “What happened?” Ash asked. His last memory was of being on the field playing push ball. He had a vague recollection of being in intense pain.
 
   “That’s what I’d like to know,” replied Goddard. He climbed out of the creaky wooden chair and walked to Ash’s bedside. “Those who were there said you passed out in the middle of game. Care to elaborate?”
 
   “I wish I could,” said the boy. He raised his knees and pulled his legs close to his body, making himself small as possible. “All I was doing was talking to the lady on the other team. Then I started feeling like crap. Headache, snot-flowing, stomach cramps, dizziness. I coughed up some blood, too,” he said, holding up the remnants of his dried bloody hand.
 
   “This sort of behavior is unusual for devils,” said Goddard. “We are not supposed to be susceptible to sickness. However, your human side might be to blame. Did you have any allergies or illnesses you may have forgotten to mention?”
 
   Ash took a minute to think about it. “Not that I know of. Could it be something else?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Goddard replied. He paused, refusing to say any more. The bedroom door swung open with a weak knock, interrupting their conversation.
 
   “You feeling better?” said Aura as he poked his head in. Shiva wasted no time on formalities and shoved the death toucher aside on her way in.
 
   “About time,” she said, as if Ash had been inconveniencing her this whole time. “That chick on the other team. You were talking to her quite a bit back there. Did she do something to you?”
 
   “Nice to see you guys too,” said Ash. “I don’t think so. We just talked. She was kind of weird, actually. Very competitive. Who knows, maybe if I hadn’t passed out she might have tried something. They were pretty tough, after all.” A horrified look came over Ash as something dawned on him. “Oh no! The game! What happened?”
 
   “We lost is what happened,” said Shiva.
 
   “Big time,” added Aura. “Don’t be so surprised though. Those ladies whipped everyone’s butts. We never stood a chance.”
 
   “They had to be cheating,” said Shiva. “They were stronger than anyone else and it didn’t even look like they were using their soul power. Something’s not right.”
 
   “I’ve been doing some investigating since Ash’s accident this afternoon,” said Goddard. He picked up some papers off Ash’s dresser top. “Here are the sign up forms I collected from the push ball tournament. I’ve investigated that team and confirmed all their identities. I didn’t find anything suspicious about any of them.”
 
    “Maybe my body is just having trouble readjusting to all this heat,” Ash said, feeling a little embarrassed. “I mean, it’s been like a year since I’ve come here. Maybe my human side forgot how to handle a little sunshine and hot weather.”
 
   “You have been here for a year and three months,” Goddard corrected him. “And it is unlikely that would be the case.”
 
   “Oh,” Ash replied, staring off into the darkest corner of the room. That much time has passed already? I missed my birthday without even realizing it. Then another troubling thought popped into the boy’s head. “So what’s the matter with me?”
 
   “I do not know,” said Goddard. With a reassuring half-smile he added, “But I will do all I can to figure this out.”
 
   “We took a vote on what game we’ll be playing tomorrow,” said Shiva. “You weren’t around, so you don’t get a vote though. We already decided.”
 
   “It’s a relay race course,” said Aura. “Just some simple running and flying. We do that stuff all the time, so I thought it’d be pretty easy for you. Think you’ll be up for it?”
 
   “Of course,” Ash said, not wanting to garner any more pity from his team. “I feel good now. I can handle a little race.”
 
   “If you’re feeling better now, I will be leaving,” said Goddard. “There’s still so much festival planning to oversee. I’m afraid I’m always needed somewhere.” He turned to leave, but something on the bedside table caught his eye. “I trust you’re done with this?” he asked, picking up the empty glass of drinking water.
 
   “Oh, yeah,” said Ash. “Thanks.”
 
   Goddard hummed a soft response as he carried the glass to the door. He turned around just once more. “Take it easy tomorrow. If you feel any more symptoms coming on, go someplace quiet and lay down immediately. Don’t try to act tough. And one of you send for me right away.”
 
   “We’ll watch over him,” said Aura. “If he so much as sneezes, he’s out of the game.”
 
   Goddard said nothing else and exited the room, taking with him the small, bloodstained glass. 
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   The Royal Advisor shirked his festival duties, delegating them off to any castle staffers he happened to encounter on his journey through the Royal castle. Fortunately for him his lab was in the basement, close to the Royal Guard barracks. As he zoomed by there he spotted a trio of bored-looking recruits that made perfect servants, relieving the royal advisor of his workload.
 
   That would leave plenty of time for his experiments.
 
   He wasted no time as he entered the lab and went straight for the thin glass slides. He scraped a few flecks of Ash’s blood off the glass and onto the clear glass slide. Goddard crossed his lab to a table with an ancient looking microscope sitting on it. He stuck the slide with Ash’s blood into the contraption and put his eyes to the viewfinder. After a minute of focusing, he took a while to study the specimen.
 
   “Interesting,” he muttered to himself after a few minutes. “It wasn’t doing this before.”
 
   Without removing his eyes from the microscope, Goddard’s hands fumbled around the drawers in front of him. He counted drawers till he found the right one and pulled it open. Inside he felt around the various objects, looking for something specific. There were extra quills and ink, blank parchment paper, empty test tubes, and the item his hands eventually snatched, a thin leather-bound case.
 
   He set the leather case on the desk and only then did he remove his eyes from the microscope. With a snap, the case spread open revealing rows of glass slides. They each held a smear of dark liquid and were assigned a date. He wrote the date on his latest slide as well, and then covered it and added it to the case. 
 
   He’d been working on his collection since day one of the project, ever since he first brought Ash to Hell. He’d taken blood samples from the boy whenever the opportunity presented itself. For over a year now he’d been studying the half-human half-devil boy, eagerly waiting to see what changes might occur as Ash grew.
 
   This latest sample showed something alarming. Ash’s blood cells were doing something Goddard had never seen before.
 
   Degradation, decay, he wrote in his journal. Never before have I seen such disarray at such a small scale. It’s like the boy’s cells are at war with each other. Why now? He’s been stable for so long, I’d ruled out the possibility of a relapse. What could have caused this new disease so suddenly? Was there an unknown catalyst, or could this have simply always been the boy’s fate? If his body continues breaking down like this, he won’t even make it to the winter.
 
    Goddard spent some time thinking about the catalyst. He had good reason to believe that something outside of his control caused Ash’s instability. He checked his sample collection again. He popped slide #1 into his microscope, from the day he first met Ash. He moved down the line of slides, checking each one and realizing that none of them showed as much turmoil as his most recent sample. His previously most recent slide was from three months ago when Ash had gotten cut during a sword training exercise. The boy thought Goddard was awfully nice back then offering to help clean and bandage the wound.
 
   Goddard tried to recall if anything significant had happened between then and now. It wasn’t easy. Goddard struggled to recall every terrible job he’d assigned his team and every demon they had fought. The list was long and Goddard’s memory hazy. One big event stood out among the rest though. The greater demon that attacked at the Devil’s Duel tournament. Ash’s first encounter with a demon of such a high caliber.
 
   Come to think of it, Goddard realized, that is when Ash’s symptoms first started. Could his interaction with a greater demon have caused his body to react this way? If that’s the case, I’d hate to see what happens if he encounters another one. We can only hope it doesn’t speed up the degradation of his body.
 
   If I don’t figure out how to fix him soon, this could really be the end of my experiments. 
 
   And Ash Kaplan.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Sixteen: Back in the Game
 
    
 
   As the flames rose into the sky the next morning, Aralia and Uverstarr arrived at their meeting point for the day. According to the large clock hanging from a nearby pole, the duo were ten minutes early. Their teammates were nowhere in sight yet. Aralia had a flashback panic attack remembering the abysmal state Ash was in when he left the game the other day. She feared his condition hadn’t improved yet.
 
   Uverstarr yawned and rubbed his eyes for the hundredth time that morning. He wasn’t used to getting up before the artificial sun. The fact that he stayed up all night playing Devil’s Duel with the other orphanage boys didn’t help either. He’d never been popular among the other children, so it was a welcomed change for him. For once in his short life, he finally felt accepted among his peers. Ever since he acquired those cards, everyone wanted to be his friend. He never knew being the center of attention could be so tiring.
 
   While waiting for their teammates, the pair couldn’t help but observe the sights and sounds happening around them. The Kingdom sprung to life much earlier now that the weather was nice. The South Hell streets were alive with all sorts of traffic. Royal Guards strolled along their patrol routes, wandering through the chaotic commute just trying to look intimidating. Most merchants had their carts and mobile shops parked on the street and open for business. Their inventories had never been so extravagant, diverse, or highly priced before.
 
   The sound of their stomachs growling was a distraction, one that both of them continued to ignore. They were quite used to ignoring those sounds already. As they stood about on the street corner, Aralia became aware of a conversation going on directly behind her. Two older women were talking. One of them sounded depressed.
 
   “There there,” said one of the women. “It isn’t like him to leave you alone for the night. He probably just had something incredibly important to do and lost track of time. He’ll turn up sometime today, I’m sure of it.”
 
   The other woman responded, her voice on the edge of tears. “It’s just not like him. I don’t know why he would do this. Do you think it’s another woman?”
 
   “Impossible!” the comforting woman replied. “He was your mate for life. I know what would cheer you up. Let’s go pay a visit to his work. He’s probably still there.”
 
   “But I’ve already checked his work,” the woman replied. She made some sounds that Aralia identified with, and without turning around Aralia could tell the woman was crying. It was enough to take her mind off Ash’s health.
 
   The grieving woman and her friend moved down the street as Aralia spotted Ash, Shiva, and Aura heading her way. Any sadness she felt over the woman’s plight faded away, replaced by sheer joy that Ash looked to be happy and in good health. She thought about his hands, covered in his own blood, and a few tears of her own nearly fell. Ash approached her with a sheepish smile, one hand running through the hair on the back of his head.
 
   “Sorry about yesterday,” said Ash. He looked to both Uverstarr and Aralia. “I don’t know what happened to me back there.”
 
   Aralia waved it off with a concerned smile. “Don’t worry about that,” she told him. “I’m just glad you’re feeling better.”
 
   “Thanks,” Ash said, feeling ten times better at once. He was also embarrassed by all the extra affection from Aralia. Not since his third grade girlfriend back on Earth had Ash received so much attention from a girl. Not that he wasn’t enjoying a little female interaction for once.
 
   “How you doing, shortstack?” Aura said to Uverstarr. “You look tired.”
 
   “Bite me, turd breath,” Uverstarr replied, holding up his middle finger.
 
   “You rude little shi-”
 
   Before utter could utter a curse, Aralia slapped Uverstarr on the back of his head. The boy cried out in a mixture of surprise and pain.
 
   “Apologize!” she commanded the boy, to which he begrudgingly muttered a nearly inaudible ‘sorry’ to Aura.
 
   The group started walking. They had a little time to kill, so they meandered about talking as they went.
 
   “We ran Ash through the point of today’s game, but how about you two? Do you need to hear the explanation too?” Shiva asked.
 
   “I’m good,” Aralia replied. “How about you, Uverstarr?”
 
   The boy scoffed, his arms crossed. “It’s a simple relay course around the Kingdom,” he said. “All we have to do is go through the hoops and trade off the baton. Even a moron could figure it out.”
 
   “Yeah, well, if you’re so smart, why don’t you tell me what order we should run it in?” Shiva said, not backing down from a confrontation with the much younger boy.
 
   “The pervy bro should start us out, since he looks like he’s the fastest. He can go all-out and deliver it to Ral, who is also freaky fast. She’ll hand it off to Prin-sis over there, the fattest of the group, so she might be slower. But that doesn’t matter because Prin-sis will hand the baton to me, your trump card once again. We’ll make sick-o bro run the last leg, since we’ll most likely be way ahead of the competition and it won’t matter how crappy he does. Well, am I right or what?”
 
   Shiva grinded her teeth, struggling to control her building rage. She managed to get out “That sounds good” before she had to stop. Any other words would only be curses.
 
   Their walk took them past a row of food vendors selling all varieties of delicious smelling baked goods. The sound of Aralia and Uverstarr’s stomachs were heard roaring. When Ash heard their tummies acting like monsters he offered to buy the pair breakfast. Aralia almost turned him down out of sheer politeness, but Uverstarr was quick to respond with major enthusiasm.
 
   “Heck yeah you can buy us breakfast, bro-yo!”
 
   That’s how the group came to be standing idly by, waiting for Ash as he stood in line at the baker’s cart. It took a while, so Aura busied himself by checking out all the ladies in their latest, less-modest attire. Shiva found herself a sturdy wall and did some wall push-ups to pass the time. Uverstarr and Aralia were ahead of Ash in the line, waiting to get close enough to see the menu and decide what they wanted.
 
   That’s when they heard the shouting. Everyone on the street turned to see the cause. A man appeared from around the corner of the block, shouting at the top of his lungs.
 
   “Please! Help me please! Someone! Anyone!”
 
   Shouting wasn’t all he was doing. The frantic man stopped people in their tracks, grabbing their shoulders and staring them straight in the eyes. He was really causing a scene, moving from one terrified pedestrian to the next.
 
   “Have you seen my wife Maria? I left her alone in the yard for just a moment and now she’s missing! Please, has anyone seen my Maria? Please, someone… I need help!”
 
   The frantic man made his way over to where Ash waited. Everyone in line tried their absolute hardest not to look at the man. Ash, who’d been watching the guy the whole time, could only shake his head as the man repeated his story to him.
 
   Eventually two Royal Guards made their way to the man. They said they received some complaints and told him he was disturbing the peace. The frantic man looked relieved to see them though and immediately laid into the officers with his loud cries of desperation.
 
   “Please, Royal Guards, you have to help me! You have to come to my house right away, my wife Maria is missing!”
 
   The man broke down sobbing finally as the Royal Guards attempted to restrain him. He was getting a little too handsy and they must have felt threatened. They started to carry the man away, a sobbing screaming mess bellowing about his lost wife, when Uverstarr and Aralia finally made it to the counter. The whole scene with the frantic man had been a little unsettling for a lot of people, Ash included. He was still thinking about it when the baker working the booth greeted them pleasantly, snapping Ash out of it.
 
   “What would you two like?” the baker asked.
 
   “I want a cocoa scone, yo!” Uverstarr said.
 
   “And I’ll have the snookerberry biscuit with extra sprinkles and a large coffee,” said Aralia.
 
   “One cocoa scone, one snookerberry biscuit, extra sprinkles, and an extra large coffee coming up!” the baker said as he scrambled to collect the items from his booth. “That’ll be fifteen skorch, please,” he added, returning with their order. “Just in time, too. You got the last cocoa scone,” he said handing the flaky treat to Uverstarr with a pleasant smile.
 
   Ash fished in his pocket for the cash and handed it to Aralia. They paid, and everyone moved on happier and less hungry. Their destination, the starting point of the relay, was finally in sight. A staffer with a megaphone stood on a raised platform, directing the contestants among the crowd.
 
   “If you’re competing in today’s relay course, you’ll need to sign in at the booth behind me!” the staffer said, his voice amplified. “We have course maps and information about where to get the best views of the course for any spectators as well.”
 
   “Guess we should sign in and figure out when we’re up,” Shiva said. Without consulting her team she started heading for the sign-in booth. Ash, Aura, and Aralia stayed put. Uverstarr surprised everyone by following Shiva.
 
   “You’re going with her?” Aralia asked.
 
   “I want a map, yo,” he replied with a shrug. And then he was gone, swallowed in the crowd.
 
   Aura turned to Ash. “Finally, a little break from my two least-favorite people.”
 
   The boys recognized a familiar face moving towards them. “I stand corrected,” Aura muttered under his breath as the man approached.
 
   “Hey Ash!” he said, a look of surprise and then of relief adorned his face. “Glad to see you’re looking much better today!” Bora gripped Ash’s hand in a tight handshake and slapped him on the shoulder. “I still owe you drinks!”
 
   Ash greeted his chum while Aura stared daggers at the man he considered his replacement. Aralia found his jealousy cute, until Ash and Bora’s blossoming friendship began to make her feel a little jealous too.
 
   “Are you guys entering the relay today?” Ash asked.
 
   “Yep! We’re all signed up and good to go. We just have to wait and see what timeslot we get. I hope we get the chance to compete against you guys again!”
 
   “Yeah, me too,” said Aura, sarcastically.
 
   “I love hoop courses,” Bora went on, ignoring Aura’s jabs. “I got a chance to do one for charity last year in North Hell.”
 
   Aura groaned loudly.
 
   Bora continued, unfazed. “Afterwards we all went out for drinks at The Thirsty Demon. You ever been to The Thirsty Demon?”
 
   Ash shook his head no.
 
   “You’ve got to go, they have the best blazin’ wings in all of Hell! That settles it; I’m taking you there. Invite your whole team.”
 
   Aura groaned again. Even Aralia found herself sneering as Ash happily corresponded with their enemy. Sensing his teammates disapproval, Ash tried to include them in the conversation the best he could.
 
   “Could you go?” Ash asked Aralia. “Or do you have to ask Kurdis first?”
 
   “Who’s Kurdis?” Bora asked curiously.
 
   “The owner of the orphanage,” Ash replied.
 
   “You live at the orphanage?” Bora asked the girl. “I’ve always felt like volunteering there. Please, ask Mr. Kurdis if he could ever use a helping hand from me.”
 
   Aura groaned again, his loudest yet. Aralia picked up on his mood, and though she smiled and nodded encouragingly to Bora’s face, as soon as the man’s attention was back on Ash she locked eyes with Aura and mouthed the words “no way”. 
 
   That made Aura feel a little better.
 
   “Well, I’d better be off,” Bora announced. “On top of running in the relay, I’m also helping out with the Wounded Royal Guard Veterans program. Catch you later!”
 
   Bora sped off, waving politely with a big, genuine smile spread across his face. Aura rolled his eyes and grunted, and Ash thought he heard a rude phrase uttered by his friend, one he would not repeat. 
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   The baker who sold his last cocoa scone to Uverstarr had to temporarily close up shop. He was sold out of most of his inventory, and since business slowed down with the relay course starting soon, he seized the opportunity to return to his main shop to restock. He exited his booth, closed the shutter, and hung a sign that read “Be Back Soon” for all to see.
 
   The old baker was wise, and instead of fighting the foot traffic on the streets he brought out his wings and took to the sky. By flight, the trip back to his shop near the border of East and South Hell only took him about fifteen minutes. He wasn’t the fastest flier anymore, on account of his age. As far as devils go, the old baker was past the halfway point in his life. When he finally set down on the ground and recalled his wings, he was winded and gasping for air. He caught his breath for a few seconds, adopting a more serious look, and then entered the bakery through the side door.
 
   Inside he found his eldest son working the oven, sweating from the extra exposure to so much heat. Two more of his sons worked on loading the finished baked goods onto a small cart. The youngest and fourth son sat at the counter, calling off the various orders to be loaded.
 
   “What’s the hold up in here?” the old baker asked his sons as he moved into the kitchen, shooing his eldest from the oven so that he could check on the contents himself.
 
   “We ran out of flour faster than we anticipated,” the eldest son said. “We had to send Marshall to the store, but it was closed so he had to go to a store that was even further away. It was a big ordeal, but we’re past it and fully stocked again.”
 
   The old baker turned his attention to his sons loading up the cart. “You boys might as well wait, since I have more orders.” He pulled from his pockets the list he made of items he needed to restock at the booth.
 
   “How are you doing on change?” the eldest son asked.
 
   The baker slapped his pockets. The pouch he kept his spare change in felt light and thin. He flashed his son a look of paternal approval and gratitude, then moved to the cash register to remove some extra skorch. After filling his purse the old baker yanked a tray of cocoa scones out of one of his sons hands as he passed by.
 
   “The scones have been selling the best all day,” the old baker said. “I’m taking this tray back with me now. You hurry up and finish the orders, then get’em to me as quick as you can.”
 
   “Leave it to me, dad,” the eldest son replied, oozing confidence.
 
   “Leave it to us,” one of the younger sons muttered.
 
   The old baker headed for the side door in a hurry to get back to open the booth. Just before exiting, he took a moment to pause and turn around. He watched his sons swim through the kitchen like fish in the sea. Everything they knew they learned from watching him. To see his boys working so efficiently filled him with pride.
 
   The bakery’s main door opened, and in walked five tough looking women. They marched in single file, all wearing matching outfits and following a brooding, cross-armed leader. They were stealthy and inaudible over the sounds of the kitchen. The old baker saw them, but his employees were all distracted.
 
   “Customers!” the old baker called to his sons. He gave a courteous nod and a wink to the ladies, treating them with kindness as he would any customer. The ladies met his kindness with stone-faced, ominous expressions. The old baker figured their team must have had a loss that was bringing them down. He called off one last order to his sons. “Give them the special rates.”
 
   The old baker left his shop feeling good. His tray of scones wasn’t too heavy, and he brought out his wings and easily took to the sky. He flew halfway to his booth before he realized he forgot to mention the coffee needed refilling. That wasn’t included on his list, and he didn’t want to leave it to chance. He spun around one-eighty and headed back to his bakery. He was only in the air for ten minutes, but as he set foot on the ground outside the shop he realized something was odd.
 
   He entered through the side door again. Inside it was a considerably different scene. No one was moving around the kitchen anymore, the whole place was dead silent. Standing in the middle of the room were the baker’s four sons. Each one looked to be inspecting their bodies, lifting their arms, wiggling fingers, and making sure everything worked properly. At their feet were the women, the same customers from when the baker had left.
 
   “What are you all doing?” the old baker exclaimed, baffled by the bizarre situation. “What happened to these ladies?” The old man crossed the floor to the nearest woman, lifting her head and trying to gently shake her back to consciousness. “Why are you all just standing around? Help them!”
 
   The four sons ignored their father’s orders. They would no longer take commands from the devil baker. Their attention instead was focused on the kitchen, but the old baker was too concerned with the unconscious women to notice. He shuffled around on the floor poking and prodding each woman until a thought popped into his head.
 
   Where’s the other woman? he thought. After a quick count, he confirmed there were indeed only four women unconscious on the floor, when five women had entered earlier. The brooding lady that led them all in is gone. Maybe she went to get help…
 
   “It is fortunate you’ve returned.”
 
   The old baker directed his attention to the kitchen, the source of the woman’s voice he just heard. Standing next to the oven was the familiar gloomy woman he’d seen earlier leading her team. But why was she now standing in the kitchen?
 
   “Uhh…” the old man said, at a loss for words. “I’m sorry ma’am, but the kitchen area is for employees only. You’ll have to come back over-”
 
   In the time it took to say those words, the mysterious woman crossed the room and interrupted the old baker by gripping his throat with her right hand. The old man’s eyes nearly popped out of his sockets and his face turned a dark shade of red as he kicked and struggled to free himself.
 
   “I needed a body swap as well,” the woman said as she lifted the old man off the floor. “Yours will do.”
 
   The old man’s arms flailed, his hands gripped and slapped at whatever he could reach. The woman’s grip would not loosen, no matter how the old man struck her. He tried forming flame, but being unable to breath and in such a state of shock and panic, his fire wouldn’t burn. He spat a few bursts of dim sparks, but nothing hurt the woman. His legs kicked desperately, but no amount of sway could shake the woman’s grip. The old baker’s eyes swiveled around the room. He looked to his sons for help, but none was coming.
 
   Instead of jumping in to help their father, the four young men remained at ease. Sinister smiles even graced the faces of a few of them. No one moved an inch otherwise.
 
   “They will not help you,” said Otozek through the woman’s mouth. “They are my loyal servants now. It’s time you joined us.”
 
   The next time the woman opened her mouth, something long and dark shot out like a missile. The piercing appendage went straight into the old baker’s mouth, connecting him to the demon woman. Her eyes rolled back in their sockets and she released her grip on the man’s throat. It was too late for him to escape as he choked on the demon’s tail, his muffled cries of terror barely audible.
 
   The four demon-controlled men stood by watching as their leader slipped out of the woman’s body and into the old baker. What was a normal sight to the demons was a bizarre one for anyone else. As Otozek’s tail probed deeper and deeper into the baker’s mouth, more and more of the demon prince’s body slipped out of the woman as a logic-defying mixture of solid and liquid matter.
 
   Eventually Otozek left the woman behind, disappearing entirely into the baker’s wide open mouth. The poor lady fell to the floor, limp and unconscious like the others surrounding her. The old baker’s body swayed for a moment like he was about to fall over, but the demon prince established control and kept the body standing upright.
 
   Otozek tested his new body, squatting in place and waving his arms. “Not as spry as the last one, but it will be good enough,” the demon prince said, turning to his team. “We’d better clean up this mess before anyone sees us.”
 
   The mess he was referring to was the five unconscious bodies lying on the floor. The unfortunate team of ladies still drew shallow, short breathes, but looked otherwise lifeless. As the demon team stretched their new host body’s jaws open to impossible proportions, descending upon their prey with hungry eyes, the women were better off being unconscious.
 
   No one should ever have to endure being fully conscious and aware as they’re devoured alive. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seventeen: Otozek Advances
 
    
 
   After finishing off every last bite of evidence, the demons took their new bodies out for a test ride on the town. The air was hot, the sun was shining and the streets were crowded, making it the exact opposite ideal environment for a demon. As they left the shop Otozek led them through mostly shaded areas, sticking to the backstreets and less populated routes.
 
   With their faster-than-average speed, they were able to acquire some nifty items. Solar spectacles were a hot new product among the merchants, and so were parasols. The demons saw no harm in removing a few of these useful objects from unsuspecting merchant’s carts. These devils tools they were actually greater for.
 
   “Try to blend in and search for the human again,” said Otozek. “We know he is part of a team competing in their festival. He should be out somewhere participating.”
 
   “But master…” Orkazek interjected from the body of the youngest son. “The devil kingdom is so large and there are so many games going on all over! This could take a long time!”
 
   “We must act fast. Watch me, and do as I do,” Otozek replied, marching forward with confidence. The demon prince walked up to the nearest random stranger on the street and tapped the man on the shoulder. 
 
   “Do you know where the human is today?”
 
   The man shrugged and shook his head “no”.
 
   Otozek left him and moved on to the next closest person. His team took the cue and copied their master. Not all of the greater demon team had mastered the art of blending in flawlessly, though. Gnusek could only communicate in grunts and moans.
 
   After clearing through an entire street full of scurrying people, the demon team was no closer to having their answer. Not a single person they spoke to knew the whereabouts of the famous human Ash Kaplan. It wasn’t until after thirty minutes of random questioning did the demon team get lucky. Just as another unhelpful stranger turned away from Otozek, a person holding a tall white flag approached the prince of demons.
 
   “Hello sir,” said Kurdis as he tapped Otozek’s shoulder. “I overheard you asking about Ash. I just so happen to know which team he’s on, and where they can be found today.”
 
   Prince Otozek tried to contain his excitement. A demon’s smile spread across the devil’s face, his eyes wide with desire. “Where.”
 
   Kurdis smiled. “I would love to tell you,” he said, lifting his arm and presenting his donation cup. He rattled the coins around inside it with a shake. “For a small donation, of course.”
 
   Otozek might have ripped Kurdis’s head off, but he managed to keep his cool. He remembered from his studies of the devils that they valued small round pieces of ore they called skorch. He looked to his team, motioning with his eyes for them to continue following his lead.
 
   The demon prince patted down his host body’s pockets, feeling for anything at all. His followers did the same. They managed to produce an assortment of random objects: a few paperclips, some candy, a pipe, and a pocket-sized book about the art of baking bread. It was Otozek’s host body, that of the old baker that actually held the pouch of coins. Everyone presented their objects to Kurdis.
 
   The orphanage owner smiled, welcoming any and all charity as he took the items. He was especially excited about the baker’s coin pouch, which he opened immediately. The little sack was half full of coins, at least a thousand skorch worth. 
 
   “This will most definitely do,” said Kurdis gleefully. “You can follow us. We were going there anyway, actually.”
 
   “Us?” Prince Otozek asked.
 
   “Me and the kids, of course!” Kurdis replied, stepping aside to reveal the children of the orphanage lined up in a long queue behind him. “We’ll take you straight to Ash!”
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   Ash and the gang sat around an outdoor picnic table observing their individual copies of the relay race route map. In the shade of a large parasol, sipping iced drinks, they plotted strategy and discussed again what the official lineup would be. Aura surprised everyone by endorsing Uverstarr’s plan and offering to take the first stretch of the course.
 
   “I think Bratty McShortstack is right,” said Aura, jerking his thumb at Uverstarr. “I volunteer to start us out. If I give it my all I can put us in the lead for sure.”
 
   “That’s fine,” said Shiva. “I’ll go along with the kid’s plan with one exception. I want to trade with Raley and take the second slot instead. I’ll show you just how fat I am when I put us even further in the lead.”
 
   Uverstarr responded by sticking his finger partway into his mouth and making overdramatic gagging sound effects.
 
   “Sounds good to me too,” Aralia said.  “How about you Ash?”
 
   The girl turned to Ash, who’d been staring off into the distance since they first sat down to plan their day. Despite his claims of feeling fine, it was obvious that the boy was tired. Ash snapped out of his trance and joined the conversation, his eyes and hands fidgety.
 
   “Huh? Oh, yeah,” the boy said. “That’s fine with me.” After a brief glance-over of the map he realized the last leg of the race was indeed the shortest. He considered asking for another leg, but felt too sore and worn-out to complain. He decided to just accept their charity instead.
 
   “Then it’s settled,” said Shiva. “We’ve got about twenty minutes to get to our starting points before the race starts. Some of you might want to get going since you’ve got quite a hike.”
 
   Shiva was right. Each starting point was spread out all across the kingdom, sometimes miles apart. Ash in particular had the longest way to go, being the last leg of the course.
 
   “I guess I should get going,” Ash said. The boy turned to leave, slurping his iced drink through a straw and looking dejected.
 
   Aralia watched the boy go, wishing she could cheer him up. She wanted to walk with him, but their starting points weren’t close. Her route was off in the same direction as Shiva, so the girls would walk together. As Ash left, Aralia nudged Uverstarr’s shoulder and prodded him forward.
 
   “You should walk with him,” she told the boy. “Make friends!” Uverstarr rolled his eyes and slinked forward, stalking after Ash. Aralia turned her focus to her idol. “Shall we go, Lady Shiva?”
 
   “Oh, yeah…” Shiva replied, already backing away from the table. “You’re coming with me…”
 
   Aralia caught up to Shiva quickly and the two ladies marched off to their destinations together. Aralia immediately launched into an overenthusiastic conversation about Shiva’s hair. The Royal Princess of Hell furrowed her brow and sighed heavily as they disappeared into the crowd. 
 
   Aura remained at the picnic table in the shade. He sat facing the nearby assembly of athletes, all warming up for the relay doing stretches in a roped off area that was for participants only. He kept a close watch particularly on the slim, toned, athletic ladies of the competition. He licked at a red snow cone, eyeing one young blonde who happened to be bending over wearing tight black shorts. For the time being he felt confident in his decision to take the first leg.
 
   His moment of peace didn’t last long. Among the sounds of people chattering excitedly as they waited for the game to start, several dozen more high-pitched, screaming, squealing, squawking, talking voices drew closer. When the death toucher pulled his eyes away from the blonde bimbo bending over, he saw a throng of children approaching. In the lead was Mr. Kurdis of the orphanage, carrying his tall white flag and sporting the donation cup he was so fond of.
 
   “Oh! Aura!” Kurdis called out when he spotted the boy. “Aura Draxler! Come on kids, over here. I spotted Mr. Draxler.”
 
   Aura chowed down the last of his snow cone as the assembly of youngsters set upon him. Little Amalia cut from the line and rushed past the other children. She ran to Aura’s side, a delighted smile gracing her excited adolescent face. She paused just before reaching the boy, looking like something was awry.
 
   “Hey squirt,” Aura said, forcing a polite smile. The little girl cocked her head like a surprised dog. “Long time, no see.”
 
   “Princess ponytail!” said Amalia, pointing at Aura. The boy quickly realized it was his new hairstyle that had given the girl pause.
 
   “That’s right,” Aura said with a nervous smile. “You want one too? We can be twins.” He held out his hand offering the girl a spare hair tie he had. She gingerly took it from him, fastening it to her head in such a way that when she was done her ponytail hung from the side. Aura couldn’t help but smile at how adorable it looked.
 
   “Looking good, Mal,” Kurdis said, patting the girl on her head. She twisted from side to side in pleasure, waving her dress playfully with a big smile. “She won’t stop asking about you, you know,” said Kurdis to Aura.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Aura replied as Amalia could take it no longer. She crept close enough to wrap her little arms around him, and was at last content. “I guess even younger girls aren’t immune to my charm.”
 
   “So it would seem,” said Kurdis, dividing his attention between the conversation with Aura and the group of misbehaving young boys behind him. “Stop shoving Brandon! Elton get in line! Don’t make me come back there Jace!”
 
   “I guess you’re all here to watch the race then?” Aura asked.
 
   “Of course,” Kurdis replied, beaming with pride. “We’re your own personal fan squad, and we’re here to cheer!” The man’s words brought to mind something he’d forgotten. “Oh, by the way, where is Ash? I found a few fans of his that would like to meet him.” Kurdis jerked his thumb toward the back of the line of children, but Aura wasn’t sure who the man was pointing to.
 
   “Where?” Aura asked, seeing only the edges of the crowd beyond the line of orphans. “Are they good looking ladies? I’ll talk to them.”
 
   Kurdis spun around and searched the area for the strangers he led there, but found no trace of the men. He never saw them disappear. “That’s odd,” said Kurdis. “I guess they must have left already. Oh well. At least they paid me – Cammy, Ken, get back in line this instant!”
 
   A festival official holding a megaphone boomed, making her voice heard by everyone in the vicinity. “May I have your attention please! All competitors should now proceed to the starting line! The relay race will begin shortly!”
 
   “Guess I’m up,” said Aura with a shrug. He climbed out of his chair, fighting Mal’s tight-fisted grip on his shirt as he rose. “Wish me luck,” he said, patting Mal gently on her head.
 
   “Luck!” Amalia chirped with a friendly nod. 
 
   Aura waved goodbye to everyone and departed. Kurdis led the children in an inspiring chant of “good luck mister Aura!” The death toucher battled the throng of spectators and athletes heading for the starting line. Kurdis led his line of rowdy children away to find a suitable area to watch from.
 
   Miles away across the kingdom, Ash felt an ominous chill run down his spine. He shook it off and continued on his trek with Uverstarr to find their starting positions. With so many people around, the boy would never know of the menacing group of man-shaped beasts following several hundred paces behind him.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen: Going For A Walk
 
    
 
   “Racers to the starting line!” the megaphone girl boomed.
 
   Aura strode with swagger, hoping to enchant a few honeys on his way to the starting line. His hopes were pretty well dashed after arriving at his destination and seeing his arch nemesis Bora standing there waiting patiently.
 
   After a moment of dismay hit him, Aura began to consider the situation. Here he had a real shot at showing up Bora once and for all. He had no idea how the rest of the race would go. No clue what order his old gang was racing in, either. But he was sure of one thing.
 
   Bora was going down.
 
   “Fancy meeting you here, again,” said Aura as he stepped into the lane next to Bora.
 
   “Hiya Aura,” Bora replied. “Would you look at that? We’re in the same leg of the race! Isn’t that nice?”
 
   “So nice.”
 
   “Maybe after the race you can join us at Eastside’s Eatery for some authentic East Hell Clawbster.”
 
   “Maybe after the race you’ll be too busy weeping into a pillow.”
 
   Bora ignored the comment and started stretching. “I know what you’re doing,” he replied, raising a knowing eyebrow. “I know you think I’m replacing you,  but that’s not the case.”
 
   A moment passed where neither of them spoke. The other racers were all gathered around in their lanes. Five racers total. Each one stood several feet apart in a straight line facing their first hoop checkpoint, suspended high off the ground by a pole.
 
   “It’s a free kingdom, isn’t it?” Aura replied with a shrug. “I don’t have to be your friend if I don’t want to.”
 
   While Bora digested his rival’s words, a festival attendant handed out batons to each of the racers. Another employee manning the megaphone prepared to start the race.
 
   “Racers, ready!”
 
   Aura and his competition prepared to run.
 
   “Wings, set!”
 
   All of the racers brought out their wings in unison.
 
   “Goooooo!”
 
   The racers took off sprinting. No clear frontrunner emerged. The mad dash didn’t last long though as the racers took to the sky, beating their wings to get level with the first hoop.
 
   This was where it got tricky. Only one racer could fly through the hoop at a time. They would have to take turns, but obviously couldn’t politely discuss the matter beforehand. They had to feel out the right time to go for it and hope no one else was aiming for the hoop at the same moment.
 
   Aura was at the head of the crowd. He felt confident he’d be the first to pass through the hoop. Out of the corner of his eye he saw something rocket past him spiraling like a football. The racer tucked his wings in closely to fit through the narrow hoop. Once through he spread his wings wide and flapped powerfully, keeping himself aloft.
 
   “Bora,” the death toucher cursed. He wanted to be the first to pass through the hoop. Now he’d have to settle for second. The crowd roared like wild demons as Aura flew through the hoop, followed by the rest of the racers.
 
   The course route ran down the street and around the next corner. Fans cheered from below as the racers soared by overhead charging toward the next hoop.  This one was lower to the ground. Aura adjusted his wings to lose altitude, gaining speed as he glided down. Bora’s feet were only an inch away from his face, but there was no way to pass him.
 
   Yet.
 
   Aura bided his time waiting for the right moment to overtake Bora. He came close after turning the first corner, when Bora made a slight miscalculation in his direction that set him back a second. 
 
   By this point they were away from the crowded streets and flying high above building tops. The majority of the hoops were attached to roofs, with a few of them diverging through some tight alleyways or between buildings. Spectators watched from every conceivable angle. Diehard fans held brilliantly painted signs advertising their favorite athlete.
 
   Aura closed in on his nemesis as they flew above a row of buildings. The next three hoops were arranged in a weaving pattern. Each hoop was at a slightly different height as well. The death toucher followed Bora’s lead by banking to the right to clear the first hoop, lowered altitude and banked left for the second hoop, and beat wings to rise to the third hoop.
 
   The racers continued following the hoop course until the scenery changed from dilapidated old buildings to dirt and rocks everywhere. They were leaving the ramshackle scenery of South Hell behind and entering West Hell, the rocky section of the kingdom built throughout a winding canyon. The first leg of the race was almost over now.
 
   The racers glided over stone structures, some of which were built straight into the canyon wall surrounding them. Aura spotted the final two hoops up ahead. The first was attached to the side of a building three stories off the ground. The hoop after that was placed at the top of the canyon wall they were approaching.
 
   Aura made a split-second decision when he noticed the small ledge on the building below him. Instead of tucking in his wings as he passed through the hoop, Aura recalled his wings into his back. He somersaulted through the hoop, landing on his feet and breaking out into a mad dash on the building ledge below. Focusing his soul power to his legs, Aura leapt like a rocket taking off.
 
   He shot past Bora and started flapping his wings with his remaining stamina. Bora, still recovering from the quick ascent, was powerless to keep up. Aura reached the top of the canyon wall first, blasting through the last hoop of the leg and gliding over the rocky ground below.
 
   He could see Shiva waiting for him ahead at the edge of another cliff. Of all the racers in waiting there, she was the only one not turned around watching for the incoming teammates. She stood ready to run, hand stretched out behind her back. Aura remembered the order she’d given him just before the start of the race.
 
   Just make sure you get the baton to my hand.
 
   Sars was down there too. Aura’s former best friend was next to run after Bora. He looked back with a troubled expression seeing Aura coming in first. He was the first to take off running, still looking back for his partner to deliver the baton.
 
   Shiva stayed put while everyone else broke out running. Instead, she brought out her wings and crouched low to the ground.  A glowing steam-like substance billowed off her legs and Aura knew at once what she was planning.
 
   The death toucher glided in low and dropped to the ground. His wings were dead tired so he put them away. He used one final burst of stamina and started screaming as he ran the baton to Shiva. “Go go go go go!”
 
   He slapped the baton down on the girl’s palm. Her hand snapped shut like a vice grip and she was off. With her wings positioned at the ready, one thrust of her leg muscles was all it took to make the girl fly. She fired like a bullet from the ground, up and over the other runners still sprinting with their heads turned. Before any of them made contact with a teammate, Shiva was already dropping off the side of the cliff heading for her first hoop.
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   While the race was underway in other parts of the kingdom, over in East Hell the racers of the last leg were waiting patiently for their turn. Ash had been waiting for almost an hour already. It wasn’t a long walk over from South Hell. Though Uverstarr had accompanied him most of the way, the boy said little on their walk.
 
   Ash stood with the other four racers on the boardwalk next to the pier. The ocean connected to East Hell was a terrifying sight. Ash had once been informed that no one in history had ever been to the other side. He dreaded the possibility that one day Goddard might assign them the job of accompanying a fishing boat out on a trip. The boat captains often hired bodyguards whose sole job was to fend off the horrifying sea demons that dwelled in the deep.
 
   A shiver ran down Ash’s spine just thinking about it. He tried to avoid gazing out into the water. Turning his head only treated him to a swell view of Dunger. The giant muscley man and Ash had many run-ins in the past, most of which involved Ash feeling some type of pain.
 
   Dunger stared daggers at Ash. The man never spoke, unless you count the barbaric grunting he was known for. Ash smiled nervously back at him. Dunger’s nostrils flared. The guy just really did not like Ash for some reason.
 
   Ash became bored. He started to look around, anything to avoid Dunger’s gaze. On top of the long wait, standing so close to the ocean was starting to have an unfortunate side effect on him. The sound of the waves churning against the shore over and over resonated with his bladder.
 
   Damn it, Ash thought, twisting uncomfortably. Why’d I have to have that second cup of coffee? Is this race going to start anytime soon or what?
 
   The boy shifted in place, twisting and turning his legs trying to look casual. He swore he saw a smirk flash across Dunger’s face for a brief second, but couldn’t be sure. That only agitated him more. He searched the crowd looking for a clock. He was given an approximate time his leg of the race was expected to start, but no way of telling the time.
 
   “Attention athletes,” a voice from somewhere unseen boomed through a megaphone. “The race is officially underway. Your estimated start time is ten minutes from now.”
 
   “Oh thank goodness,” Ash said with a sigh of relief. He located a bathroom sign nearby and decided to go for a short walk. An arrow pointed him through the crowd toward a side street. Ash fought through scores of people clapping him on the back and greeting him happily. He was flattered by his newfound fame, but sometimes he wished it would just go away. Specifically when it got in the way of him and a toilet.
 
   He made it to where the first sign pointed and turned the corner. There he found a significantly less active street. He was thankful for that. Another sign greeted him as well. The comforting image of a toilet icon was painted under the arrow. Following it led Ash down a sidewalk that passed by a warehouse. Rows of steel shutters remained closed because of the festival. Any other day the fisherman would be there peddling their daily catches.
 
   A final sign pointed him down a deserted back alley between warehouses. Though he could still hear the dull chattering of the nearby crowd, he could see no one. He walked down the alley but could not find the door to the bathroom. There were plenty of other unmarked doors to choose from though. One opened into a tiny storage closet that smelled like demon dung. Another opened into some kind of boiler room. He tried another door that was padlocked shut.
 
   “Where’s the damn toilet already!” the boy shouted in frustration.
 
   “Your desires no longer matter,” replied a voice from somewhere unseen.
 
   Ash turned around, searching for whoever spoke. It was a man’s voice, he was sure of that much. It didn’t sound like anyone he knew though. The stranger stepped forward from the adjoining alleyway, out of the darkness.
 
   “You and I have matters to settle,” said the old baker.
 
   It took a moment for Ash to recall exactly where he’d seen this man before. When he thought back to earlier that morning and how he’d bought breakfast for his friends, he recalled the way the old baker repeated their order. His face wasn’t smiling anymore, but it was definitely the same guy.
 
   “Oh, it’s you,” said Ash. “Look, I know what this is about. You accidentally gave me a five-skorch coin for change instead of one skorch. Honestly, I didn’t even realize it myself until I was already clear across town. I was going to bring it back, I swear.”
 
   “Your business is not with my host,” the man said. He took another step closer. “Your business is with me.”
 
   “Huh?” Ash replied. He wanted to elaborate with a follow-up question but it never happened.
 
   The boy coughed. It was deep and turbulent. Blood sprayed from his open mouth. His vision went dark, and then in seconds everything was too bright. It went back and forth like a strobe light playing in his head. His muscles ached and trembled, locking him in place until his knees buckled. The whole time he could only watch as the old baker moved closer.
 
   He did not like the look of the twisted smile on the old man’s face.
 
   “I thought we’d never find you,” he said. The old man advanced without ever taking his eyes off of Ash. “But you came right to us. A real, live human.”
 
   “Damn my inferior bladder…” Ash said. My body may be breaking down, but at least my mouth still works. “It’s always nice to meet a fan… Mind helping me up to my feet?”
 
   “This is our second meeting, human,” said the man. “My form may have changed but I assure you we have met before.”
 
   “Half-human,” Ash replied. His head was still foggy, or else he might have picked up on the man’s other words more quickly. But because his head was pounding and his vision still going bonkers, he didn’t quite piece things together yet. He stared at the ground and spat up more blood.
 
   “Half human, half devil?” the old baker said. “Interesting. You will make an exquisite meal for my father.”
 
   Though Ash was still reeling, one doesn’t tend to let the word meal go unnoticed. Especially not when it’s used in reference to him. Ash looked up again. The look on the old bakers face. He’d seen it before. On the face of the woman he played push ball against. The one that frightened him to his core and first made him feel sick.
 
   Matters to settle? My host? Form changed? Met before? Meal? These words flashed across Ash’s mind. The look on the old baker’s face and the destruction of his body were the last clues he needed.
 
   “You,” Ash gasped. He locked eyes with the old man. “You’re a demon.”
 
   “Demon Prince Otozek,” he replied with an evil smile. “Tell me: if the rumors of your strength are true, then why do you cower at my feet every time we meet?”
 
   This was not good. This was really, really not good. Ash knew at once he was completely and utterly boned. The demon prince was closing in on him and he couldn’t even stand up to run away. Furthermore, he was entirely on his own. Everyone around him was focused on the relay race that he was supposed to be running in. All he could do was try to buy himself time and hope someone found him in time. 
 
   “What did you do to the woman you were using before?” Ash asked, stalling.
 
   “We’ve enjoyed snacking on several devil delicacies over the last couple days,” replied Otozek. “You dodged my question. So there is something wrong with you. You’re starting to smell rotten to us.”
 
   “You keep saying we and us,” said Ash. In an attempt to test his strength he tried his hardest to stand up. “So there’re more of you here?” He dropped back onto his knees. Using his jello-like legs was a no-go. “And that plant-like demon that possessed Shiva at the card tournament. That was one of your guys too?”
 
   “So you were present for Goblotek’s demise?” asked Otozek, taking a step closer. Something clicked in the demon prince’s head. “Of course, you’re friends with the death toucher. He’s next on our list.”
 
   Ash gulped. “What are you going to do… eat me?”
 
   Otozek smirked. “You will be taken alive to my father. He’s always wanted to taste a live human. We were planning on having one of us ride inside your body out of here, but after smelling the rot on you I think I’ll ride in another host and just take you prisoner instead.”
 
   Guess I should be thankful for that, Ash thought dismally.
 
   Ash willed his body to move, to get up and run far from there, but he could not. Instead he had to stall more. “Why target Aura?” he asked.
 
   “It’s no concern of yours. But since you’ll be sitting inside one of my father’s stomachs soon, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to tell you we plan on eradicating the devils once and for all. That’s the mission I came here for, anyway. You were just a pleasant surprise.”
 
   “Why? What good will conquering the devils accomplish?”
 
   “It’s all to make the dreams of my father, Demon Lord Jirosek, a reality. That is why you and the rest of the devils must be sacrificed.”
 
   “Look, I’m all for supporting family activities, but this is a little much. Even I know you draw the line at genocide…”
 
   Ash’s tongue went numb and he froze. Otozek stood silently watching. That or Ash’s ears may have no longer been working properly. He could swear the crowd was going nuts in the distance, but it all sounded muffled. Through blurred, distorted eyesight Ash saw a few more men enter the alley behind Otozek. There were four of them, all different ages. 
 
   His initial thought was that of hope and salvation. But when he saw the look on Otozek’s face still frozen in agitation and the similar moods on the approaching men, Ash just knew.
 
   He knew they were really going to take him. To drag him away, across the darkness that lies outside the safety of the devil’s kingdom. They’d drag him away to some hole in the ground and feed him to some old demon. In his current condition, there was absolutely nothing he could do about it. 
 
   Desperate, he tried summoning his soul power. None would flow. More blood oozed out of Ash’s mouth and nose. The pain intensified the closer they got. He could see Otozek direct the others to wait behind him. He would not need their help. He saw Otozek take his final step forward. The demon in a devil’s body was within reaching distance, his arm grasping out for Ash. Grasping out to end his life.
 
   A beam of brilliant color shot over Ash’s head.
 
   The warmth of the flames brought unforeseen comfort to Ash as they collided with the unsuspecting Otozek. The fiery blast struck the old baker’s chest, knocking him backward. The four other demon-men there moved to catch their shocked master. Their attention turned to another figure beyond Ash. Even the sickly boy found the strength to turn his head enough to see his savior.
 
   “Yo!” said the short kid at the end of the alley.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen: Uverstarr’s Intervention
 
    
 
   “Uverstarr…” 
 
   Ash’s mouth felt dry and unresponsive, but he managed to choke out the boy’s name. He tried spitting out more words as the boy strutted down the alley to join the scene. Just twisting his head to see his friend was difficult. Try as he did, he couldn’t warn the boy to stay away.
 
   “What gives, yo?” said Uverstarr. “We were in the lead until I show up to find you missing. Everyone pointed me to the bathroom, and here I find you about to get your butt whooped by some old guy. How pathetic!”
 
   “Escape…” Ash said, trying his hardest to summon the strength to move. It was like he was trapped in concrete, just a spectator in the events happening around him. Uverstarr didn’t pay any attention to Ash’s warning. He kept his eyes on the old baker, who was still in the grip of his team. He held his hands out, ready to produce more flames if need be.
 
   “Hey, I recognize you!” Uverstarr said, lighting up. “You’re the old guy we bought food from. I really liked your cocoa scone. What’s your beef with this idiot?”
 
   Otozek remained in utter shock at the pain he felt from Uverstarr’s fire blast. With his head down he pulled away from the other demons. When he at last looked up to face Uverstarr he was enraged.
 
   “You have caused me pain,” said Prince Otozek. “It is such an unusual sensation to me. I do not like it.”
 
   “If we weren’t limited by these pathetic bodies it never would have happened, master!” Moskazek said, trying his best to comfort his Prince.
 
   “Yes, it is unfortunate being dragged down by such a weak body,” Otozek said, gazing down as the searing wound to his chest. The baker’s clothes were even scorched open, revealing a charred, oozing burn. The demon prince appeared to be unaffected by the gore. He locked eyes with Ash instead. “I’ll enjoy eating this boy in front of you, human.” 
 
   “Whoa!” Uverstarr said. His voice filled with sarcasm. “First you want to feed me, now you want to feed on me? You musta’ gone mental old man! Well I ain’t scared, bring it on, geezer!” The boy put his hands together and started charging another fire blast.
 
   In the time it took Ash to crane his head around to look at Otozek again, the demon prince was already standing next to the cocky boy. Before Uverstarr could pop off another shot the fight was over. Otozek disabled the boy with a chop to the back of his neck. Any gathered flames in the boy’s hand died out in an instant as the boy fell forward, paralyzed by pain.
 
   “Uverstarr!”
 
   Ash sat watching, begging his body to just move, as the demon prince gripped the boy by the top of his head. He held onto Uverstarr’s hood and hair as he lifted the boy off the ground. Uverstarr clutched at his captor’s arm, crying out in pain. He was used to the brief and fleeting pain from one of Kurdis’s light smacks. This was true pain, pain that would not stop.
 
   Uverstarr kicked his legs and squirmed, trying to free himself from the demon’s grip. Nothing worked. He screamed in terror as the rest of the demon team watched, laughing their sadistic demon laughter at the boy’s helplessness. Otozek opened his host body’s mouth as wide as it would go. Even wider than any normal mouth should be. Ash could see a second set of teeth behind the old man’s. It was the demon’s mouth, frothing and salivating as it waited to feed on Uverstarr.
 
   Another couple of seconds and Uverstarr would have been a goner. Suspiciously, the boy stopped his screaming and a satisfied smirk crossed his pain-stricken face.
 
   “Psych!”
 
   Something small and fiery struck the bottom of the demon man’s still-expanding jaw. Caught off guard once again, Otozek took the hit fully unguarded. His hand loosened in the shock and he dropped the boy. Uverstarr quickly hopped backward closer to Ash. From his vantage point on the ground Ash couldn’t see what happened to make Otozek drop his prey.
 
   But the boy couldn’t resist showing off his new toy. Uverstarr swung the object around in front of him, giving Ash a better view of what just saved him. It was a small, rounded wheel-like object that appeared to be metallic. It was connected to a string or wire, the other side of which ended in a small ring that was attached to Uverstarr’s finger.
 
   A yo-yo? thought Ash, since that’s what the object clearly resembled. It seemed even without his skateboard the kid still had a few unexpected tricks. He watched his friend swing the yo-yo in small circles, tracing brilliant flame streaks across the air.
 
   “You see Ash,” Uverstarr said. “I can handle myself. Or maybe you need to see what else I can do before you’ll believe me.”
 
   Never before had Ash felt so inclined to smack the kid. He wanted to stand up and shout at how stupid Uverstarr was acting and warn him of the great danger they were in. They needed to escape while they still could, before the rest of the demons got sick of waiting patiently. But of course, his body would not allow it.
 
   “That’s twice now you’ve caused me pain,” said Otozek. “Now, you die.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” Uverstarr said with a cocky sneer. The boy raised his yo-yo hand and started swinging the flaming object. He made slow circles with it, creating a streak of fire that became more and more solid the faster he sped up.
 
   Otozek took a tentative step forward, unimpressed with the boy’s antics. But as Uverstarr sped up swinging the yo-yo, the flames eventually connected and formed into one solid wheel of fire above his head. The boy closed his eyes and put his head down in concentration. He swung the item faster still, the flames growing even wilder.
 
   Otozek paused. The intense heat of the flames was starting to singe his host body’s skin again. The demon prince was forced to take a cautious step back. He weighed his options and considered abandoning the baker’s body. He could swallow the child whole in an instant with his real body. 
 
   His moment of indecision cost him.
 
   Without warning, Uverstarr jerked his hand down and took a step back. The giant spinning wheel of flames stayed put in the air, and even more flames followed the yo-yo down, creating a small cyclone of fire. Uverstarr looked up at his creation with proud eyes.
 
   “Check this out.”
 
   Uverstarr kicked his flame cyclone. It sped forward. The demons stepped back. The boy did not stop there. He continued feeding more flames into the burning tornado, growing it larger until it barely fit inside the alley. There was no way to advance past the flames for the demons without getting severely burnt. Uverstarr smiled a cocky smile.
 
   “See?” he said to Ash. “No problems here.”
 
   “That won’t… keep them away… forever,” said Ash. “We have… to run… while we can.”
 
   “Run?” Uverstarr replied in surprised disgust. “But I’m winning!”
 
   Beyond the cyclone of flames, Ash could see Otozek and his team. They stood with arms crossed, clearly agitated. Otozek had a look of pure fury at the continued embarrassment Uverstarr put him through.
 
   “Ash?” came a voice from behind them. “Over here! I found them!”
 
   Ash continued to watch his enemies. He could hear the familiar voices of his other friends approaching, but he could not remove his eyes from the demon prince. Otozek stared with murderous malice at the boy. His mouth moved, issuing an inaudible command to his team. They all turned to go, leaping up onto the rooftops and disappearing from sight. Otozek was the last to go, offering Ash a sadistic smile before turning his back.
 
   “We’ll be watching you,” the demon prince mouthed to Ash. He turned and leapt away with the rest of his companions.
 
   “See that! I’ve got them on the run!” Uverstarr shouted with glee, thinking himself the victor.
 
   “Uverstarr! Stop it with the flames already!” said Aralia as she ran up to join them. She dropped to her knees next to Ash as Shiva and Aura caught up. “You okay? Was it the sickness again?”
 
   Ash trembled weakly trying to find the strength to explain everything. He found that with the greater demons gone his strength was actually returning. Partially, at least. His body still felt like a lead weight and his head was still pounding.
 
   “I’m okay… thanks to… Uverstarr…”
 
   “Careful, don’t let him know that,” Aralia replied with a smile, trying her hardest not to cry. “Save your breath. Just take a few minutes and rest. You’re safe now that we’re here.”
 
    “What exactly happened?” Aura asked. “They said you missed your leg of the race cause you went to the bathroom. Were you yakking or something?”
 
   “I saw the whole thing,” said Uverstarr. He extinguished his flaming yo-yo and stuck it into his pocket. “Sicko-bro was getting mugged by some crazy old geezer and his pals, but I saved him.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe,” Shiva replied with a skeptical look.
 
   “It’s true!” replied Uverstarr. “He said he was going to eat us, yo! And his mouth was like super wide!” The boy waved his arms enthusiastically, demonstrating with his hands how wide his foes jaw stretched.
 
   “Hey kid,” said Aura, staring at Uverstarr’s pocket with a curious look. “Let me see that weapon you were just using.”
 
   Uverstarr placed a cautious hand over his pocket. “Why?”
 
   “I just want to see that thing you used,” the death toucher replied innocently. “It looked cool.”
 
   Believing Aura’s act, Uverstarr reached into his pocket and pulled out the yo-yo. He held it up for Aura to look at, but wouldn’t offer to let him hold it. Aura took only seconds to identify the item.
 
   “Where’d you get that?” he asked the boy.
 
   “Pinched it off some old guy,” Uverstarr replied proudly. “He didn’t even try to stop me.”
 
   Aura’s head sagged in disappointment. He put a palm on his forehead and sighed heavily. “He wasn’t a big bearded guy with a barrel of weapons strapped to his back, was he?”
 
   “Yep! That’s him!”
 
   “That was my dad,” Aura replied. “He told me some obnoxious kid swiped a weapon from him a while back. I never thought it’d turn out to be you though.”
 
   “Do we need to take it back to Amos?” Shiva asked.
 
   “No,” replied Aura. “My dad’s weird. When I asked him why he didn’t just take it back from the kid, he said he wanted him to have it. He told me he was ‘interested in the kid’s choice of weapon’. He wanted to see if Uverstarr could learn to use it properly, so he said the kid should just keep it. Judging by that flaming tornado, I think he’ll be pretty happy with the results.”
 
   “That settles that then,” said Shiva. “But I wonder what those guys wanted from Ash.”
 
   Everyone turned to the downed human boy, still panting heavily while he regained his senses. Aralia provided comfort rubbing his back while everyone tried not to crowd him too much. With enough of his strength to speak finally returned, Ash cut straight to the chase.
 
   “Guys,” he said. “We’ve got ourselves a major problem.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty: Secret Mission Go!
 
    
 
   Later that same night Ash awoke in his bed drenched in cold sweat. He sat up and faced the window, his face twisted in fright.
 
   “Relax,” said Shiva. She sat on the floor across the room with her back against the wall. “They won’t get you here.”
 
   Ash eased with relief. Knowing he had Shiva watching out for him made everything somehow… better.
 
   “Where’s everyone else?” he asked.
 
   “The idiot took the orphans back home,” Shiva replied. “We considered the possibility that your attackers might come back and target them. That’s why Draxler insisted on escorting them himself.”
 
   Ash relaxed and sunk back in his bed. He felt a sting of guilt at having dragged Uverstarr into a deadly dispute with greater demons. More than that though, he was grateful the boy showed up when he did. If Uverstarr hadn’t intervened, Ash would have been a goner. He decided then that he’d protect the boy no matter what.
 
   Ash felt a slight discomfort underneath his sheets. He lifted the blanket to get a look at whatever it was that felt off to him. What he saw made his eyes go wide.
 
   “Hey Shiva,” Ash said. “Why am I totally naked below the waist?”
 
   “You passed out on the trip back home,” Shiva replied, shifting uncomfortably. “Your pants were… unclean.”
 
   “Hey, I’m sick!” Ash replied, turning red. “I can’t be expected to control all of my various bodily fluids exactly one hundred percent of the time!”
 
   Shiva climbed to her feet, choosing not to respond to the boy’s embarrassed ramblings. Instead she turned to face the door. 
 
   “Put some clothes on. Maybe grab a quick shower… then come downstairs. Goddard’s on his way over. Use this time to collect your thoughts. You can tell us everything when he gets here.”
 
   Shiva left the room. Ash waited only a minute, testing his joints and muscles to determine how achy he was going to feel as soon as he stepped foot outside his bed. He got up and put clothes on without feeling too crappy. His muscles seemed to be back to normal, but his head was still pounding. Organizing his thoughts was not going to be easy.
 
   Ash left his bedroom and joined Shiva downstairs. To his surprise, he found the girl in the kitchen. She had her back turned to him as she stood at the stove. She grabbed a large pot off the burner and turned to grab a cup. That’s when she noticed Ash standing in the kitchen entrance. She ignored the boy as she poured some steaming hot coffee into a big mug.
 
   “Here,” she said. She picked up the mug and held it out for Ash. “Coffee. Drink.”
 
   Ash graciously accepted the gift, perplexed as he was. “Thanks. Did you make this just for me?” he asked her.
 
   Shiva looked away. “Yeah, so what?” she replied. “I just don’t want you giving us a half-assed report because you’re too sick and tired. So wake the heck up and get ready to spill every little tedious detail!”
 
   Shiva hung upside-down from a bar on the wall doing sit-ups while Ash laid motionless on the couch waiting for Goddard. After long Aura came home. He walked straight into the living room and sat down on his favorite chair, right next to the couch.
 
   “I hate greater demons,” said Aura. The boy normally spoke with a non-threatening, playful tone. Not this time. “They’ve already taken so much from us. And now they’re back to do it all again. You said they were greater demons, right?”
 
   Ash finished sipping slowly on his coffee before answering. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Definitely.”
 
   Aura remained quiet for the rest of their waiting period, fuming silently to himself. Shiva continued her workout regiment, preparing for the inevitable battle to come. Ash replayed the scene over and over in his head, recalling every agonizing detail of what happened. By the time Goddard showed up he was ready to stop thinking about it altogether.
 
   “Where is he?” Goddard asked Shiva as he barged into their house without even knocking, collapsing his black umbrella he used to block the extra sunlight. Shiva paused hanging upside-down, pointed to the living room. Goddard spotted Ash on the couch and moved in to examine the boy at once.
 
   “Report time,” he said. The Royal Advisor started blurting out questions faster than Ash could even provide the answers. “First, let’s start with how you’re currently feeling. Is anything swollen? Are you experiencing headaches, nausea, or heart burn? How about vomiting or diarrhea? How many fingers am I holding up? Have you had any suicidal thoughts, insomnia, or depression? Any unusual discharges? What color was the discharge?”
 
   The mad scientist descended upon the seated boy, much to his discomfort. Goddard poked and prodded the boy in his initial examinations, already prioritizing his studies.
 
   “Goddard,” Ash said, cutting him off. “I’m fine. Let’s just get this over with already and let me tell my story.”
 
    
 
   Ten action-packed minutes later…
 
    
 
   “…And the last thing I remember before passing out was a warm sensation spreading across my legs,” Ash said. His friends stared at him blankly, unsure of what to tell him. That’s when Ash realized exactly what the sensation he described was. “You know what? Let’s just go ahead and strike that last detail off the official record.”
 
   “Done,” Goddard remarked, crossing out the last line of notes he’d been taking in his notepad. “So… greater demons. I don’t think I have to explain to you all how bad this situation is.”
 
   Goddard put his notepad down and turned to Ash. “You did a good job to get all the information you could. Because of you, we know there are at least five greater demons in hiding. We know their targets; you and Aura. I think it’s safe to assume anyone bearing the family name ‘Satan’ will also be a target. Furthermore, I’ve just solved the mystery of the sudden flood of disappearing persons reports. But more reports are going to keep coming in unless we stop the demons,” he said.
 
   “Awww yeah,” Shiva said, grinning like a fool. “It’s a good old fashioned demon hunt! I’m going to get my brother and an entire platoon of Royal Guards and form a posse!”
 
   “Shiva, use your brain,” said Goddard, staring coldly at the girl. “You know what would happen if word got out that five greater demons were already inside the kingdom walls, lurking in the shadows and picking off unsuspecting citizens? It would be pandemonium. People would begin to accuse each other of being demons in disguise. Crimes would break out all across the kingdom. And guess who gets to clean up the mess: us. Honestly, they’re probably counting on us to report them. Broadcast far and wide that ‘the demons are here, everyone panic!’ Let’s try to avoid causing kingdomwide hysteria instead.”
 
    “So we hunt’em down in secret,” said Shiva. “Fine by me.”
 
   “That would be best,” Goddard replied. “If you don’t find them, I’m sure they’ll find you. Just try to keep the collateral damage to a minimum this time, okay? And try not to challenge them in crowded areas. Remember: it’s a secret mission.”
 
   “I’m worried about Uverstarr and Aralia,” said Ash. “Like it or not, those two are probably already on the demon’s radar too. Uverstarr especially pissed off their leader, Demon Prince Otozek.”
 
   “Just what we needed,” said Aura. “Another psychopathic prince.”
 
   “That’s another thing that’s been troubling me,” said Goddard. “Prince Otozek said his father, Demon Lord Jirosek, is still alive. That beast must be ancient by now.”
 
   “Who is Demon Lord Jirosek and why would he want to eat me?” Ash asked.
 
   Aura surprised everyone by answering before Goddard. “Jirosek led the demons to war against the devils back when Wilhelm was a young King. The great hero Aster kicked all their assess though. As far as his obsession with eating you goes, your guess is as good as mine. Demons just love the taste of exotic flesh, I guess.”
 
   “If the Demon Lord is still alive and gathering his forces, we could see another full-scale war with the demons in our lifetime,” said Goddard. “They must be gathering intelligence on us and gauging our current strength. They could pick off our best fighters one by one, then bring in an army and overpower us. This is exactly why its so dangerous when greater demons actually work together.”
 
    “I think you’re forgetting about your secret weapon,” said Aura. “This guy. With my power I’ll mop the kingdom floor with those demons. No way I’m letting them feed my friend to their wrinkly old King!”
 
   “I’m looking forward to testing my strength against a greater demon,” said Shiva. “You know, since I missed that first one…”
 
   “What am I supposed to do though?” said Ash, looking forlorn. “I can’t even move when I’m around them. It’s like I’m gripped by sickness. How can I fight? I’ll just be a burden to you all.”
 
   “That might not have to be the case,” said Goddard. He pulled a small tin case out of his pocket and tossed it to Ash. “I saved the best news for last. I told you I’d come up with something to help you. Well, here it is.”
 
   Ash opened the tin box to find it full of small, black ovular pellets. He picked one up and squeezed it between his fingers, feeling the rubbery texture.
 
   “This is medicine?” Ash asked. “Where I come from, medicine isn’t usually black. What’s in it?”
 
   “Ash, you and I both know that you know you don’t want to know the answer to that question. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “I, uhh, yeah,” Ash replied, still partially thinking it through. “Yeah, good call. Thanks.”
 
   “Bear in mind it’s my own formula and has never been tested before, but I have no reason to believe it won’t work,” Goddard said, somewhat reassuringly. “Please, go ahead and take one now. I want to see if it helps.”
 
   Ash held the tiny black pellet between his forefinger and thumb contemplating his options. After coming to the conclusion that he didn’t really have any, he shrugged and popped the pill into his mouth. He didn’t wait to taste it. He just swallowed it in one quick gulp.
 
   “Kind of sweet, actually,” he said as he felt the pill dissolve in his throat, leaving behind a decent after-taste.
 
   “Well?” Goddard asked. “Feel anything yet?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m feeling something,” Ash replied.
 
   “Well what is it!”
 
   “I’m feeling the overpowering realization that I’m going to be demon food.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “Uh. I guess my headache has cleared up a bit too.”
 
   “Excellent,” Goddard replied smugly. “I knew it’d help. I’ll work on making you a more powerful stash, but for right now don’t go through those too quickly. I have no idea if you can overdose and die on them.”
 
   Any momentary relief Ash felt slowly slipped away. 
 
   “I have learned at least one crucial piece of information from my studies on your condition. It seems your body is breaking down in the presence of the greater demons. It may have something to do with how I created you. You know, consuming devil’s blood and all that. It may have messed up your body more than I initially estimated… It could be that in doing so you’ve acquired some sort of allergen to the greater demons. Your symptoms started after you encountered your first, and persist each time you’ve met them since. So for you, avoiding them is probably your best option.”
 
   “Gee, you think?”
 
   “We could use that to your advantage,” said Shiva. “Ash can be our ‘demon detector’. Whenever he feels like he’s dying, we’ll know a demons nearby.”
 
   “Sounds like a lot of fun for me,” Ash replied, rolling his eyes.
 
   Goddard crossed the living room and made for the entryway to leave, preparing his black umbrella. 
 
   “I have to return to the castle now,” the Royal Advisor said. “I’ve got a lot of work to do securing the place. I’m leaving you three in charge of tracking the demons and exterminating them discreetly. Guys, this is your most crucial mission yet. Failure is not an option here. Work together. If Ash still can’t fight, I want you both giving him the backup he needs. Keep him alive and out of the demon’s hands at all costs!
 
   “And one more thing… those two orphans you’ve befriended. They may be swept up in all of this as well. If the demons decide to take vengeance upon that boy, I expect you to use that to your advantage. Remember; your priority is not the protection of those children, but the destruction of the demons. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   Everyone nodded. Ash said, “I guess so.”
 
   Goddard opened the front door and unfurled his sun-blocking umbrella. Standing outside were two Royal Guards, ready and waiting. They escorted the Royal Advisor over and waited patiently outside the entire time Goddard was in conference. They stood on either side of the Royal Advisor and marched with the man away from Ash’s home. Once they were out in the open, the three men brought out their wings and took to the sky with great haste.
 
   “He didn’t have to add that last part,” Ash muttered when it was just him and his friends again. The boy stared at the small tin box of pills in his hand.
 
   I sure hope these things keep me alive, the boy thought as he slunk off to bed. Secret mission go… yaaaay.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-One: Ash Bounces Back
 
    
 
   When Shiva Satan awoke the next morning, silently slipping out of her bed and stealthily strapping on her armor, she did not expect to hear sounds coming from the kitchen. Someone had woken up before her for once. That, or some criminal was breaking in. The girl hoped for the latter as she grabbed her bolas, exited her room and headed downstairs.
 
   To her disappointment, she only found Ash in the kitchen. The human boy wore an apron and bounced around the kitchen floor like a pinball, moving from one area to the next in a hurry. He turned away from the stovetop where he was frying something loud and sizzling in a pan to chop some fruit when he spotted Shiva.
 
   “Oh, hey!” he said. “Good morning! So this is what it feels like to be the first one up, huh? It’s kind of nice. Peaceful, you know? Anyway, take a seat. I’ve got breakfast coming up.”
 
   The boy moved on from chopping fruit to a nearby crockpot where he stirred a gray gravy-like substance. When it was good and mixed, the boy turned his focus to the oven where a loaf of bread was slowly rising, emitting a mouth-watering aroma throughout the kitchen.
 
   “Uh… morning?” said Shiva in utter shock. “Looks like someone slept well last night.” The royal girl took a seat at the formal dining table next to the kitchen where she could still converse with Ash.
 
   “Didn’t sleep a wink,” Ash replied, moving from the bread over to flip the strips of meat in a fry pan on the stove. “I felt way too good to sleep. Those pills Goddard gave me really did the trick. I can’t even believe how good I feel, it’s… hang on.”
 
   Ash lifted the fry pan as a grease fire raged on the stovetop. He pointed his index finger at the flames and conjured a BB-sized fireball, firing it like a bullet at the stove. Within seconds the grease fire was contained. The stove flames shrunk down to the usual size, and Ash set the fry pan down once more.
 
   “How did you do that?” asked Shiva in astonishment at the boy’s technique.
 
   “Oh, that? It’s a simple trick once you get the hang of it. I learned it from Uverstarr, actually.”
 
   “That kid actually taught you something?” Shiva asked, raising her eyebrow.
 
   “Well, not directly, no,” Ash admitted. “I did ask him about it, but I couldn’t really make any sense of his instructions. But I thought about it all last night and I think I’ve finally worked it out. Watch.”
 
   Ash held his palms close together a conjured another fireball. It started small, but the boy took it from tennis ball sized to basketball sized in a flash.
 
   “You can practice by starting with a big fireball,” Ash explained. “I realized that in order to snuff out flames like Uverstarr does, all you have to do is figure out how to suck out all the air from it. So I started doing this.”
 
   Shiva stared at the big glowing orb of flames under Ash’s control. The boy rotated the orb as he worked his new technique, showing Shiva exactly what he was doing. As the boy spun the fireball, Shiva noticed small indents forming all over the flames. Those indents grew deeper as the seconds dragged on, and eventually the flame snuffed out all together.
 
   “See that?” Ash asked. “All I did was create gaps in the flames and push out all the oxygen. Took me all night to figure out how to do it, too. I started with a big fireball like I just showed you, but kept shrinking it until I got it down to the tiny size that Uverstarr enjoys using so much. I just kept thinking, “If he can do it, so can I!”
 
   “So you stayed up all night working on a new trick and just decided to cook breakfast for us?” the girl asked, still in amazement of the boy’s odd behavior. “Have you by any chance been drinking coffee this whole time?”
 
   “Haven’t had a drop,” said Ash. The coffee pot on the other stovetop burner squealed, spraying excess steam into the room. “Oh, speaking of! There it is.” The boy spun around and removed the coffee pot from the heat.
 
   Shiva sat in stunned silence observing the boy’s unusual pep. Just last night he’d been dreading the day ahead of him and fearing for his life. To see him now, one would have a hard time believing it was the same boy. She gazed in wonder as he casually chatted away with her. The boy tore apart the kitchen cupboards and drawers as he prepared the plates of food for the team.
 
   “I suppose I should wake up Draxler,” said Shiva.
 
   “Oh wait, let me,” said Ash as he removed his apron and tossed it down on the countertop. “I have one more to the trick to show you.”
 
   Ash lifted his pointer finger and again formed a small fireball, no larger than a marble. He concentrated on floating the small flame into the air and navigating it through the living room. Without so much as moving from his spot in the kitchen, Ash was able to steer the flame across the condo, up the stairs and over the railing, through the small crack in the door to Aura’s bedroom.
 
   “This is the best part,” Ash said with a wink. As if in sync with the boy’s wink, Shiva heard a loud POP come from Aura’s room. The next sounds were of the death toucher screaming, and then flopping around on the floor.
 
   “Guys!” came Aura’s voice, full of dazed concern. “I think we’re under attack!”
 
   “You just had a bad dream,” Ash called up to him. “Come get some breakfast. I made your favorite.”
 
   “Fried slabs of meat?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I’m there!”
 
   The boy faced Shiva with a smug look of accomplishment plastered all over his mug. Shiva surprised even herself when she found she was smiling back at him.
 
   “So… how does it work?” she asked, still not quite understanding the process.
 
   “All I do is create a bunch of hollowed out channels of air through the flames. Those channels vent out all the oxygen, which causes the flames to rapidly suffocate and die out. Doing it really fast makes the loud popping sound that Uverstarr’s so fond of.”
 
   “Really?” Shiva said, still baffled. “How do you know that’s what you’re doing when it gets so small?”
 
   “I’m not really sure,” Ash admitted, scratching his arm with a sheepish grin. “I can’t really tell what’s going on when it’s so small. It just works.”
 
    
 
   After stuffing their faces and downing their own weight in coffee, the team completed the morning ritual of adding flames to the morning sun, which looked puny compared to the Helio Star. They stood in their backyard watching the flames dance through the sky when Ash cleared his throat and turned to face his friends.
 
   “So, I guess we’re going to go wrangle up some demons now, huh?” the boy said, running a nervous hand through the hair on the back of his head.
 
   “That’s right,” said Shiva. “We should plan out our strategy.”
 
   “Actually…” Ash interjected. “I gave that a lot of thought last night too. I think I’ve got a solid plan figured out.”
 
   “If my main man has a solid plan, I’d love to be its number one fan,” said Aura in a singsong fashion.
 
   “Let’s hear it, then,” said Shiva.
 
   Ash proceeded. “I think we should all split up and search the Kingdom separately.”
 
   “Are you crazy?” Shiva replied instinctively.
 
   “I’ll admit,” said Aura. “I’m a skeptic of your plan. Goddard told us to stick together, especially in your case. I kind of thought we’d spend the day together, patrolling the streets and hanging out. Like old times, you know?”
 
   “As fun as that sounds Aura, I think I need to do this on my own,” Ash replied, locking unwavering eyes with his best friend.
 
   “But we’re supposed to be protecting you,” Shiva protested.
 
   “That’s one reason I want to do it on my own,” Ash admitted. “I hate the feeling of being such a burden on you guys. I’m capable of keeping myself alive, after all. But those are just my personal feelings. I have better reasons for wanting to split up too.”
 
   “Go on,” said Shiva.
 
   “Every time that demon Prince Otozek came to me I was alone and defenseless. He’s had plenty of opportunities to kill me, yet he hasn’t. It’s like he’s just toying with me. He wants to keep me alive to feed to his father anyway. Until that happens, I don’t think I’m in as much danger as you guys think I am. Actually, its just the opposite; I’m more worried about you.”
 
   Shiva scoffed. “You can’t even stand up when the demons are around. I’d say that tops the danger chart.”
 
   Without delay, Ash set out to disprove Shiva. He crouched low to the ground and faced the house. Before anyone could question him Ash sprung like a frog, launching over ten feet into the air. He landed on the roof of their condo and spun around to look down on Shiva.
 
   Aura whistled, impressed. “That’s a ten foot vertical leap without wings or soul power. Impressive, even for someone who isn’t sick.”
 
   “Still not convinced?” Ash asked. He turned towards to the artificial sun, which was still only a fraction of its full size. The boy put his palms together, aiming at the big burning ball of flames in the sky. In seconds he gathered an enormous fireball and shot it at the sun. The temperature increased by a few degrees and the day got a lot brighter.
 
   “I feel better than ever,” said Ash. “The pills worked. I can fight now.”
 
   “I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone with a pack of greater demons out to get you,” said Shiva. “I can’t allow it. Draxler or I will accompany you for the day.”
 
   “If we try to play the numbers game with them, we’ll lose!” replied Ash. “We’re three against five. Maybe even more. They could overpower us at any time. I’m sorry to say, but I don’t feel confident of our odds if we try to go up against all five at once. I think our best shot is to play along with their little game and take them on, one-on-one.”
 
   “So even if I go with you, they could still attack us with five or more of their guys,” Aura muttered to himself, working out the logic. “Yeah, I agree, I’d rather not have that happen. I’m one hundred percent confident in my abilities in a one-on-one fight, but demons are sneaky. Face more than one at a time and who knows what freaky powers they’ll use on you. Hate to say it, but I find myself agreeing with Ash here.”
 
   “He’s your friend!” Shiva said, taking issue with Aura’s new opinion. “Shouldn’t you of all people want to keep him out of danger?”
 
   “You’ve seen him this morning,” said Aura. He motioned to Ash, still standing up on the roof. “He does look great. I think he could take this demon prince in a fair fight.”
 
   Shiva turned red, flustered with irritation. “No, no!” she screamed. “You can’t go by yourself! It’s not safe! I don’t care how great you feel! I’m the boss here and I say no!” Shiva literally put her foot down on the matter, by stomping her feet on the ground.
 
   “If you want him to be escorted so badly why don’t you just go with him yourself?” Aura asked, folding his arms together and cocking his head at the girl with a scandalous smile.
 
   Shiva looked at the ground and fumed, mumbling incoherently to herself. Ash took this moment to hop down off the roof and approached the girl.
 
   “Shiva,” he said, tapping the girl on her shoulder. “I’ll be alright. Goddard came through. He really delivered. I swear I can fight again. Otozek thinks I’m as weak as a human. I’ll surprise him with my real strength before he can even do anything. This plan could really work.”
 
   The girl stopped brooding and looked up. She stared into the boys sparkling hazel eyes and saw his determination.
 
   “I promise,” he added with finality.
 
   Shiva’s balled up fist trembled. Then she sighed, and with a shrug she loosened up. “Fine, we’ll all split up.”
 
   Aura cracked a triumphant smile and punched Ash lightly on the shoulder.
 
   “But,” Shiva was quick to add, “I want you to stay in populated areas. There’s less a chance of another fight breaking out if there are people all around. And if you get into trouble and need help, for Satan’s sake shoot a flare into the air!”
 
   “Assuming the demons still care about being secretive,” said Aura.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Ash replied. “I won’t be straying off into any more abandoned alleyways where they can get the jump on me again. Plus, who knows if my newfound power to become deathly ill whenever a demons around is still active. That could bail me out of trouble too.”
 
   “That would be well-advised,” Shiva said. She cracked a weak smile and tried to act casual. 
 
   Ash couldn’t shake the feeling that she was more worried about him than she would ever admit. He felt genuinely happy knowing that he was perhaps starting to finally grow on the girl. He filed the good feelings away for another time when his life wasn’t on the line.
 
   “So how do we decide where we’re all going to patrol today?” asked Aura. “I have no trouble covering the ladies swimsuit competition in East Hell.”
 
   “That’s a thing?” Ash asked.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Aura said with a pleased grin and a far-off look.
 
   “Unfortunately,” said Shiva, in response to Ash’s question. She took a piece of paper out of her armor and tore it in thirds. She then handed each of them a strip of the paper. “I was up for a while last night too, and managed to come up with this.”
 
   Ash stared at his paper. It was a list of several of the festival games that were scheduled for the day. There didn’t seem to be a common theme to the lists. Before Ash or Aura could raise a question, Shiva explained.
 
   “These game lists are organized by what section of the Kingdom they’re held in,” she explained. “I figured each of us could take a slice. I’ll start with North Hell.”
 
   “I got East Hell, then,” Aura said with a pleased snort of excitement.
 
   “Looks like I got West Hell,” said Ash.
 
   “We can all meet up here for lunch, providing we’re still alive at that point,” said Shiva. “If we haven’t encountered the demons by that time, we can all search South Hell together. For now, just stick to checking out the games on your list. Watch for anything suspicious, and remember: the enemy could be anyone!”
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Aura. “I’ll be using soul sight to watch for anything demonic. No way a demon’s gonna sneak up on me.”
 
   Ash and Aura stuck their hands together and stared at Shiva expectantly. When they’d first attempted to start this team tradition, Shiva was adamantly against it. She thought it was below her as their leader. Over time they wore her down, and eventually she gave in. Now, she didn’t even question it anymore.
 
   The girl put her hand down on top of Ash’s. Before anyone could feel awkward about it, their hands all dropped and then shot back up as they cheered.
 
   “Go KISS!”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Two: Aura’s Bizarre Adventure
 
    
 
   Aura Draxler took to the sky in an eager effort to get to East Hell as fast as possible. Never before had he tackled a mission with such enthusiasm, such gusto. The young man had been waiting for this day since the beginning of the festival. His trip across the kingdom took no more than fifteen minutes, the boy flying at top speed. He set down in East Hell and tucked away his wings. He’d want to be on the ground for this one, up close and personal.
 
   The young death toucher found himself on a stretch of sandy beach. All around him people scurried about. Some were still setting up their merchant booths, pedaling various products like food and beach supplies. There were festival officials still setting up their game areas. Aura saw signs for games like Crab-Shoe Toss, Sand-Net Ball, Competitive Sand Sculpting, and Battle Boats.
 
   He pulled out the list of games Shiva gave him and checked to make sure he was in the right area. He was. All of those games and a few more events were on his list. Not on his list was the only event that Aura truly cared about for that day. Shiva left it out on purpose, knowing the death toucher could not be trusted in that particular situation. Unfortunately for her, Aura already knew about the event and had planned on sneaking off to see it somehow. Now he wouldn’t have to.
 
   The boy walked down the beach until he came to a large stage constructed right on the sand. People, men in particular, were already showing up in droves to get as close as possible to the stage. Aura’s heart beat faster with every step. He read the sign above the stage, written in much larger text than any of the other event signs on the beach.
 
   Swimsuit Competition, the boy read. I’m finally here. I will remember this day for the rest of my life.
 
   The swimsuit competition was a shining beacon of utmost importance to the young death toucher. The reason why was simple. Aura had never seen such a large public display of bare female skin before in his life. With Hell’s usual cold climate, how could he? No one ever walked around in bikinis in Hell, not even on one of East Hell’s beaches. But that was before this game-changing hot weather rolled in. Now, for the first time in his young life, the death toucher would get to experience his first beach outing, complete with a bikini-clad competition.
 
   The boy was practically salivating as he approached the crowd of like-minded men gathering around the stage area. Aura had to distract himself with reminders that he was there to look for demons. He tried to think about how much danger he and his friends were in. He occasionally glanced at the people around him, wondering if they could be a demon in disguise. He couldn’t spot any odd behavior, since most of the crowd stood still in anticipation for the swimsuit competition to begin. Just like he was.
 
   Putting his cursed hand to his face, Aura activated his soul sight ability and scanned the crowd. He had worried this might happen, but with so many devils around it was difficult to make out one person’s soul from another. Everywhere he looked, he was surrounded by an array of colorful blobs. Telling which ones were the demons would not be easy. He kept his power activated for as long as he could before it started to be a drain on him, but eventually had to give it a rest. 
 
   Aura felt confident that the demons would not spring a surprise attack on him if he kept to the crowd. He was relying on Ash’s theory that their enemies wanted to keep a low profile for now. The boy moved closer to the crowd, actually stepping in front of a few of the men. From his position he had a full view of the stage and most of the beach around him. In the water he could see people participating in what must be the Battle Boats game.
 
   Two wooden boats raced over the waves. Each boat held only one man, powering the boat forward by rowing two long oars. Their racecourse wrapped around a stretch of several giant boulders that stuck out of the water. Most of the rocks stood meters above the water, their bases eroded to thin stems over the years. Who knew how much longer they’d still be there for. The rowboats circled around the stones, the more daring racer deciding to try and cut through the grouping of rocks. The unfortunate soul’s boat slammed into one of the rocks and bounced, crippling the bow.
 
   In the time it took for his boat to sink, the other racer had rounded the rocks and returned to the starting point, winning the race. Aura scoffed at the idiot who tried to take a shortcut and found himself stuck on top of a rock watching his boat sink. The death toucher redirected his focus to the stage once more. A female staffer wearing a white tee shirt, her bikini-top barely visible underneath, took to the stage.
 
   The staffer bellowed into a megaphone addressing the crowd. “How y’all doing out there!” she said, more of a statement and less of a question. The crowd reacted with a thunderous cheer, erupting into hoots and hollers. Aura provided much of the noise himself, losing himself in the moment of hormone-fueled excitement.
 
   “We’ll be starting the swimsuit competition real soon, y’all! Who’s excited to see some beautiful people in skimpy bathing suits?” Again, everyone went berserk with elation. “We have a band providing music for us today, they’ll be taking the stage soon to keep y’all company while we finish up the preparations for the competition. We promise a festival for your eyes, so be patient and stay put!”
 
   The lady staffer climbed down off the stage as a few men took her place. The guys carried instruments, which they unpacked and set up off to the side of the stage. A guitarist was the first to start playing, adding a funky beat to the air. The others joined him in time, adding steel drums, xylophones, and several horns.
 
   As Aura stood there swaying to the beat with the rest of the crowd he felt a tapping on his shoulder. The boy went into surprise alert mode expecting a demon attack. He jumped aside, knocking another guy to the ground in the process. When Aura lifted his right hand and spun to face his attacker, he saw a man standing in a nonthreatening pose. His hand was raised, waving to the boy. A warm smile adorned his rough face.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t death toucher Aura Draxler!” the man said, sounding pleasantly surprised. “Long time, no see!”
 
   Aura did not recognize the man. He studied him head to toe and could not place his face or features. The man was tall, muscular, and older than Aura. His lower face was peppered with stubble, his hair short and curly. The guy stood staring at Aura with a dopey smile on his face while Aura tried placing him, but came up with nothing. Eventually Aura felt bad for forgetting the man and tried to hide this fact by playing friendly. He hoped a conversation with the man would reveal his identity.
 
   “Hey, you,” Aura replied, revealing his teeth with a false smile. “It really has been a long time. I barely remember you. What have you been up to lately, you old so-and-so?”
 
   “Still working the same old shifts,” the man replied with a smile. “Don’t see you around as much. I guess you’re busy with your little group now, huh?”
 
   “Ain’t that the truth,” Aura replied, wracking his brains to discover any clues that might be hidden in the man’s words. He was starting to think the guy worked in South Hell, Aura’s old stomping grounds. He could have been a shop owner or bartender in one of the many establishments Aura and his gang used to frequent.
 
   The two continued making small talk as the band played on.
 
   “So what are you doing here?” the death toucher asked. “Come to see the show, too?”
 
   “Oh, you bet!” the man said. “I love these events.”
 
   The female staffer from before climbed back onto the stage, gripping the megaphone to her mouth. “Ladies and, mostly, gentlemen! Today’s swimsuit competition is about to begin!”
 
   Aura’s undivided attention was on the stage. The band picked up their tempo and some staffers standing behind the stage conjured some cheap flame effects for show. After the dramatic display the music swelled to a climax as the contestants walked onto the stage. It was indeed more skin than Aura had ever seen in his life gathered in one place. His jaw dropped, along with the rest of the crowd’s.
 
   Instead of bikini-clad cuties there was a line of twenty men. Each man’s ‘bathing suit’, if it could even be called that, covered only the necessary parts. Many of the men were tall, muscular, and tan. Some of the less popular entries weren’t as good looking or fit. The lineup of men took over the stage, shaking and dancing to the band’s tropical music. The men gyrated and twisted and twerked until the crowd could bare no more.
 
   “What is this?” someone asked.
 
   “Where are the women?” someone else shouted.
 
   “I didn’t come here to see men!” Aura found himself adding to the complaints of disapproval.
 
   “The ladies competition is tomorrow, fellas!” the megaphone lady boomed. Her announcement was followed by a roar of frustration from the many male members of the mob. The gathering lost mass quickly as the disillusioned men abandoned the stage.
 
   Welp, there’s nothing for me here, thought Aura. I guess I’ll be moving on.
 
   Before taking his leave, Aura glanced at the mysterious man again. He was looking at the stage watching the men dance. The expression on his face was one of intrigued curiosity.
 
   “I’m taking off,” Aura said to the man. “It was nice seeing you again.” The death toucher turned to go. After taking a few steps he felt a hand on his shoulder stopping him. He turned around to find the familiar, yet somehow unfamiliar face of the mysterious man once again.
 
   “Hold up Aura,” the man said. Aura expected his next words to be I have you now, devil! But the man’s smile did not fade. He simply pointed out to the ocean. “What do you say? Feel like playing a game of Battle Boats?”
 
   Aura breathed a sigh of relief. The guy didn’t want to kill him. He only wanted to play a game. Challenging people to random games was part of the festival, after all. Aura almost chuckled to himself, turned the man down, and walked away. But then the man said something that bothered the death toucher.
 
   “Come on, let’s settle the old score once and for all,” he said with a slight wink.
 
   The old score? thought Aura. We had an old score? Just who is this guy! I can’t believe I would forget an unsettled score. I usually make a point of settling all my scores. Except for those that I’m sure to lose. I wonder if this guy is someone I wanted to avoid at one point or another.
 
   “The… old score?” Aura asked. “Refresh my memory.”
 
   “You know,” the guy said. “You, Sars, Vadnais and Fry used to tangle with me and my team back in the day. Sometimes you guys would win; sometimes my guys would win. It was good times. That’s why I think we need to have a game of Battle Boats, for old times sake. Really determine the winner of all those years of rivalry between us.”
 
   Aura began to think that he was a more important figure in the man’s life than the man had been in his. If he was indeed someone that Aura and his gang used to fight, Aura didn’t have a clue as to who he was or which gang he was with. He’d beaten up a lot of rival gangs in the past, so the list of possible suspects was a long one. 
 
   Guilt amassed in Aura’s conscience. The enthusiasm and excitement in the man’s eyes and his friendly demeanor got the better of the death toucher. He bargained with himself that he could use the time he was going to spend at the swimsuit competition partaking in a game of Battle Boats instead. He felt confident that if he couldn’t even remember who the dude was, he must not have been a very threatening opponent.
 
   “You’re on!” the death toucher replied.
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   Aura and his mysterious acquaintance stood at the end of a pier. They hopped down to a smaller dock right on top of the water where the boats for the race were kept. Aura stepped into his small wooden rowboat and started to regret his decision. He’d forgotten just how much he disliked being in and around water. Especially the ocean. He looked over to see his mysterious new friend climbing into his own rowboat. He looked especially comfortable with his arms crossed, confident and calm.
 
   Aura started to feel the cold sweats coming on, but he gripped the ends of the oars in his hands and tried to ignore any anxiety he felt about the water. He could remember a time when he and Ash had been assigned the job of hunting colossal demon squid for the Nobles. He was definitely more confident in the water now than he had been back then, yet he still found his teeth chattering uncontrollably.
 
   “Where’re your sea legs?” his competitor called to him, joking. Aura forced a weak laugh in response and muttered something under his breath.
 
   “Competitors, ready!” blared a voice from someone with a megaphone still on top of the pier.
 
   “Start!”
 
   Aura thrust his arms forward, dipping the broad ends of the oars under the water. He pulled the oars back with all his power, sending his boat shooting out onto the water and further away from the pier. He could see the announcer now, and scores of people lined up along the edge of the pier to watch the races.
 
   His opponent followed relentlessly. For the first stretch of the race, Aura and the man were neck in neck. They went back and forth trading the lead as they raced past the first collection of tall rocks sticking out of the water. Aura had seen some of the more foolish boaters try to cut across at this point, but the death toucher knew it was still too dangerous.
 
   He continued powering forward, occasionally stealing glances over at his opponent. The man still looked calm and collected. He rowed his oars with great ease, not even breaking a sweat. Aura concentrated on his rowing and sped up. Eventually he managed to take back a significant lead as they approached the far end of the rocky outcropping.
 
   Aura felt confident cutting through one of the wider gaps between rocks. His oars scraped the sides of the thin rocky bases sticking out of the water as he tore through the water. He twisted his head to see what his opponent was doing, but the man disappeared from his sight. Taking that as a good sign, Aura continued on his chosen path heading for the other side of the rocks.
 
   He didn’t make it out. Before he could steer the boat out of the maze of rocks, his opponent’s boat appeared from around the corner of the next rock. He was right in the middle of Aura’s path. The death toucher had to swerve, sticking just his left oar into the water to change his direction. He was about to shout at the guy when something else unexpected happened.
 
   The man leapt from his own boat, landing in Aura’s small craft instead. He had his arms crossed with the same smug look on his face. He flashed a wicked smile to his devil opponent before opening his lips.
 
   “You sure are one stupid devil,” the man said with a cackle of laughter.
 
   “One of the greater demons after my head, I take it?” Aura asked.
 
   “However did you manage to figure it out?” the man said, his voice full of sarcasm. “I mean, you are just a stupid devil after all. But I never thought it’d be so easy to get close to you. Now I have you exactly where I want you!”
 
   “Uh huh,” Aura said, nodding his head unenthusiastically. “Or, maybe I tricked you into coming near me.”
 
   “Doubtful,” the demon man replied. “I’ve been watching you all morning. You’re here because I wanted you here. Isolated on the ocean, you will meet your demise.”
 
   “Here’s a tip pal,” said Aura. He loosened his grip on the oar his right hand was holding. His arms moved like blurs to remove his gauntlet as he launched himself from the boat’s hard wooden seat.
 
   “Never hop into a death toucher’s boat!”
 
   “Oh, please.”
 
   Before Aura’s cursed black hand could slam into the man’s chest, he opened his mouth. Something black and gaseous shot out. Or was it a liquid? Aura couldn’t tell. Whatever it was, the black cloud shot past Aura’s head. It splashed into the ocean as the possessed man collapsed to the floor of the boat.
 
   Aura dropped to cradle the man. The death toucher lightly rapped on the man’s face with his not-cursed hand, shaking him gently to try and wake him.
 
   “Come on guy, this is a bad time to go to sleep,” he said. “Wake up and tell me who you are!”
 
   None of Aura’s actions were having any effect on the man. The boy gazed back toward the shore, but only now did he see that he shoreline wasn’t visible. He was too deep in the rocky maze rising out of the water for anyone to see him. No one would be coming to check on him either, at least not for another ten minutes or so.
 
   The boy gripped his oars once again. He was going to make a break for it as fast as he could before the demon returned. He needed to get out of the rocks and back into sight of the other festivalgoers watching from the beach and pier. Before he could back away from the other man’s empty boat, something in the water gripped his right oar and pulled.
 
   Aura released the other oar and gripped the one that was being stolen with both his hands. After a second of tugging on it, he realized his mistake. Before he could grab the other oar again, it was snagged by the underwater demon and pulled into the ocean without effort. Aura’s grip slipped on the remaining oar, and soon he was left with nothing but an unconscious man.
 
   Great, thought Aura. This just keeps getting better and better.
 
   Behind him, a jagged black fin rose out of the water and started to circle his tiny boat.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Three: Shiva’s Festival Fun
 
    
 
   A warm breeze carried Shiva up and over the Kingdom heading north. She had memorized her event list and planned a route that would allow her to investigate each game area quick and efficiently. As she floated above the entrance to North Hell and looked down on all the busy foot traffic, the Royal Princess decided she’d need to be a part of it to really investigate thoroughly. She folded her wings and dive-bombed the ground, pulling up just in time to stick the landing in an unoccupied section of the street corner.
 
   Her wings tucked away as soon as she hit the ground and she started walking. The upper-class citizens of North Hell were out and about in full force today. Along the avenue, shops were so backed up that many of the lines started to wrap around and through each other. Shiva inspected each face in line one by one searching for anyone who looked possessed. When she realized she had no idea what symptoms she should be looking for, she moved on to plan B.
 
   If finding the demons herself wasn’t going to work, she’d simply have to let the demons come to her. She moved past the bustling marketplace toward the first game area, where early crowds were already formed to watch the Evasion Ball competitors line up. Shiva spotted a festival employee speaking with a man and looking over some papers on a clipboard. A red megaphone hung from a strap on the man’s arm.
 
   “I’m going to borrow this for a sec,” Shiva said, reaching for the megaphone. The man struggled for a moment until he realized whom he was dealing with.
 
   “L-Lady Shiva?” he said in astonishment. “Yes, please, take whatever you need from me.” The man eagerly handed over his megaphone.
 
   Shiva grinned, holding the tool to her mouth. “Attention citizens!” she yelled, amplifying her already loud voice. “It’s me! Your beloved Royal Princess, Shiva Satan out patrolling the streets to ensure everyone’s safety! You can count on me, Shiva Satan, to protect the weak and defend the innocent! Never fear a demon attack with me, Shiva Satan, watching over you! That is the awesome dependability of your Royal Princess, Shiva Satan!”
 
   The girl handed the megaphone back to the festival worker, who stared at her with a look of confused awe. In fact, most of the crowd stared at the girl now. Shiva dismissed herself and left, whistling an upbeat tune as she went.
 
   She followed the cobblestone street encountering other gaming areas on her patrol route. She made a point of swiping any megaphone in sight and announcing her arrival, declaring her name and title as loud as she could. At first, the people were confused and unresponsive toward her unusual behavior. But as she made her way across North Hell, the responses she received from the masses turned to shouts of cheer and rounds of applause.
 
   It helped that her strange and friendly behavior came during the mid-morning happy hour. They raised their mugs to toast her as she interrupted the Drinking Contest. The nerds at the Math Board games covered their ears as she screamed her demon rousing shtick at them. She took to the chucker’s mound and threw the ceremonial first chuck at the Club Ball game. She even made a special appearance at the Beard Growing Competition just to remind everyone she was there.
 
   Of all the events she was to visit that day, Shiva finally encountered the game she wanted to see most. She tried to look inconspicuous as she approached the enormous tent on a conjoined street. There were no walls; only an enormous red canopy to shield players from the sun. Under the massive awning stretched row after row of tables. Each table had room for just two competitors.
 
   The sign above the giant tent read Devil’s Duel in a large, fiery font. There was a list of tournament start times and a free-play schedule posted as well. Shiva subdued her excitement as she casually strolled into the gaming area, trying to look more like she was on patrol and less like she cared about what card strategies people were demonstrating.
 
   Though the first official Devil’s Duel tournament of the day hadn’t started yet, most of the tables were already full with free-play competitors. The popularity of the card game’s sky-rocketed after stories that an actual demonic possession happened during the last tournament started circulating through the kingdom. Players and fans alike waited with bated breath to see if the Noble Vashi Tansa would return to compete in the tournament again.
 
   They were all about to be disappointed.
 
   Shiva moved down the first row of tables observing the various strategies in use at the games around her. She marveled at every super-rare holographic card she saw. She tut-tutted inexperienced players when they made bad moves. When she saw a player win, she added insult to the loser’s defeat by telling them what they should have done instead. She was becoming quite the annoying back-seat dueler.
 
   It was after pausing to watch a duel between two zombie decks that Shiva turned to leave, bumping into an armored figure behind her. She recognized the tall thin man with a mustache at once as the Captain of the Royal Guard, North Division.
 
   “Ah, Captain Pace,” said Shiva. “They’ve got you patrolling this lame card game event too, huh?”
 
   “Yes,” said the Captain. “Call me crazy but I don’t see the point in fighting with cards when you could be fighting with fists and feet instead.”
 
   “Well said,” Shiva replied, masking her true feelings. “I’ve got this whole area covered, so you don’t need to worry about hanging out around here.”
 
   “Oh, that’s-”
 
   “Lady Shiva!” came a velvety voice from across the tent. The girl’s conversation with the Captain interrupted, Shiva turned to spot the tattooed Marni Narnya heading her way, her loyal servant Lorin in tow. The Captain put his hands up to show he was done talking and slinked away with a nervous smile, leaving the women to talk.
 
   “What an honor it is to see you at my illustrious gaming tent,” said Marni as she curtsied politely for the Princess. “Of course my actual establishment is still in a state of disrepair after, well, I’m sure you heard all about the little incident that occurred.”
 
   “I probably know more about it than you do,” Shiva replied. “Such a shame I had to miss all the fun.”
 
   “That fun cost me. A lot.”
 
   “My condolences,” Shiva replied. She turned and started pacing the aisles of gaming tables once more, but the Devil’s Duel creator followed.
 
   “The possessed person in that case was a Noble known as Vashi Tansa,” Marni said.
 
    Shiva froze. “So?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “According to the Satan Family law, any substantial property damage inflicted on another party by a demonically-possessed individual is the sole responsibility of said demonically-possessed individual to repay or replace, depending on the scale of the damage.”
 
   Shiva exhaled a sigh of relief. “You want to press charges on Vashi Tansa?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Marni replied. “But here’s where I run into some difficulty. My employees have scoured all of North Hell, but found not one trace of any Noble named Vashi Tansa. Apparently, he doesn’t exist!”
 
   “Welp, too bad,” said Shiva, turning her face to hide a smirk.
 
   “That is why I thought you might consider tracking him down, my lady. I’ve spoken with several Nobles on the matter, including Glebeck Lowdly, and they all insist this imposter masquerading as a Noble must be punished for his transgressions. Paying for the damages on my gaming parlor is the minimum sentence he deserves!”
 
   Shiva took a deep breath. “He’s probably just some petty thug, albeit a genius at Devil’s Duel. He’ll slip up and get caught eventually. I’m afraid I’ve got more important things to deal with right now.”
 
   “But the law is on my side,” Marni replied, not backing down. “Impersonating a Noble is a crime punishable by up to a year in prison. Don’t you want to make this scumbag pay?”
 
   “Not particularly.”
 
   Marni tried to keep calm, but her impatience started to show. Behind her Lorin kept her mouth shut, content to let her master handle the situation.
 
   Marni tried a different route. “Miss Shiva, what exactly would you say is your main function around here?”
 
   “Fighting demons.”
 
   “Close,” Marni said. “But I would say a more detailed job description would be that you protect the lives and interests of the people, correct?”
 
   “I see what you’re getting at,” Shiva replied, growing impatient. “Look, if it’ll get you off my back, fine, I’ll look into it when I can.”
 
   “You mean it? You’ll track down Vashi Tansa and bring that crook to justice?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Thank you, My Lady,” Marni said with a courteous bow. “Then I’ll leave you to enjoy the festivities. I am honored to see you so enticed by my game.”
 
   “I’m not!”
 
   Shiva turned up her nose at the notion, but Marni was already gone. Still, Shiva didn’t want others to think she looked enticed by the children’s card game she so enjoyed, so she decided to leave the gaming tent.
 
   That’s when she saw Uverstarr wander in.
 
   Damn brat, she thought, ducking out of sight behind one of the wider players sitting on a bench. She crouched there, waiting till the boy found a seat and turned his back to her. It was the perfect opportunity for her to get out of there unseen.
 
   Curiosity got the better of the girl. Shiva instead crossed the tent to get closer to Uverstarr. She was merely curious as to what cards the boy was using. She decided she wouldn’t speak to him, or even let him see her. She would have to watch him in secret, in case the demons were watching her. Like Ash, she didn’t want Uverstarr, or even Aralia, to become targets to the demons.
 
   Uverstarr sat at one of the seats for open challengers, waiting for an opponent. As he waited, he pulled out a stack of cards and started flipping through them with a pleased smile on his face.
 
   Little idiot, Shiva thought. Doesn’t even know he could be targeted by demons.
 
   An opponent sat at Uverstarr’s table, eager to challenge the boy. The two shook hands, shuffled their decks, and started a new game. Uverstarr looked optimistic gazing at the cards in his hand, smiling as he plotted strategy. When he laid down his first combatant card, Archdevil Beelzebub, Shiva’s suspicions were confirmed. The boy was playing with her deck.
 
   When she was close enough to see the game from behind Uverstarr, Shiva paused and watched the first few rounds. The scrappy orphan had a hand full of Shiva’s old cards. She also saw cards that he must have added himself. Cards he probably stole off someone else. There were cards Shiva would have never added to her deck willingly, seeing no use for them amongst her various strategies.
 
   Though she was interested in seeing what new surprises the deck she’d worked so hard on and become so familiar with now held, she subdued her curiosity for the time being. When Uverstarr’s opponent played a greater demon card, it reminded the girl of her important mission at hand. She backtracked across the Devil’s Duel tent, moving away from the games.
 
   With a stone-faced expression of determination, Shiva marched up and down the block several times. Her eyes darted back and forth more than the spectators at a tennis match as she considered her situation. With all the attention she’d drawn to herself earlier that morning, it was likely the demons were already watching her. They could be anywhere, anyone.
 
   Adding to the paranoia was the fact that no one looked particularly normal, at least as far as devils go. With the change in weather and the added chaos of the Soulstice Festival, Hell was transformed; and so was its people. Instead of quiet and cautious, the devils were rowdy and carefree. The summer was a time of peace, when demons were supposed to be mostly inactive and the devils could finally feel safe. It was the first time Shiva had experienced such a different tone in the kingdom, and it made it that much more difficult for her to detect any ‘odd’ behavior.
 
   Everyone’s behavior was odd today.
 
   The only relief came from knowing that the demons likely wouldn’t attack her in public. She saw several dark and cut-off alleys that she was sure the demons would just love for her to walk down. But she avoided them like a sinkhole, keeping to the busy and bright, albeit chaotic, streets of North Hell. After nearly an hour of pacing the festival in the hot sun, Shiva decided a little shade might be a good thing.
 
   She knew exactly where to find suitable shade too. The Royal devil Princess made a beeline for the Devil’s Duel tent one more time. Once she was under the sun-shaded covering Shiva looked around for her former teammate. She still wanted to avoid him, not just to keep the demons off his trail but also because she hadn’t spoken to him since yesterday’s snafu and their team’s loss at the relay race. She’d given Aura instructions to tell Uverstarr and Aralia that they wouldn’t be competing in any more games together for the time being. She let the death toucher make up an excuse as to why.
 
   Shiva spotted Uverstarr almost right away. A torrent of boisterous expletives made it easy to locate the boy. He was sitting at a different table now, but still in the rear of the tent. He was incredibly animated, waving his arms and wiggling around in his seat. Shiva smiled, thinking he must be doing well. Since he was playing with her deck, a victory for him was technically a victory for her as well. Though she had little else to do with it, she still felt proud knowing that her deck would at least go on to find some victory in the boy’s hands.
 
   After draining the small canteen she brought with her, Shiva went in search of a water faucet to refill it. She was met with good luck, as there was a groundwater pump right outside of the tent. The line for the pump was long enough that it wrapped almost all the way around the tent. People stood baking in the hot sun as they waited, like Shiva, to fill their water bottles, jugs, coolers, or just to take a drink straight from the faucet.
 
   After almost a half hour of waiting, Shiva found herself still standing in the backed-up water line. She looked at the crowded Devil’s Duel tent beside her just in time to realize she was now within direct eyesight of Uverstarr. The boy was too absorbed in his game to notice the girl though. Shiva felt confident she wouldn’t be spotted watching him from her gradually shifting vantage point.
 
   Despite the dire situation she, and the whole kingdom, were currently in, Shiva felt momentarily at peace. She’d begun to doubt the demons were even onto her yet. They did mention wanting to target Ash and Aura first, after all. But with all the festival calamity going on, Shiva became doubtful the demons would make an appearance here at all. Her mind turned to thoughts of leading a night patrol, which is when she betted the demons would prefer to show themselves.
 
   Just as she was about to finally reach the water faucet, Shiva broke from her thoughts and checked in on Uverstarr again. The boy was on his feet now, throwing his arms in the air in celebration of another victory. Again, Shiva cracked a pleased smile knowing her deck was in good hands. She was vaguely aware of Captain Pace standing right behind the boy. 
 
   In a second the Captain moved like a red blur, whipping his leg and nailing Uverstarr in the chest. The child went soaring off his chair and fell to the ground on his back. The people nearby all shot up to their feet, their faces frozen in terror thinking they might be next. Nobody else seemed to notice the scene.
 
   “Uverstarr!” Shiva abandoned her place in the water line and dashed under the tent again. She was at the boy’s side in seconds as he lay on the ground in pain.
 
   “Why?” Shiva asked, looking at the boy’s injury. The skin below his neck was already turning a dark shade of purplish-black. She looked to the Captain who kicked him, barely able to hold back the anger she felt. “What’d he do?”
 
   The Captain smirked defiantly. With a shrug he said, “cheating.”
 
   The boy sat up and strained his eyes looking at Shiva. “Prin-sis?” he said, still feeling dazed from the kick.
 
   “Cheating?” Shiva repeated. “No…”
 
   “I wasn’t cheating, yo!” Uverstarr said. His voice was hoarse and devoid of amusement as he tried to pick himself up.
 
   “That’s not what I saw,” the Captain replied. He and Shiva locked eyes. “Who are you going to believe? Me, or the runt?”
 
   It was a tricky situation. Shiva didn’t know whether to apologize for the kid or stand up for him. She knew that given the boy’s general attitude and personality, he probably wasn’t above cheating. Heck, he was already a thief. Cheating kind of went hand-in-hand with thievery. On top of that, her feelings were dashed at the possibility that perhaps her deck wasn’t perfect, that maybe Uverstarr was only able to win because of his cheating.
 
   “Maybe…” Shiva started but stopped, lost in thought. “Maybe you just don’t understand the game entirely and got confused,” she said to the Captain, hopeful that a mistake had occurred.
 
   “I know what I saw,” the Captain replied. “He was cheating for sure. I’ll have to remove him from the game. Maybe take him to go see the Commander. He loves cheaters.”
 
   Shiva’s expression changed. She avoided the Captain’s gaze and climbed to her feet. “Uverstarr,” she said, more calm now. “Tell me the truth. Were you cheating?”
 
   “I didn’t cheat, yo!”
 
   “I’m afraid I have to take the Captain’s word for it,” said Shiva. “There’s no way a Captain of the Royal Guard would lie about something like this, right Meeter?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” the Captain replied, crossing his arms smugly. “We Captains don’t lie! We’re here to serve the people, so you can absolutely trust-”
 
   A metal ball flew at the Captain, almost colliding with his face. He leapt back in time and kicked the attack aside. Shiva’s bolas recoiled, shook, and fell to the ground. The girl lifted her weapon and held it at the ready as Uverstarr leapt to his feet beside her, confused but overjoyed.
 
   The Captain looked steely-eyed at first, but his stoic expression slipped into another baffling grin as his eyes narrowed.
 
   “What gave me away?” he asked.
 
   “The Captain of North Hell is named Pace,” said Shiva, lighting a flame inside one of the metal balls of her bolas. “You just answered to Meeter. It must be difficult keeping track of so many insignificant devil names.” 
 
   A devious smile spread across the face of Captain Pace.
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Uverstarr.
 
   The throng of people around them stared in confused disbelief. Why did Lady Shiva just attack a Captain of the Royal Guard? Had she finally flipped her lid?
 
   “Am I still in trouble?” Uverstarr asked.
 
   “You’re all in trouble, kid,” the thing in the Captain’s body said. Shiva moved to strike, but not fast enough. The Captain opened his mouth and something black shot out. The dark substance landed on the ground several feet behind Shiva and Uverstarr. The Captain’s body fell to the ground, limp.
 
   As the dark figure grew and took shape, the spectators of the gaming tent fled screaming. Only Shiva stayed put, brandishing her flaming bolas with the unwavering Uverstarr by her side. The pair stared down the greater demon forming in front of them, growing to a tremendous size until the creature towered over the pair of devils.
 
   “W-what… what is it?” Uverstarr stammered in bewildered fright.
 
   “A pest,” Shiva replied, undeterred. “Time to exterminate.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Four: Ash’s Discovery
 
    
 
   Though Ash had left the house that morning in top shape, his mosey through West Hell proved the boy still had some teeny tiny health concerns to ponder. Not ten minutes after the team split up Ash’s eyes started to leak like buckets, slowly overflowing. The half-human boy avoided staring directly at the artificial sun or the Helio Star and moved away from his dusty neighborhood-in-development.
 
   The first event on his list was something called The Fire Arcade. Ash didn’t have a clue what that meant, but thought it sounded cool. His spirits lifted, despite the minor inconvenience of looking at the world through watery eyes. He stuck to the ground, since flying even semi-blind is a major pain, and trudged down the gravel walkway toward the festival grounds.
 
   Though his own neighborhood was empty, Ash found the main streets of West Hell to be anything but.  People flooded the streets for the festival here just as they did everywhere else around the kingdom. Seeing other people out and about reminded the boy that his enemies could be anyone, and he’d have to be on guard constantly. The best strategy would be to try and avoid contact and lay low so as not to draw any extra attention.
 
   There was one thing the boy was not taking into consideration though. He passed merchants preparing their various booths for the day. Most were too busy to even notice him. The first festival spectator he encountered, however, recognized the boy immediately. An older woman across the street, she gazed at Ash in disbelief. Then a smile covered her face and she waved at him.
 
   Ash, feeling slightly awkward about his newfound fame, replied with a slight head nod and weak wave back. The lady moved on to join another woman. She must have mentioned the human boy to her friend, because they both stared at Ash again. The boy quickly looked away, hoping he wouldn’t have to wave to her friend too.
 
   Ash passed an information kiosk and picked up a map. His to-do list of events had been the shortest, and now he saw why. In all of West Hell, there were only a handful of games and events to choose from. The Demon Rodeo took up most of the valuable space, and The Fire Arcade claimed the second largest chunk of West Hell real estate. Since he was closest to it, Ash headed for The Fire Arcade.
 
   When he wasn’t staring at his map, Ash caught a lot of looks from the surrounding inhabitants of the kingdom. The crowds grew thicker the closer he got to the arcade. Every time he turned his head he caught another person staring at him. The looks on their faces were always of surprise, delight, or, less often, disgust. Apparently some devils disliked humans, for some reason.
 
   One look, from a particularly elderly man, stopped Ash dead in his tracks. The boy’s heart turned to stone when he spotted the old man dressed in fine robes. A Noble, Ash figured. His face was wrinkled in loathing, his nose turned up at the half-human. For a brief moment Ash believed the old Noble to be harboring one of the greater demons, there to finish the job.
 
   But as Ash and the old Noble locked eyes, the boy detected a distinct absence of the demon’s particular brand of malice. The man disliked Ash, sure, but it was not the same as his earlier encounters with Otozek. No way the boy would ever forget the look on the demon Prince’s faces then. Compared to him, the old Noble looked like an angry puppy. The old Noble quickly lost interest in the stare-off. With a heavy huff, he turned away and took a bite of something that looked like a giant prune on a stick and walked away. Ash could finally breathe again seeing him go.
 
   More people’s eyes followed the boy as he came to an area many considered to be the ‘main drag’ of West Hell. The land stretched through a long, winding canyon. Hundreds of dwellings were carved straight into the canyon walls. Some units were multi tiered, like stacks of boxes along the orange and brown stone. The place always reminded Ash of an insect colony. Devils flew in and out of the units like bees coming and going from their hive.
 
   When it occurred to Ash that he was entirely surrounded by people with no chance whatsoever of escape, his heart rate increased. He could feel the eyes on him. The day’s heat must have been getting to him, because he was sweating like a wet mop being wrung. He saw people whispering to their companions as he passed by, gaping and gawking and pointing at him. It didn’t take long for his headache to return, dull at first but growing steadily sharper as the chatter from the crowd increased.
 
   Ash’s hand slid over the rectangular lump in his pocket. The tiny pillbox from Goddard had subconsciously become an item of comfort to Ash. He had to make sure it was still in his pocket at all times, since his odds of survival were pretty much reduced to 0% without it. The slight comfort the pillbox brought him did nothing to abolish the growing paranoia he felt as the crowd’s drifting conversations caught his ears.
 
   “…that’s him, right? The human?”
 
   “…his name’s Ash Crumpland, you know?”
 
   “…could have sworn he was older and better looking…”
 
   “…he’s just some kid…”
 
   “…I could take him in a fight…”
 
   “…maybe that cute death toucher is somewhere around here…”
 
   “…straight up thought the guy’s name was Ass for a while…”
 
   Ash tried tuning the people out. He focused on the overall dull static of the collective instead of individual strands of conversation. Remembering that his health would most likely take a sudden dive in the presence of the demons, he found the courage to move on.
 
   With his stomach churning Ash pressed on, approaching a busier section of the street where he could see the start of the arcade. Before him stretched a long curved hill that winded down and around several enormous rock formations. All along the pathway were booths of varying sizes. A nearby sign pointed toward the hill with an arrow, the text beside it read The Fire Arcade.
 
   Before he could reach the hill and explore the arcade, Ash felt something dripping from his nose. He wiped it with his hand and was surprised to see blood. Frantically, the boy scoured the area for anything to plug his nose with. He spotted someone pulling paper from what looked like a napkin dispenser at a nearby shish kabob booth. With his head partially tilted back to stop the bleeding, Ash made for the shish kabob stand.
 
   He had the napkin in hand when the sound of someone clearing their throat made him turn his head. The large hairy man behind the counter was staring straight at him, a sly grin on his face.
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Kaplan,” the man said, eyeing the boy with great interest. “May I ask what you’re doing with that piece of tissue paper?”
 
   “I got a nosebleed,” Ash said, wadding up the paper napkin. “So I’m using a tissue to plug it.”
 
   The kabob stand owner said nothing, and Ash thought all was well. The boy stuck the rolled up wad of paper into his bleeding nostril and lowered his head slowly. Everything seemed plugged.
 
   “Five skorch,” the kabob stand owner replied, holding out an open hand for the payment.
 
   He’s gotta be scamming me, thought Ash. No one pays for napkins!
 
   “But that guy didn’t pay for one,” replied the boy, pointing his finger at the man that had grabbed a napkin in line just before him.
 
   “Don’t worry about that guy,” the kabob stand owner replied. “He’s a thief. He’s always stealing from me. He’s a gall-darn criminal. You will be too if you don’t pay up for that tissue paper!”
 
   The kabob stand owner thrust his hand at Ash and waited patiently. Customers in line to get a shish kabob were forced to wait on this stupid charade of a scam.
 
   “Five skorch is insane!” said Ash. “No way it costs that much for a stupid napkin. I won’t pay that. You’re clearly trying to rip me off. Is it because I’m a human?”
 
   Instead of answering Ash’s question, the kabob stand owner went quiet and averted his gaze. A moment passed where Ash thought the conflict might be over. He almost walked away then. But the defeated expression on the man’s face turned into a smile, and once again Ash heard him speak.
 
   “Look there,” he said. Ash followed the man’s gaze to see a Royal Guard patrolman, not far away. “If I tell that Royal Guard you’re refusing to pay your tab, who do you think he’ll side with?”
 
   “You’re joking…” Ash said, wide eyed. The man’s grim expression made it clear that he was not. “Probably you! They hate me.”
 
   Ash dug in his pocket for a five skorch coin. “Can’t believe I’m actually going to pay five skorch for a lousy napkin. Thanks a lot, bloody nose.” There were several coins in his pocket and it was impossible to tell them apart from touch alone. Ash had to pull a random coin out first, and as luck would have it the coin was a ten skorch coin.
 
   “Ten skorch,” the shish kabob man said after seeing the coin. At this point, Ash was so fed up with the situation he flipped the coin as rudely as he possibly could at the guy. The shish kabob man didn’t catch the coin, which went soaring over his head. He finally left the boy alone and rushed off to collect his precious scam money.
 
    Ash walked away just feeling lucky that his nosebleed problem was under control. He wanted to move on and check out The Fire Arcade finally. He moved like a rocket to the top of the hill where the arcade could be seen, stretching out for what seemed like a miles down into a rocky valley. At the base of the trail was a small park with a stage where a band played old-timey music on bizarre instruments.
 
   But the main attraction at The Fire Arcade was of course the games. As Ash headed down the slope, carefully dodging festivalgoers and foot traffic, he absorbed the sights and sounds of the various arcade games happening in the booths around him. The view from the top of the hill didn’t offer the best look at what exactly went on inside the box-like booths. Walking directly in front of them, Ash was finally able to see the games.
 
   Each booth was decked out with its own stock of prizes near the front to lure in potential players. There were stuffed dolls of every size and color for the children. For the more mature player, most booths offered a wide selection of cheap knives, dull swords, and flimsy armor. The games didn’t have any names assigned to them, but as soon as Ash walked past a booth, the employee there would be sure to let him know the rules.
 
   He passed a row of games that involved moving several colorful balls through a maze of pipe work. The catch was that you could only move the balls by using your own flames. Not only did you have to navigate five balls through a pipe maze, but each ball also had to end up in the correct colored cup in the end. It looked like a challenging little puzzle that he could learn a thing or two from.
 
   Almost every game involved the use of the player’s own flames. Ash saw games where the players had to use their flames to push metal cutouts of some kind of demon shaped like a centaur across a racetrack. Another game had players trying to knock over a stack of heavy-looking metal cans with a fireball. He passed by a strength tester, similar to the ones he used to see at carnivals on Earth. A bell sat at the top of the tower, the objective of the test being to ring it. The Earth version of the game had contestants using a heavy hammer, but in Hell’s Fire Arcade the only way to ring that bell was with your own flames.
 
   Ash was certain he could ring the bell if he tried. He was tempted to give it a go, except that a nagging feeling of paranoia still weighed on his mind. He couldn’t let his guard down even for a moment. The demons could be watching. He was fairly certain they wouldn’t jump him in the open street, but at the same time he couldn’t depend on that reasoning to hold up forever. Sooner or later they’d come for him.
 
   It was only a matter of time.
 
   Ash was scouring the crowd for suspicious activity, his eyes drifting between the people and another intriguing flame game. The game in question had up to four players competing to see who could boil a cauldron the fastest. The steam it caused would then melt a ball of wax that held together a spring-loaded arm. When the winner caused the wax to fully melt, the arm shot up and struck a loud bell, announcing them victorious. They’d then get to choose between taking home a giant stuffed demon-octopus or a decorative twelve-inch dagger.
 
   The boy was distracted by the game when he heard a commotion on a side street. People were shouting, and not in a happy way. There was genuine fear in their cries. He could make out some words like “Watch out! It’s loose! Get back!”
 
   Then he heard the words he most dreaded: “Wild demon coming through!”
 
   Ash’s hand found the tiny pillbox in his pocket once again. It failed to provide him any comfort this time. The demon’s shrieking grew louder, and so did the shouts of warning coming from the men chasing it. The crowds divided in fear as a humongous demon galloped straight for Ash. It was only a block away but closing in fast. Four muscular legs that ended in hooves. Jet-black fur with a streak of white across its belly. Its extended snout ended in an elongated, fang-rimmed mouth. On its forehead, a long jagged trident of horns stuck out. The demons eyes were dark red, with even darker bloodshot veins running across them.
 
   The fearsome demon Unique Horn raced down the narrow gravel path towards Ash as panic-stricken spectators dove into nearby booths to get out of the way. The half-human was plagued by paranoia and froze to the spot. Could the demons have sent this beast at him to get him to move elsewhere? Were they springing a trap? Or was this unique horn demon one of them? There were too many questions and not enough time for thinking. All Ash could do was back up as the beast approached.
 
   Ash could smell the creature’s breath as it came close enough to assault his nose. The demon locked its bloodshot eyes on Ash and lowered its head. The trident tip of blade-like horns pointed straight at the boy. Ash stepped back until he hit a wall, the demon still closing in on him. His stomach began to tremble and his knees buckled.
 
   He prepared to jump for it, and hopefully land on a nearby roof. That became unnecessary as the demon’s handler showed up and got between the demon and the boy. The unique horn handler held a long pole. The tip of his pole ended in what looked like a close replica of the same trident horn on the demon’s head. The handler locked his trident with the demon’s unique horn and used all his strength to hold the beast at bay.
 
   “Sorry about that, boy!” the handler called to Ash as he struggled. “This wild beast is heading for the rodeo, and he’s not too excited about it!”
 
   Two more handlers showed up, armed with their own trident poles. They helped surround the unique horn demon, poking the beast in his sides to make it submit. When the beast was more docile, the team of handlers led it away back down the side street toward the demon rodeo.
 
   When Ash had caught his breath and ensured that his heart had indeed not left his body through his lowest opening, the boy made a mental note. I’ve got to check out that rodeo, he thought. I’ve got to see who’s crazy enough to get on that thing. No way you’ll ever see me try to kill myself riding one!
 
   Though his breath had returned and his heart rate slowed, Ash’s legs still shook like towers of jello. He found a bench to sit down on only a few shaky steps away. He kept a trained eye on the crowd before him, observing the talents of the various festival workers. One trio of beautiful women performed an impressive juggling trick, passing flaming pins between the three of them like it was easy. Close by were tables where artists sat in front of their canvases.
 
   An excited young man with a huge grin approached ash. The guy made an odd request that Ash join him for a picture. Confused about the process and too polite to decline, the guy dragged Ash over to an artist’s table where the two sat before the man and his canvas. The artist heated up his drawing tool, a wooden pen with a sharp metal tip at the end. The skilled artist then burned the thick wooden canvas like he was painting, etching in black burns the faces of the two boys.
 
   The process took over twenty minutes. Longer than Ash would have liked to be sitting vulnerable. His eyes never rested for more than a minute. When the artist was finally done, the pair stood up and examined his work. The boy who requested the picture looked spot-on, capturing an almost life-like resemblance to the guy. Ash’s portrait was all mixed up, none of the proportions appearing the correct shapes or sizes.
 
   “That doesn’t really look like me,” said Ash, giving the artist a skeptical look.
 
   “Then you should have sat still during the process like I told you to,” the artist snapped. “No refunds. Next!”
 
   “Great,” the guy who paid for the picture said sarcastically as the artist handed it to him and shooed the pair away. “No one will even be able to tell it’s you. What a waste of skorch.” The guy walked away, tossing the wood canvas into a nearby burning barrel for rubbish.
 
   And thanks for wasting my time, Ash thought. Not like I’m busy tracking greater demons that could eat everyone here or anything.
 
   Ash reached the bottom of the hill and the end of The Fire Arcade. The boy stood at the back of the large gathering of people crowding the stage to watch a musical act. Some lady played a humongous stringed instrument while two men banged on drums, one steel and one wooden. The woman sang passionately in a language Ash was not familiar with.
 
   The musical act competed with the nearby demon rodeo for audibility. The rodeo must have already started, because the shouts of excitement and applause from the crowd were loud enough to be heard even over the band. Ash decided to finish watching the band’s act, and then move on to check out the rodeo.
 
   As he stood at the back of the crowd tapping his foot to the rhythm, the shadow of someone flying overhead circled him. Ash became aware of his stalker only after she landed next to him, grabbing him by the shoulder. The boy spun in shock, faced by someone he was getting to know well by now.
 
   “Raley,” said Ash, surprised to see the girl. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Aralia tucked her wings into her body and crossed her arms, averting her gaze ever so slightly. “Just flying around,” she replied, acting laid-back. “I don’t have much to do now that the team’s been broken up.”
 
   Ash felt a sting of guilt at the girl’s words. He never liked the idea of leaving Aura to explain their team’s disbandment to her and Uverstarr. He’d hoped he could eventually talk to her in person about it, but now was not the time. Come to think of it, Ash was uncertain if there’d ever be a good time. He might not even last that long.
 
   “Sorry about cancelling everything,” Ash said, forcing a weak smile. “Something incredibly important came up. It was totally out of my control.”
 
   “You plan on making it up to me?” the girl asked, turning up her nose with a playful air of entitlement. “Or do you just want me to buzz off?”
 
   The band on stage finished their final song as the crowd erupted with cheers and applause. For a moment, the demon rodeo could not be heard. But as the performers marched off the stage, waving and bowing to the fans, the noise died down and Ash could finally hear his own thoughts.
 
   “I promise I’ll make it up to you,” the boy said, dead serious. “As soon as I’m done with my current mission. But for now, it’s really important that you leave me to it.”
 
   “Oh, I get it,” Aralia replied, turning her body to the side. “You don’t think a punk girl like me could be of any help to you on your super important mission.”
 
   “No, that’s not it,” Ash replied, distraught. “It’s just that it could end up getting pretty dangerous is all. I’m only looking out for Uverstarr’s and your safety.”
 
   “Uverstarr and I can handle ourselves,” said the girl, facing Ash once more with a determined look. “We could help you. Five is better than three, right?”
 
   “I’d rather not risk your guy’s lives,” Ash replied, trying to avoid her puppy-dog eyes. He spotted a sign with an arrow pointing down a nearby path. The sign read Demon Rodeo, and Ash decided it was time to make his move. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll come talk to you later.”
 
   The boy waved goodbye and turned to go. He started walking, hoping the girl wouldn’t follow. He moved across a narrow walking path that cut across an elevated cliff face like a catwalk. He passed over stone buildings carved right into the rocky landscape, passing shoppers and vendors, parents and children. Every couple minutes he’d glance behind him and spot the orphan girl still following several meters behind him.
 
   “I think I can handle whatever a half-human can,” the girl said in protest after being spotted. “Tell me what we’re looking for. I’ll help.”
 
   Damn it Aralia, the boy thought. Stop following me! I’m doing this for your own good!
 
   Ash sped on, not saying anything. He hoped to lose her in the rodeo crowd. They rounded a ridge that opened up to reveal a small valley. There were rows of benches carved into the cliff walls that surrounded the valley, offering spectators seating for the event. The stone benches were elevated behind a tall solid-looking wall to protect them from the wild demons. Some poor fool sat atop the bucking stallion of a unique horn Ash had encountered earlier.
 
   The guy mounted the beast with the aid of the handlers as the demon stood trapped inside a small, gated pen. As soon as the gates opened, the wicked black unicorn demon shot out like a bullet and started bucking furiously. The guy managed to hold on for a whole two seconds before being tossed. He brought out his wings in midair and flew away to avoid being gored by the creature’s nasty trident horn. The audience cheered, whistled, and applauded like animals at the brave man’s efforts.
 
   “Good effort, but not good enough!” the event leader shouted through a megaphone as he addressed the crowd.  “Now, do we have any more challengers brave enough to attempt riding this fierce specimen of unique horn?” The crowd exploded with enthusiasm, but volunteers were anything but eager to come forward.
 
   “What have I got to do to prove to you that I can be helpful?” asked Aralia as she struggled to catch up with the boy. “Want me to ride the unique horn? Would that be enough proof?”
 
   “Don’t be like that,” said Ash, trying to keep moving. “I just need some privacy this time, alright? If you want to help me out another time on a job, maybe make a little skorch, that’s fine. I’ll talk to my boss about it. But right now I need to be alone.”
 
   “Does this new mission have anything to do with the greater demon that possessed that Noble?” Aralia asked.
 
   Ash started to sweat. Aralia’s guess was dead on. He struggled to think of a way to deny it, while the commotion of the crowd once again climbed to thought-blocking levels. He couldn’t think with the rodeo commenter shouting through his megaphone. Something about a brave new challenger, and a special guest. He tried blocking out all the excess noise, turning to look at the girl instead.
 
   “That’s it, isn’t it?” said Aralia, her face lighting up. “You guys are expecting more greater demons to show up, aren’t you?”
 
   “I can’t talk about it now,” Ash replied, turning his back on the rodeo. He walked around the girl as the noise levels from the crowd became even louder. Ash had to shout to be heard, even though he was just feet away from her. “I should go.”
 
   As the boy started to walk away he felt the warm trickle of something in his ear. He stuck a pinky finger in the ear and felt a sticky liquid. He inspected the finger to find a red substance staining the tip of his pinky.
 
   Blood.
 
   Before he had time to process that information, Ash felt his stomach rock violently. He almost threw up right there, but gagged it down. Aralia touched his shoulder in concern. The boy broke away, his head starting to spin. He knew these symptoms could only mean one thing.
 
   The demons were near.
 
   After adapting to the loud sounds of the rodeo spectators, Ash could only assume something was wrong with his hearing when the noise suddenly stopped. It was like he’d hit the mute button on his TV remote. One minute the people are going crazy, the next it’s entirely silent.
 
   “Hey, what’s going on?” Aralia asked, glancing around at the people. 
 
   Realizing he could still hear her, Ash deduced that his hearing was just fine. It was the crowd that had become deathly silent. The boy wasted no time pulling the small pillbox from his pocket. He opened it without hesitation and popped one of the black tablets into his mouth, swallowing it whole. If a demon was nearby, he wanted to at least be prepared to fight.
 
   Finally, one by one, people in the crowd started to speak again. Ash listened to their confused reactions. His head started pounding like a gong and his palms were doused with sweat.
 
   “I can’t believe it…” one man in the crowd said.
 
   “He’s really doing it,” stated another.
 
   “He’s tamed the beast!” a woman said in sheer amazement.
 
   Aralia stared in the direction of the rodeo, her eyes glazed with curious astonishment. She pointed to the pen area where the untamed unique horn waited for its next victim. Only the once-feral creature was no longer bucking uncontrollably. Instead the beast stood still and docile, it’s long head resting in the hands of one talented individual.
 
   Ash turned his weakened attention to the rodeo pen to behold the sight. He knew something was wrong from the moment he laid eyes on the so-called “talented” individual, stroking the beast’s snout with a gentle hand. It took only seconds to identity the man, especially with his black spiky armor. 
 
   “No way…” he said. “It’s him.”
 
   “That’s some skill,” said Aralia, still within earshot of Ash.
 
   They watched as Commander Stryd walked around the frozen unique horn, running his fingers over the stiff creature’s body. His touch made the once-fierce demon quiver with fright.
 
   When the Commander reached the demon’s head again everyone watched in stunned silence as he gripped the beast’s face and pulled it close to his. Stryd stared into the trembling creature’s eyes before lowering his lips and placing them upon the creature’s long snout.
 
   The unique horn fell into a calm trance. Stryd lifted his gaze once again and pulled the demon’s head down, low enough to grip the creature’s signature horn. The tip, a trident-like group of horns, sat on top like a hood ornament on a fancy car.
 
   The Commander gripped the horn and snapped it off with great ease, admiring it like a hard-earned trophy. All the while the docile demon stood motionless and silent, uninterested in it’s own emasculation.
 
   “That’s… not even possible…” someone muttered, before the crowd burst into a wild applause. The Commander continued toying with the poor creature while Ash looked on, the only one aware of the true direness of the situation.
 
   No, it’s not possible, thought Ash. Unless of course you’re a demon.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Five: Victims
 
    
 
   Hours Ago…
 
   Before the dawn’s first flames, when the kingdom was still ruled by darkness, one team of greater demons moved across enemy territory. Their tired host bodies looked ragged, even for devil standards. With the formation of the morning sun, Otozek and his team were forced to attempt blending in with the devil culture again. As it had been a simple job yesterday the team assumed it would be easy once again. What they hadn’t planned on was the intense strain they were putting on their host bodies by inhabiting them for so long.
 
   “My host body is starting to smell…unusual,” the demon Moskazek said after sticking his nose in his armpit. “Perhaps it is time to take on new hosts, before we draw too much unwanted attention.”
 
   “The human will be looking for these bodies anyway,” said the demon known as Orkazek. “Trading up now would be the smart thing to do.”
 
   “Yes,” Prince Otozek replied, lost in thought. “Let’s hunt down a group of replacement host bodies.”
 
   The Prince was sulking. He hated the way things ended with the human earlier that day. He especially didn’t like the foreign sensation of pain, inflicted by one seriously annoying devil child. He vowed he would eat the boy himself if he ever found the brat. Otozek fumed to himself in private, saying little to his team that night and well into the morning. 
 
   Their aimless wandering brought the demon team close to the Royal Castle.  Getting inside and locating the devil royalty was another top priority on the demon prince’s to-do list. So it was here they began their search for replacement host bodies. Ideally, Otozek wanted his team to possess Royal Guard soldiers to infiltrate their ranks and get inside the castle. They waited outside the heavily guarded castle gates, watching the various people come and go on their morning business.
 
   After several hours wasted waiting for a group of five in vain, it was the demon Gnusek who first got bored enough to look up. High above the castle walls, flying through the air with their wings spread wide and in formation, went a group of five soldiers. Not being much of a talker, Gnusek settled for pointing to the group with both of his long, silly devil arms and started to grunt loudly.
 
   This action succeeded in getting his companions attention. The group looked into the sky and saw exactly what Gnusek was grunting about.
 
   “This host body has memories of that group,” said the demon Podavek. The others all nodded in agreement.
 
   “Mine too,” replied Otozek. “We’ve found our next host bodies.”
 
    
 
   The demon team tailed their devil targets to some sort of park in a South Hell neighborhood. There they kept a safe distance between themselves and the desired group. Otozek went over his host body’s memories of the men. They were easy to spot thanks to their very specific sets of armor. Otozek knew that if he could only possess the big black one he would gain all the knowledge on the devils that he needed.
 
   They watched the group enter a small building, far away from where other devils were gathering. It was on the opposite side of the park, away from that day’s event: Bug Races. The demons ditched the bugs and followed their targets. They saw several devils exit the building just as the targets entered. Otozek signaled for them to move in. The closer they got to the building, the more clearly they could hear the conversations taking place inside through a small, cracked window.
 
   “…assume you all got Goddard’s ‘urgent’ summons this morning?” the alpha male asked.
 
   The others all resounded with the various forms of yes.
 
   “Probably just wants to tell us all about the latest developments with his precious little team of rejects,” the alpha male said, making small laughing sounds when he was done. 
 
   “If I have to sit through another one of his so-called urgent meetings again, I might actually die of boredom!” said one of the others.
 
   “That guy sure likes to hear himself talk!” said another.
 
   “Shouldn’t we have gone to see him before coming out here?” asked another.
 
   “If he’s making me sit through a boring ‘support our parks’ program and an urgent meeting in one day, I’m going to do it in the order I want,” the alpha male replied. The others all laughed.
 
   There was a rattling of the doorknob. Seconds later, the locked door burst open. The devil men were in various states of undress, but all five were quick on their feet and ready to fight. A few of the men even held fireballs at the ready. Their guard dropped slightly at the sight of the tired, old baker and his four sons.
 
   That was all it took for the demons. They stood in a row, lined up across from the other men. One by one, they opened their mouths wide. Their eyes rolled back in their sockets leaving only the bloodshot white parts exposed. Black amorphous appendages fired out of the devils mouths like the tongue of a frog picking off an insect.
 
   Blocking did not work, though they tried. Dodging did not work, though they tried. Fleeing did not work, though they tried. Begging did not work, though they tried. In the end their various sounds all ceased, their voices choked out by the invading demons in their bodies. The previous hosts collapsed as the remaining demon matter left them and entered the new hosts entirely.
 
   The team was getting better at adapting to the devil possessions. This time it took them only moments to regroup and check over their new bodies. Everyone went silent for a while as a wave of devil memories washed over them. These host bodies proved to be every bit as valuable as Prince Otozek had hoped. The demon prince was flooded with new information about the human and his most notorious exploits.
 
   “So much information it’s overwhelming,” Prince Otozek said in a daze. Playing his new host body’s memories like a DVD, Otozek watched Ash’s fight with the empowered Apsat Glumb. He saw the battle at the Royal Castle with the rebels and learned how Ash had ended the conflict by defeating the rebel leader. Memories of the boy’s rivalry with the Royal Guards popped up, as well as all sorts of information on the Royal Satan family.
 
   “I have everything I need now,” said Otozek, smiling. “The human, the death toucher, the Royal Family, I know it all!”
 
   “The devil known as Goddard raises some concerns for my host body,” said Moskazek.
 
   “He is the human boy’s master,” said Otozek. “We need to eliminate him too.”
 
   “We should probably dress ourselves first.”
 
   The demons struggled to quickly dress in the strange devil clothing. Most of the team settled for the special armor. Otozek, Podavek, Gnusek, and Moskazek all put their special soldier armor back on. The demon Orkazek had a different idea though, putting on the lighter clothing from inside an open locker instead.
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Podavek, staring curiously at his teammate.
 
   “It’s such a burden being confined to these frail devil bodies,” replied Orkazek, scoping out his reflection in the small mirror on the locker door. “It would be stupid to weigh myself down even more with that useless armor. I’m going to the beach, after all.”
 
   “You’re going to miss out,” replied Podavek. “I can’t wait to take advantage of the authority that comes with this body. No one’s even going to recognize you in that.”
 
   “Maybe my plan is just too smart for you to figure out, but I don’t want to be recognized,” Orkazek replied with a smug smirk.
 
   “Orkazek, can you handle the death toucher?” Otozek asked.
 
   “Yes, Master! Leave it to me!”
 
   “Then I’ll trust Podavek to hunt down the Royal Princess.”
 
   “Can do, Master!”
 
   “I’ll track down the human again. This time, he will not escape.”
 
   “I’ll accompany you to ensure-” Moskazek started to say.
 
   “I have a different task for you and Gnusek,” Prince Otozek said, cutting his underling off.
 
   “Yes, Master?”
 
   “I’m sending you two back to the Royal Castle. Check up on Goddard, the King, and the Prince.”
 
   “Understood Master,” Moskazek replied with a respectful bow.
 
   Gnusek grunted enthusiastically, mimicking Moskazek’s gesture.
 
   “We’ll split up then. Meet outside the castle by the day’s end. Our vacation will be ending soon, but first… we eat.”
 
   The demon team, in their shiny new host bodies, then had breakfast with the old baker and his family.
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   Back to the Present…
 
   “I’ve got to do something,” said Ash.
 
   The man in question stood boldly inside the bullpen of the demon rodeo. The wild unicorn demon that only minutes ago was tossing and bucking devils left and right was now dead silent. The creature even appeared to be trembling slightly as it stood in the presence of the man in the black armor. He reached out a steady hand and stroked the demon’s long muzzle, smiling gently at the beast.
 
   Then he turned and looked straight at Ash and his smile disappeared. It lasted only seconds before the crowd could no longer contain their excitement. Cheers and applause erupted for the brave and capable Commander, Sepultura Stryd, the man with the surprising talent to tame feral demons.
 
   Stryd turned to the ref, watching with bulging eyes. The Commander handed the demon’s unique horn over to the ref. “Do I win the competition?”
 
   “You done more than win!” the ref said, admiring the demon’s horn in astonishment. “You set a new record I don’t think will soon be beat!” 
 
   Stryd smiled triumphantly as he glared at Ash.
 
   “The Commander?” Aralia whispered, following Ash’s gaze. “You two enemies or something?”
 
   “Or something,” Ash replied. He watched the Commander as a swarm of festival employees and Royal Guards moved in to collect the docile demon, leading it back to the waiting pen before it snapped and run amok again. Stryd broke eye contact with Ash and turned to leave.
 
    A sudden wave of mild nausea swept over Ash. Just looking at the demon in disguise was making him ill again. This time, his hand hovered over the bulge in his pocket for only a second before the boy found himself unconsciously pulling the pillbox out and opening it. He took one of the tiny black pills out and popped it into his mouth, swallowing the bitter life-saver.
 
   The pill helped, or maybe it was because the demon was moving away from him. Ash’s stomach settled and his head cleared. He watched Stryd cut a path straight through the jumble of people desperate to get close and congratulate the man. The demon ignored them all and kept going away from all the commotion.
 
   It was obvious that Otozek wanted the boy to follow him. He’d likely lead the human straight into another trap, probably surround him with the other demons. They could already be watching him. He spun in place quickly to check, but no one seemed to be looking at him except for Aralia, still standing next to him with concern plastered across her face.
 
   “I… have to go,” he said to the girl. He tried not to look her in the eyes. Instead, he focused on following Stryd. The Commander skirted around the edges of the crowd, making his way toward an avenue that moved away from the rodeo. If Ash wanted to catch up with him, it’d be now or never.
 
   “Where?” asked Aralia. “I’ll come with you.”
 
   “No,” Ash said. “I have to do this on my own.” He started to walk away, to leave the girl behind and follow danger.
 
   “But I-”
 
   “Please don’t follow me,” Ash said, spinning around for one last look at the girl. For all he knew it could be the last time he ever saw her. He broke it off quickly, for fear he might change his mind.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Six: Aura Gets Wet
 
    
 
   The young death toucher scoured the cloudy water surrounding the tiny rowboat he was riding in. On the floor of the hard wooden boat laid the unconscious body of someone the boy knew, but wasn’t sure exactly how he knew him. If he were wearing his Captain armor, perhaps the boy would have recognized him. An arbitrary detail at this point, as Aura waited on edge to see exactly what the greater demon he was facing had in store for him.
 
   Just my luck, the boy thought to himself. I get stuck with the water enemy. I guess this is payback for using that ‘murky depths’ strategy I was so confident in.
 
   From his seat in the boat, all Aura could see was dark cloudy water and the tall rocks jutting out of the ocean next to him, obscuring his view of the shoreline. Light from the artificial sun was blocked out by those rocks, which cast a giant shadow over the boy in the boat. The jagged black fin he’d been watching circle him submerged, the only signs of where the demon might be were the small torrents of bubbles that occasionally floated to the surface.
 
   “Stupid devil,” came a voice from below. “Now you’re done for!”
 
   Though he was not entire sure how the demon could communicate through the water so clearly, Aura never backed down from a little pre-battle dialogue. The boy rose to his feet, working to keep his balance as the waves tossed the boat.
 
   “Let me guess,” he said. “You’re some kind of fish demon. So you think you’ve got the advantage by dragging me out into the middle of the water. Bravo.”
 
   “Crack jokes while you still can, death toucher,” Orkazek replied, the bubbles of air where the voice seemed to be emanating from only feet away from the boat. Aura kept his eyes on those bubbles until the jagged black fin pierced the surface of the water. “There’s no way a stupid devil like you could ever understand the genius of my plan! There’s a reason my Master trusted me with the mission of eliminating the death toucher, and that’s because in the water I’m unbeatable!”
 
   “Well, be it as it may, the shore is right over there,” Aura said, trying to look past the tall rocks. “So I think I’ll just be going now.”
 
   SPLOOSH! 
 
   A geyser of mist shot out of water not five feet away from the boat. Aura twisted in alarm, summoning a reactionary fireball. The geyser disappeared, leaving behind a faint fog in the air. Aura thought he saw the jagged black fin break the surface there, but SPLOOSH! Another geyser shot up several feet away, depositing more misty water vapor into the surrounding area.
 
   SPLOOSH! SPLOOSH! SPLOOSH!
 
   Geysers shot out of the water all around the boat. Aura wasn’t certain which way to look anymore. The boy suspected an attack to come from any direction, but he had other things to worry about as well. Getting the unconscious man to safety was a top priority, as was getting back to dry land. The demon’s little hide and seek game wasn’t exactly helping him to plan accordingly.
 
   In a few minutes the boat was completely surrounded by an eerie bright fog. Aura couldn’t see the tall rocks anymore, which were only feet away from the bow of the boat.
 
   He’s trying to hide and confuse me so I can’t fly back to shore, Aura thought. As long as I remember that the tall rocks were on my right, I’ll be fine.
 
   The boy looked to the right, but it looked no different from the left. Foggy. White. Almost blindingly bright. The boy had to look down at the water surface just to rest his eyes from the brightness. The water surface was no easier to see through. But it wasn’t what was underneath the water that caught the death toucher’s eye. Something was happening on top of the water instead.
 
   A small current in the water slowly pushed the boat around in circles, so subtely Aura hadn’t even noticed. The death toucher had no idea how long that had been going on for, but he was quite certain of at least one thing.
 
   I’m screwed now!
 
   “How’s it going up there stupid devil?” said the voice of Orkazek, emanating out of the water all around Aura. “Figured out what I’m up to yet? Or is my plan too complicated for your simple little devil mind?”
 
   Aura removed his gauntlet and clipped it to a belt loop on his pants. “Listen up Fish! The day I’m outsmarted by some smelly, weird, fish demon is never going to come! You think you know who you’re dealing with? You think you have the home field advantage?  You think you’re actually smarter than me? Then attack me already! Let’s see if you’ve figured out a way to beat this.”
 
   Blue bolts of soul energy jumped off the boy’s right hand as he searched the surrounding water for his foe. He was confident that his opponent’s plan was to leap out of the water at him. He felt confident that if he could only get in one good death touch, the fight could be over before it really even had to begin. That was his plan, anyway. But as the boat began to tremble a new thought dawned on Aura.
 
   Of course! He’s attacking from below!
 
   The boy put his gauntlet back on and knelt down to lift the unconscious Captain into his arms. The boat rocked and swayed as the water grew choppier. Aura’s legs buckled as he struggled to lift the heavy man in the turbulent boat. By the time he managed to stand and gain his balance again, Aura realized the boat was leaving the water.
 
   The wooden rowboat rose out of the ocean, suspended by a giant column-like stream of flowing water.  The death toucher rode the upstream, oblivious to what was actually happening. All he knew was that he had to get out of there right now. The boat soared up and out of the fog and Aura could see the tall rocks directly in front of him now.
 
   Without a moment to spare the boy focused a little soul power to his feet, brought out his wings, and launched himself into the air. He beat his wings hard to lift the heavy man, but it would be a difficult flight if he kept it up. Lucky for him, the nearest of the tall rocks provided a perfect landing spot. There he was able to regain his footing and spin around to view the boat.
 
   He saw the giant stream of rushing water, somehow defying gravity and flowing up, with enough force to lift the boat over ten feet off the surface of the water. The boat was spinning wildly like a carnival ride at the top of the stream, the wooden oars ejected from their holders. Then in a second, the rowboat snapped in half right down the middle and sunk into the water stream. The giant aqua column shrunk like someone turned off a faucet, the water receding back into the sea.
 
   The boy sighed a huge breath of relief to have missed that event. He set his sights on the shoreline before him, only a few hundred feet away, where a lot of people were gathered. They seemed to be staring out in his direction, looking right at him. Investigating the area around him, Aura found a few capsized boats littering the water around the bases of the rocks below. The poor souls had probably come to check on his game of Battle Boats and been capsized by the demon.
 
   Aura hopped to the next rock, using his wings for a little boost. Supporting the weight of two wasn’t exactly fun, so Aura wanted to wait till he absolutely had to before flying. The rocks were surprisingly wide and spacious on top and provided a nice platform to move across. The tall rocks were a popular destination in East Hell for people looking to do some training, play games on top of, and even sometimes picnic on.
 
   He jumped from rock to rock until he came to the final platform before the open ocean, and further away, the shoreline. The people gathered there pointed at Aura and waved their arms frantically. Some bozo on the beach pushed another rowboat into the water and risked jumping in.
 
   “Get ready to catch!” Aura shouted to no one in particular. He just wanted to be sure the people were watching if he needed to suddenly drop the unconscious man.
 
   Aura focused some soul power on his wings for a little extra reinforcement. With the unconscious Captain still sleeping in his arms, the death toucher hopped off the final tall rock and beat wing. Though using soul power on his wings did make it easier to lift the extra weight of the Captain, the amount of power he had to use and the time spent holding it there was a bigger drain on him.
 
   Aura made it ten feet away from the rocks when SPLOOSH! The familiar sound of a geyser erupted, just below the boy. Aura sped up and flew over the rising column of water just in time. But then just like before, SPLOOSH! SPLOOSH! SPLOOSH! More upstreams shot out of the water at the boy. Aura twisted to dodge the surging blasts of water, nearly dropping the unconscious Captain as he went.
 
   SPLOOOOOSH…
 
   A giant water stream rumbled from below, blasting out of the ocean with more force than any of the others before it. It erupted several feet ahead of Aura, giving the boy plenty of time to redirect his flight path. Aura simply chose to go around it, smirking to himself and thinking it a dud. He passed without a second thought and heard the sound of rushing water. He turned his head in time to see the stream of water pursuing him.
 
   Impossible! the boy thought as a second stream of flowing water burst out the side of the first water column. Aura had enough time to throw the unconscious Captain as far as he could in the direction of the shoreline before the surging stream caught him. The death toucher was completely engulfed in water, the air knocked out of him as he struggled to break free.
 
   It wasn’t like swimming in normal water. The current pull was too strong to swim against. The current created a whirlpool effect that spun Aura as well, making it impossible for him to choose a direction to go. As hard as he kicked his legs and moved his arms, he went nowhere. The boy was running out of air when the stream finally opened up and shot him out the end.
 
   The boy flopped like a fish onto a familiar hard stony surface. After coughing up a lung’s worth of water, he looked around and discovered the stream had spit him out on top of the tall rocks. This surprised Aura, since his enemy could have simply drowned him to death, but chose not to. Instead the demon chose to bring the fight to the tops of these rocks, and it was that information that gave the death toucher a bad feeling about whatever was going to happen here.
 
   Before Aura was even on his feet again, he saw another giant water column rise out of the water beyond the rocks. The boy watched the upstream form, catching his breath as he wondered what the heck he should do now. But the sea wasn’t done churning yet. Aura climbed to his feet as more water streams climbed into the sky, enough columns of water to completely surround the tall rocks.
 
   He’s trying to trap me here?
 
   Aura ran, jumping from rock to rock until he found himself on the edge of the final rock. He’d picked this spot because it was between two of the rising water columns. Precisely in the middle, in fact. If the water streams decided to chase him again, he’d be ready for them this time. He knew he could just dodge up or down.
 
   After jumping off the edge and trying to fly between the streams, Aura discovered his next obstacle was slightly trickier than he’d anticipated. From both the surrounding water columns erupted sideways streams, flowing horizontally and rushing straight for Aura. At his current pace, the two streams would collide with him dead in the middle. As he planned, Aura pulled down to lose altitude and avoid the attack.
 
   But what Aura hadn’t realized, until now, was that even more streams had been fired from the columns he was trying to sneak between. They just weren’t all launched at the same time. Now Aura was in the exact same situation. Unable to go up, because the water streams were locked together above him. Unable to go down, or else risk crashing into the ocean. He sped up in desperation.
 
   It was no help. The water streams were under demon control, and able to follow the boy wherever he went. No matter how he tried to trick them in those last seconds, the streams never faltered. The death toucher was caught between the two deadly water columns and lost in the current again. He felt the familiar sensation of drowning once more as he struggled helplessly against the current’s pull.
 
   Before his last supply of air ran out, the death toucher was once again ejected from the water. He tumbled and rolled on top of a tall rock, almost rolling off the edge before he stopped himself. The boy wasted no time climbing to his feet in preparation for whatever the demon threw at him next. As he scanned the horizon hoping to see the shore, Aura discovered he was now trapped in a cage.
 
   A cage made out of water.
 
   All of the water columns that stuck out of the ocean surface surrounding the tall rocks were now connected. Like the metal bars of a cage, long thick tunnels of flowing water connected each vertical column. The aquatic cage, with its dome-like shape, stood suspended in midair defying the law of gravity. The boy wondered if the water would just keep dragging him back in if he tried to make another break for it. His gut told him yes, and he was sick of nearly drowning. So he plopped down on the rock and rested for a while, waiting to see what else the demon had in store for him.
 
   “Given up yet you stupid devil?”
 
   “I see you’re still too scared to get close to me,” Aura replied. 
 
   “Idiot! I’m closer than you think,” Orkazek said. It really sounded closer…
 
   What does he mean by that? Aura thought as he tried to locate the source of the voice. It didn’t sound like it was coming from the sea below. The boy saw a dark figure swimming through the water stream next to him and tried to follow it, but lost track as it disappeared into a connecting channel. That’s when it hit him.
 
   He can swim through all this water surrounding me!
 
   Aura went on top guard, standing at alert with his gauntlet removed. Since he was completely surrounded on all sides by the watery cage he figured the best place to be was in the middle of the tall rocks, the furthest spot from the water streams. He kept his guard up while he moved to the center rock platform. He didn’t want to get too close to the water streams that were above him either, so he kept his wings tucked in and moved entirely by foot.
 
   As he jumped from rock to rock Aura would occasionally see a giant dark blur swim by in one of the water streams around him. It was always too fast to follow, even for Aura’s powerful devil eyes. When the boy made it to the center of the rocks, a sinister demonic laugh rang out from each stream of water surrounding the death toucher.
 
   “Think I’ll have a hard time getting to you in the middle, huh?” Orkazek asked, once he’d settled down. “You think you’re clever, but it’s no problem for me! Watch and see just how brilliant my plan is!”
 
   Aura caught a glimpse of the huge black blur in the water swimming up one of the streams and followed. The floating water column rose and bent inward until it ended in a giant cross-stream where all of the water columns met directly above Aura. The death toucher jumped to another rock just as a massive black demon with a jagged black fin shot out of the water current. The demon fell directly on top of where Aura had been standing only seconds ago, its powerful jaws and dagger-sharp teeth chomping down on only air instead.
 
   When Aura retreated to what he felt was a safe enough distance he turned around to finally get a good look at his greater demon foe. He’d seen some ugly creatures in his day, and this time was no exception. Still, Aura felt slightly disappointed at what he was expecting to be a terrifying and powerful enemy. For a greater demon working for a Demon Prince, he was expecting something a little more… bad ass.
 
   The demon known as Orkazek slowly rose on two legs, standing like a person. Its back was turned to Aura, and emerging from between two shoulder blades was the jagged black fin, now flopping lifelessly to the side. The demon spun around to face Aura and got much weirder. Though it was similar to devils in shape, it was difficult to tell where this demon’s torso ended and its head began. It was covered in shiny black skin that looked like soft rubber. The skin on its front was white from its belly up to its lower jaw. Two white spots appeared over the demon’s eyes, giving the impression of arched eyebrows. Everywhere else its skin was black, including on its giant whale face that stared at Aura with nearly indistinguishable black eyes.
 
   Orkazek grinned, or at least Aura thought it was grinning. The demon could have just been showing off its teeth.
 
   “Well, what do you think?” Orkazek asked, throwing his hands up. “I’m a marvelous creature, aren’t I? I’m a genetic cousin to an advanced form of species found on the human world. The humans call me an orca, but they have another name for me: the killer whale! Killer whales are known to be extremely intelligent and deadly, just like me!”
 
   Great, Aura thought. He’s a talker.
 
   “Killer whale? You look more like a cuddle whale to me, with that dopey face of yours,” said Aura. “Let’s just get this fight over with so I can hurry back to my friends. I need to tell them I eliminated a target.”
 
   Orkazek shrieked with demonic laughter. “You still think you’re getting out of here alive? Stupid! It’s impossible! This is where you die, death toucher! Prince Otozek has given me permission to eat you alive! Why do you think I didn’t simply drown you when I had the chance? It is only because I prefer my prey to be alive and fighting back when I consume them!”
 
   Damn, Aura thought. That’s some confidence! I could really be in danger…
 
   “My genius ability, ‘Stream Queen’, allows me to freely control the flow of any water nearby! The moment you got caught in my Aquarium Cage, your fate was sealed. You lost this fight by being too stupid, devil boy!”
 
   “Wait just a minute,” Aura said, switching to a more serious tone. His face went blank, uncertain almost. “You call your ability Stream Queen? Does that mean you’re actually… a female?”
 
   It was impossible to read the demon’s mood. Orkazek’s big dumb whale head didn’t exactly display a full pallet of expressions. Its eyes blinked and its mouth moved, but that was about it.
 
   “Greater demons don’t always have predetermined genders like devils do,” the demon said. “However, speaking strictly for me, I guess I would consider myself female.”
 
   Aura’s blank expression turned to stifled rage. His muscles tensed as he tried to keep his temper under control.
 
   “If that’s the case I’ll make this quick. I have no sympathy for ugly chicks, and girl, you are ugly. Real women have curves. The only curve you’ve got is a big dumb whale hump-head! You’re an insult to sexiness!”
 
   Orkazek grinded her teeth the entire time Aura insulted her. That last statement was the final offense. The killer whale demon backed toward the nearest water column glaring at Aura. “I’m going to chew your body slowly for that, stupid devil!”
 
   Orkazek jumped into the water stream, leaving Aura to defend himself. The boy allowed a quick smirk, as his plan had succeeded. He’d purposely tried to anger the demon, to lure her into attacking first. The boy knew there was no way he could ever hope to chase and catch the demon. Not inside the Aquarium Cage, where Orkazek could move fast and freely through the water streams.
 
   He turned to the nearest cage bar made of water and waited, his gauntlet already clipped to his waist. The rocky platforms were quickly becoming slicker as the demon splashed around the watery cage, adding another obstacle to the death toucher’s list of problems.
 
   While Aura tested his footing and watched the streams around him for his enemy to appear, he was taken by surprise when Orkazek shot out of a stream like a projectile being shot from the opposite direction. Aura was lucky it made a sloshing water sound or he wouldn’t have turned around just in time to see an immense, open set of demon jaws flying at him. He dodged, hopping back just far enough to give the creature a little death tag.
 
   But Orkazek’s gigantic jaws collided with the rock platform instead. Aura certainly wasn’t expecting the rock to break apart from the force, so when it did the boy had to make a surprise maneuver and abandon rock. It’s a good thing he did, because the demon’s jaws reduced the tall rock to a tiny stump, barely poking out of the ocean. Out of the devil’s sight, the demon returned to the water to attack again.
 
   Okay, wasn’t expecting it to have that much power, thought Aura. There’s nothing I can do when it comes flying at me jaws-first like that. It’s too dangerous to get in a death touch. I’ll have to think of something else-
 
   Orkazek launched herself out of the Aquarium Cage like a bullet leaving a barrel. She came from an angle above Aura again, less of a surprise this time. The death toucher used the seconds before the collision to detect a weakness, a blind spot, or anything that could help him make the best of the situation. There was nothing. He abandoned the tall rock he was standing on as once again Orkazek crashed. The tall rock platform was leveled like the last one to a small nub.
 
   That’s when Aura made an alarming realization. It’s going to keep destroying my rocks until I have nothing to stand on! I’ll be forced into the water, one way or another, if I don’t figure out a way to beat her quick!
 
   Aura desperately plotted his next move while dodging the next few demon whale attacks. Orkazek leveled another three rock platforms before Aura finally came up with something. As the demon ejected itself at high velocity toward Aura, the boy did something the whale did not expect it to do.
 
   Aura leapt toward the demon’s open jaws.
 
   The death toucher kept his wings tucked as he jumped forward. When he was just inches from being eaten he adjusted his wings to give him some lift. The boy rose the necessary height to avoid being eaten alive, grinning as he prepared to throw his famous death punch.
 
   “Got you!”
 
   A blast of funny-smelling water and vapor erupted from Orkazek’s blowhole. It hit Aura in the face, blinding him. Unable to death-punch the demon, he glided forward wiping the water from his eyes. Instead of chewing the next rock platform to pieces, Orkazek bounced off it and launched back at the blinded boy. The demon kicked the boy in the gut and sent him plummeting into the nearest stream.
 
   Aura twisted and tumbled through the fast-flowing tube of water. The kick to the gut had left him with little air in his lungs to begin with. Now he had drowning to deal with. He could hear and feel a far-off splash in the water, and then Orkazek spoke, her voice vibrating clearly through the water.
 
   “Stupid devil! You thought you were smart! You thought you could take me head on, but you forget I’m a genius! I seem to recall you weren’t a fan of the sensation of drowning, so I thought it would fun to let you experience that again before I eat you.”
 
   Do I really have to drown and listen to this moron babble? thought Aura. He struggled against the current, tried to change his direction, to break free from the center of the water stream. Nothing worked. He swirled around the Aquarium Cage, a slave to the current. No! There must be something I can do! he thought, trying to remain confident in the face of death.
 
   Up ahead in the stream Aura could see the black whale face appear, the white spots on its forehead looking like giant menacing eyes. She headed straight for him, jaws wide-open, teeth exposed. The creature was a perfect fit for the water tunnel. There’d be no way for Aura to avoid the demon without getting eaten. The current would take him straight into the demon’s mouth, and he had seconds to come up with something to save his life.
 
   If I could just reach… he thought, sticking both his arms straight out as far as he could. He kept his eyes on the demon as he kicked his legs, which were floating up behind him. His little kicks gave him the small steady motion he needed. He moved forward just enough, and his hands broke the surface of the water. As soon as he felt the dry air on his palms, Aura released a massive blast of flames.
 
   The force pushed him like a torpedo backward. He shot out of the water stream as the demon’s jaws clamped down on nothing but water. Aura hit the rocks hard, reinforcing his backside with soul power just a moment too late. He felt the birth of a bruise as he slammed into the solid slick stone below.
 
   When his vision cleared, Aura found himself on top of a stone close to the edge of the tall rocks. The view he got looking between the water columns was of the East Hell beach that seemed so far away now. The group of concerned spectators had grown until it swallowed every inch of the beach. A squad of Royal Guard stood around twiddling their thumbs, unable to act intelligently without a Captain in sight.
 
   Then on the surface of the water not a hundred yards away, he saw the bozo in a boat rowing toward the tall rocks. The man kept cranking his head around to watch where he was rowing. He spotted Aura and started calling out to him. Aura recognized the voice right away.
 
   Oh no, he thought. Not him.
 
   Aura’s new archenemy Bora row-row-rowed his boat straight for certain doom. Aura groaned. As if he didn’t have enough to deal with already. Now he’d probably end up having to save Bora, too. He considered for a moment simply allowing Bora to fall prey to the greater demon. It was his own fault he’d included himself needlessly in the situation. Aura was just on the verge of winning the fight, after all… The death toucher reconsidered this option however, deciding that devils should stick together against demons, regardless of personal feelings.
 
   Before he could do anything to deter the helpful devil from entering the demon’s Aquarium Cage, Aura’s thought process was interrupted by a wet, smacking sound nearby. He directed his attention to one of the tall rocks next to him. A small, blue fish flopped around frantically on the flat section of stone. It was in the middle of the rocks, and Aura couldn’t understand how the fish got there. A big red fish fell only a few feet in front of his face, and Aura looked up.
 
   The streams of water that made up the many bars of the Aquarium Cage were teeming with demonic ocean life. He saw demon fish of every color and size, eels, crustaceans, clams, and even a few sting squid. The ocean life got carried along by the strong water currents, sometimes accidentally spilling out of the water streams. Half a chunk of Aura’s rowboat climbed up a stream until it fell out near the top, crashing into a rock on the way to a watery grave below.
 
   “Wasn’t that fun?” came the sadistic voice of Orkazek, amplified through all the water. “Let’s see how well you can run away now, stupid!”
 
   Aura leapt to his feet and jumped to the closest rock. Before he even landed, the rock he’d just been standing on was obliterated. Orkazek accelerated through it teeth-first like it were a styrofoam surfboard. With no time to rest Aura powered on to the next rock platform, sticking to the outside edge of rocks as he kept moving. He dodged a few more swimming-bullet attacks from his demon opponent that leveled even more rock platforms, until a certain man’s voice was heard calling from somewhere outside.
 
   “Hello? Aura! Are you in there? I’m here to help you! How do I get in there?”
 
   “Don’t!” Aura yelled, rolling off a tall rock platform onto a slightly lower rock and narrowly avoiding losing his head to the demon. “You don’t want to come in here! Trust me, we’re both better off if you leave!”
 
   “But that would go against my Devil Scouts Senior Scoutmaster pledge to always help out a fellow devil in demonic distress!” Bora replied. He abandoned his boat and took to flying around the dome-like cage of water. “I wouldn’t ever be able to face my wife and nine children again!” 
 
   Aura let out a thunderous groan.
 
   “Another stupid devil wants to join in our fun?” said Orkazek, hidden once again in the water. The streams all surged with demon laughter. “The more the meatier, I suppose!”
 
   As Bora swooped around the outer perimeter of the tall rocks, trying to catch glimpses of the action happening inside the Aquarium Cage, Orkazek made his move. Though Aura tried to warn the man to get away, his voice was mostly drowned out by the rushing sound of water ringing throughout the cage. Bora had no idea what to expect from this bizarre situation, and so he fell victim to the demon’s Stream Queen ability.
 
   A new channel of water burst out the side of the Aquarium Cage, ensnaring the clueless man before he even knew what had happened. The water current pulled him along unwillingly into the various water tunnels that made up the cage bars. This was on the opposite side of the battlefield as Aura and the nearby water column currently housing the demon whale.
 
   “Who do you think will reach him first?” asked Orkazek. “You or I? I’ll even go easy on you and take it slow! This will be an excellent opportunity to show you what’s in store for you!”
 
   The black blur of demon in the water crept forward, idling slowly. Aura ignored it. He had a lot to think about and not much time to do so. As Bora struggled to free himself from the water column, Aura had to take into account how long the man could hold his breath for. Two minutes, tops. A bigger problem was that the water streams did not carry the man in the directions that Aura expected them to.
 
   He hopped along the remaining tall rocks with platforms still large enough to support him. At first he had almost caught up to the man, but the water’s current changed directions at a cross section between columns and swept Bora up toward the top of the cage instead. Chasing the man wasn’t really working out. The bigger problem was that even if he caught up to Bora he had no way of getting him out without plunging into the water stream himself.
 
   Though Orkazek was just playing with her food, the massive demon closed in on the drowning devil. The killer whale swam to a point just downstream from where Bora was being pulled. Aura could tell it would take only seconds until Bora met his fate in the demon’s jaws. In a cold sweat, Aura looked around his surroundings for something, anything, that might help him.
 
   He didn’t find much. There were some small rocks scattered around the platforms from all the demolishing going on, but they were too small to be of any help. More fish and ocean life swirled around the water column currents, sometimes spilling out of the cage. Most of the spilled contents found their way to the sea below since the tall rocks were shrinking. Some fell from the very top of the cage, splattering to pieces on the rocks below.
 
   Aura’s eyes rested on something squirming on top of the rock in front of him, tangled in a wad of seaweed. In a split-second decision, he made the only choice he had if he wanted to save Bora’s life. The death toucher hauled ass, leaning down to grab the entangled sea creature as he hopped across the rocky platforms. His eyes worked like searchlights following a single current in the watery cage, while at the same time plotting a safe way to navigate across the remaining slick rocks.
 
   The water current pulling a drowning Bora looked like it would converge with the demon’s water current somewhere near the base of the cage. If that happened, it would be game over for Bora. Aura saw the dark shadow in the water speed up as he glided to a new rock. A grin spread across his face. He was heading in the right direction.
 
   Devil and demon raced, one by land and one by sea. With Orkazek’s monstrous jaws spread wide open and motoring through the water, Bora looked to be on a crash course with a painful, bloody death. But Aura reached the stream before the demon and leapt in without a second thought just as Bora floated by. Aura karate kicked his nemesis, and it felt so good. It also saved the man’s life by knocking him out of the water stream. Aura launched Bora into the sky outside the demon’s Aquarium Cage, and to safety.
 
   Aura could only hope the man hadn’t already drowned, or was too weak to swim once he hit the sea again. He couldn’t think about Bora at the moment, as he found himself in a new, more life-threatening dilemma. The death toucher was now trapped in the water once again with a blood-thirsty whale speeding at him.
 
   This is where the slimy aquatic demon Aura picked up on the rocks came in handy. The demon in question was a particularly plump sting squid. Aura had become familiar with the creature during one of his many jobs for Goddard, and knew all too well of the demon’s painful stinging embrace. That’s why he held onto a single tentacle that wrapped around his gauntlet. His hand struggled to release the stinging squid, and fast.
 
   The current speed now worked in the boy’s favor, pulling the sting squid forward. The squid demon’s long rubbery tentacle stretched out several feet. Plenty of length to ensure it made it into the oncoming Orkazek’s mouth before the death toucher did. The killer whale felt something enter its mouth and instinctively clamped down, thinking she’d gotten one of the devils. Instead, she had just bitten down on one nasty little surprise.
 
   The sting squid, besides inflicting an incredibly painful toxin via tiny barbs on its tentacles, had another trick up its many sleeves. A thick, inky black liquid is stored within the squid’s body, ejected as a self-defense mechanism for escaping predators. As soon as Orkazek bit down, all the ink inside that fat little squid POPPED like a zit in the whale’s mouth.
 
   All these unexpected factors left the killer whale demon in a state of pain and confusion. To make matters worse for the creature, in the instant before the water became too clouded with ink to see through, the last thing Orkazek saw coming at her was the death toucher. He looked like he was poised to strike, and indeed that was Aura’s plan. With his gauntlet hand held forward, the only way to tell the boy was coming in all that ink was by the bolts of blue electricity shooting off his death touch hand, illuminating the surrounding water.
 
   Orkazek panicked. The demon reacted in the only surefire way to save her life. She simply created a new water stream, directly in front of her. She sucked Aura out the new opening stream and blasted him out of the water cage, back onto the wet rocks.
 
   “Urk! Ulp! So spicy!” said Orkazek, exiting the water stream. She landed on a rock that was only two rocks over from where Aura sat, gasping for air like he was chugging a soda. “What a cruel trick to play, death toucher! And that other stupid devil got away, too! What a pain! You could have killed me! It was almost a perfect plan, but you forgot how incredibly smart I am!”
 
   Damn that stupid whale! thought Aura. He was soaked from head to toe and his ponytail had come undone, letting his long black hair flow like seaweed. I really thought that’d work. And apparently sting squid ink is spicy? Maybe if I get out of this alive I should start a new condiment business. He filed that idea away for later.
 
   “You’re a nasty piece of work, death toucher! Fooling me like that! But you’re so stupid you forgot I could just kick you out of the water if I need to! Moron! Because of that you just lost your only shot at beating me! The same trick won’t work twice.”
 
   “I’ll show you a nasty piece of work!” Aura roared, jumping to his feet losing his temper. He flung himself at the demon, groping madly through the air with his black cursed hand.
 
   Orkazek didn’t even move. She didn’t have to. From above, the water stream shot down like a waterfall barrier and consumed the demon. Orkazek was pulled up through the new column of water like a UFO abductee caught in an alien tractor beam. The water stream rose up with her, leaving the death toucher devil standing alone on his slippery rock jail.
 
   “All I have to do is stay in the streams and you’ll never catch me!” said Orkazek, her confident voice radiating out of all the water streams at once. “And since you can’t come in after me, you’re as good as dead! Face it death toucher; this is where you die!”
 
   Aura felt like giving up. This battle was just a big pain in his ass and he wanted it to end. He was a tired, sopping wet mess and all he really wanted was to see some bikini babes. With his life on the line, failure was unfortunately not an option for him. Even after scouring every inch of the battlefield looking for another sting squid or equally useful aquatic demon and coming up with nothing, Aura did not lose his determination.
 
   She can eject me from the streams at any time, thought Aura. But she can also be fooled. There are things she won’t eat, as well. And I can predict her movements by following the flow of the currents. There’s got to be some useful way to take advantage of this information!
 
   A flash of movement in a far off stream caught the boy’s eye. There was something large and brown trapped in the current of a rising water column. The blurry brown shape, which was bigger even than Aura but did not look alive, spiraled slowly through the water. A chill ran down Aura’s spine as he strained his eyes to understand what he was looking at.
 
   It’s Bora’s boat! Aura thought. The fully intact (minus the paddles) wooden rowboat that Bora brought out to rescue him was completely submerged in the water stream, working up speed as it powered through the water like a ghost ship. That could be exactly what I need to get out of here! Now I just have to be in the right place at exactly the right time…
 
   The current carried the boat up and then fed into a connected column of water that ran horizontally away from Aura. The boy took a giant breath and shook out his nerves. Once more, he decided he would need to plunge back into the water. Though he completely and utterly dreaded the thought of going back in.
 
   “Think I don’t know what you’re up to, stupid devil?” Orkazek’s voice rumbled through the water as Aura leapt and glided across the rocks. “You want to use that boat to escape! But there’s no way you can get it out of the water! My Stream Queen is too powerful, that boat will never escape the water’s pull! But just for fun, let’s raise the stakes a little. The killer whales on Earth like to play with their food, and I’m no different! Instead of crushing all your hopes right now and ejecting the boat, I’ll only send it my way instead. You have until the boat gets to me to rescue it and make your great escape!”
 
   The demon cackled with arrogance, causing some of the water streams to bubble. Aura returned the challenge with a smirk and a scoff.
 
   “You think you’ve got me all figured out, demon?” Aura asked, keeping one eye on the boat and the other on the demon whale. “Why would I escape when I’m about to kill you?”
 
   “Go ahead and think you’ve won!” the demon replied, her temper noticeably more foul. “As soon as you entered this cage you became my next meal! Remember that! I’ve been civil by prolonging your death, but I could just as easily end your life now if you insist on being so rude to a lady!”
 
   “Lady? Lady!” Aura replied. “Marni Narnya is a lady. Yazma Bethilda is a lady. Aralia’s a lady too. Heck, even Shiva is more of a lady than you! You’re just a big dumb whale.”
 
   Aura hustled to keep up with the boat as he moved across the rocks. The water current seemed to be speeding up; no doubt a tactic of the frustrated demon, meant to keep Aura from reaching his goal.
 
   Stupid devil, Orkazek thought. I’m so smart I can see right through his plan. He’ll jump straight at the boat and try to ride it out of the stream. All I have to do is capture him in a stream before that happens! I can’t wait to taste the defeat in his blood!
 
   “Come on death toucher!” the demon wailed. “Let’s see what you can really do!”
 
   Two new columns of water shot out of the cage just feet away from where Aura currently hung in the air, mid-jump. The gravity-defying water columns surrounded him on both sides. With nowhere to run, Aura adjusted his wings to cut the air and push him down. The death toucher dropped and caught the edge of the next rock. In response to his dodge, the water streams changed course as well.
 
   The first stream collided with the top of another rock that stood between them. It didn’t redirect itself or give chase after that. The second water column grazed the top of the rock he was clasping and gave his head a good soaking, but failed to pull the boy in. As soon as Orkazek abandoned those streams, the water stopped flowing and Aura pulled himself up on to the rock.
 
   So it seems there are at least some limitations to her streams, he thought. Maybe there’s a limit to how many she can create and control at the same time. That’s good, because I’ll really have the exploit the crap out of it if I want this plan to work!
 
   That was the end of the thought break. More streams blasted out of the nearby water columns, completely surrounding the death toucher.
 
   “Aw cheap!” Aura shouted as he dropped to all fours, hugging the top of the rock. Two of the streams collided above him as he rolled off the edge of the rock, pushing off it with his feet and jumping over to the next rock. Two more streams ran into the surrounding tall rocks, and Aura jumped up and out of the way of the last stream.
 
   More were on the way. The death toucher cursed as he ducked, rolled, dove, jumped, glided, and kicked off rocks to avoid the oncoming onslaught of water columns chasing him. He moved around the battlefield strategically avoiding the attacks, always watching the location of the boat. He still intended on hitting it at a certain time, when it had reached a certain place.
 
   That time was approaching.
 
   The boat rounded another corner like a torpedo and shot into a connected stream. It went faster than a motorboat now, but Aura was close enough that it didn’t matter. The boat was heading straight for him. Behind him, Orkazek waited in the water to tear the boy to shreds.
 
   Now or never, Aura thought. Before the next barrage of water columns could give chase, the death toucher broke for the rock platform closest to the water stream. He landed on that rock and waited on the edge. The boat was almost at the point he needed it to be, but it would be a few more seconds. Seconds that he didn’t have, because of the invading water columns.
 
   Aura jumped, hoping the boat was exactly where he wanted it. He had time to speak only two words before he crashed into the water stream for the last time.
 
   “Oh nooo!”
 
   SPLASH!
 
   Aura collided with the water stream that carried the boat. The boat, however, hadn’t arrived yet. It was still about three feet behind him. That meant Aura arrived too early to attempt knocking the boat out of the water. He struggled against the current, pointing his head forward and extending his arm as he flailed.
 
   He’s done for now, thought Orkazek, pulling the current toward her as fast as possible like a fisherman reeling in a catch. He can’t escape and there’s no way he’ll get me with that cursed hand before I bite down and end his life instantly! The victory, and the meal, goes to the smartest. And that’s me!
 
   Orkazek opened her jaws wide, filling the entirety of the water tunnel. There would be no escape from her this time. The current dragged the devil to a collision with certain death mere moments away. Instead of the seemingly random flailing he was doing earlier, Aura moved his body in a new, strange manner. He crunched his legs and abs together like he was pulling himself back on something.
 
   In actuality, he was. The death toucher’s feet were wrapped around a small thin breasthook in the bow of the boat behind him. Using that as an anchor, he was able to pull himself back on top of the boat, almost like he were riding it. Even underwater, the boy instinctively smiled. He managed to wedge his feet behind the back seat of the rowboat. Focusing a small amount of soul power to his feet, Aura propelled the wooden rowboat forward like a submarine firing a torpedo straight into the demon’s open mouth.
 
   Dumb whale, Aura thought in those last seconds that seemed, to his drowning brain, to last forever. As soon as you were sure enough of your victory to stop watching the stream ahead of you, you lost.
 
   The boat collided with the demon’s unsuspecting jaws. Orkazek had been expecting a small, soft devil treat to tear into. What she got instead was a five-hundred pound wooden boat slammed down her throat. Even though she reacted instantly, biting down and nearly breaking the boat in two, there was simply just too much for her to handle. It seemed she had bitten off more than she could masticate.
 
   The moment of ensuing uncertainty and prolonged panic by the demon was what ultimately led to her death. Aura, too, was moving at an incredibly fast speed, and was right behind the boat. There was just not enough time for Orkazek to react, or even think about reacting. Aura slammed into the big dumb whale demon’s big dumb whale head fist first.
 
   Death punch! 
 
   Blue bolts of lightning danced across the black hand, jumping off the boy’s skin and into the greater demon. The two hung there in the water for seconds. Minutes. Aura couldn’t be sure, as his oxygen-starved body was experiencing difficulty keeping track of time. All he knew was that he had to keep pumping his remaining soul energy into forcing out the demon’s soul, or he was done for.
 
   Then Aura felt the wonderful, warm sensation of dry air hitting his face, blowing back his hair. He blinked several times to clear the excess moisture in his eyeballs so he could see properly. What he saw was perfection.
 
   Orkazek’s limp, lifeless corpse hung in the air with Aura’s fist still connected. In the air hung a dense, purplish cloud of mist. The little ball of demon spirit energy flickered and wavered as it hovered there, slowly returning to its home beyond the stars. Behind them, the cage made of free-flowing water columns fell apart. Everything that was sucked into the currents and trapped was dumped on the rocks below, the water falling back to the sea.
 
   Aura was in full view of the beach, where he could see a giant mass of people gathering there to watch his duel. He could see multiple boats on the water; among their occupants the death toucher could make out the sight of both his unconscious challenger, the Captain, and former nemesis, Bora. Both were safe and sound.
 
   Funny, thought Aura as he hung there in the air. In the end, you lost because you were too stupid. Though I must admit, I only won because I had Bora’s boat. That means technically Bora saved my life, the death toucher though, depressed. He took a deep breath and sighed before plunging into the sea. But I saved his life too, so that cancels it all out. I guess I should be nicer to him from now on. It was pretty cool of him to row out here to try and help me.
 
   The death toucher swam for the nearest rock. I kind of want to be his buddy, actually. He’s a pretty cool dude. Though I will never, ever, tell him any of this.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Seven: Infinite Arms
 
    
 
   The card tournament was ruined. Again.
 
   Alarmed cries erupted from the spectators as the colossal greater demon rose off the ground before Shiva, towering over the Princess and her injured orphan friend. While everyone else saw the demon, turned tail and ran, the Satan girl took a defensive stance and plotted strategy. It was not easy, considering the troubling size and shape of her demonic foe.
 
   Tables flipped and cards spilled through the air as panicked gamers fled from the greater demon. The beast looked like a giant armored worm, standing so tall on its hundreds of long, thin, red legs that it had to arch its elongated body just to keep from tearing down the tent. The demon waved two thin antennae attached to its head, where six eyes and a gaping mouth all pointed at the devil Princess.
 
   “It’s good to finally get out of that stuffy devil body and stretch my legs!” the demon said, looming over Shiva with an expressionless face. The demon’s many legs wiggled and waved like weeds in the wind. From where she was standing, Shiva could see the brilliant red coloring on the demon’s underside. 
 
   “Princess of the devils, Shiva Satan, is it? Nice to eat ‘cha, you can call me Podavek. My Prince has given me the task of feasting on your corpse, which I was perfectly content to do until I ran into the little runt that hurt Prince Otozek! I knew my Master would appreciate the gesture of me bringing the little dungling to him for an afternoon snack. Looks like I can take care of both of you at the same time now!”
 
   The colossal armored centipede’s legs wiggled erratically as it swayed back and forth in joy at the fortunate turn of events. Shiva ignored the giant insect demon and cocked her head to check on Uverstarr. “Can you get up, kid?” she asked, gripping her flaming bolas defensively. “I’m going to have to kick some ass here. If you can get up and run away, you should do it.”
 
   Uverstarr sat up and climbed to his feet trying not to wince too much. He wanted to look tough in front of Shiva. “I’m fine,” the boy stated. “I wanna stick around and kick this demon’s butt too… if it even has one!”
 
   “You’ll only get in my way, kid,” Shiva replied with a smirk. “Leave the demon busting to the professional and go hide. Don’t make me tell Mr. Kurdis on you!”
 
   “Fine, fine!” Uverstarr replied, backing off in the opposite direction from the demon. “You better exterminate that pest, yo!” he said, leaving the covered tent and entering the now-emptied cobblestone streets of a ritzy North Hell neighborhood.
 
   “Oh, don’t you worry. I’ll take care of big bug here,” Shiva said, brandishing her weapon with an anxious grin.
 
   Podavek stood mostly still, aside from erratically waving around its little red legs. As the panic in the crowded streets grew, whistles from the Royal Guards pierced the air around the tent. Shiva could see a squad of the crimson armored guards circling the gaming area, encroaching slowly on the unpredictable demon. Shiva saw the creature’s eyes rolling around in their sockets, scoping out the situation. One eye stayed eerily focused on her though.
 
   With the fire raging inside her bolas, Shiva leapt forward swinging the metal ball and chain weapon. She aimed for the demon’s fiery red belly, a large target. Podavek seemed more interested in the surrounding Royal Guards, because the demon didn’t even try to avoid Shiva’s full frontal assault.
 
   The girl made certain to pump a lot of extra flames into the ball, swinging it with all her strength. Her bolas struck the demon’s underside. The weapon slammed into the demon’s belly with a loud CLANK. The demon didn’t even flinch as the bolas dropped to the ground.
 
   “Uh oh…” Shiva gasped.
 
   “Was that a serious attack?” asked Podavek, directing all six of his eyes back at Shiva. “Or was it just a light belly scratching? I’ll come back for more of that after I stop that little devil from getting away!”
 
   The humongous centipede demon lowered its front half to the ground before Shiva. The girl backed off slightly and prepared to defend. She didn’t even see the attack coming as Podavek whipped its entire body around and swatted Shiva across the tent with its rear end. The demon did a full three-sixty rotation, and without Shiva blocking the way anymore raced after the fleeing boy.
 
   Shiva rolled across the ground and slammed into a flipped table. She was more disoriented than hurt, and was on her feet in seconds gathering her bearings. She spotted the giant centipede crawling down main street and rushed out of the covered tent after it. She saw the long demon bend its body around so that its front and rear ends connected. Locked like that, Podavek rolled like a runaway wheel after Uverstarr.
 
   “Uverstarr look out!”
 
   The boy had a decent head start, but the demon was faster. It caught up to him in seconds, rolling straight over him before he could even turn around. Uverstarr collapsed to the ground under the weight of the demon. It rolled off the boy and turned sharply, disconnecting its ends and rearing up tall on its hind section.
 
   Shiva caught up with Uverstarr and kneeled to inspect the boy again. “You alright?” she asked. She could see the boy breathing and hear him moaning faintly. His eyes fluttered a few times, but he pushed himself off the ground and sat up. Blood dripped from his nostril, but the boy wiped it away and grit his teeth.
 
   “Okay, that does it,” he said. “I’m gonna lay the smashdown on that big bug!”
 
   “Looks like it’s not going to let you go so easily,” said Shiva. “Might as well use you as a distraction while I work on a plan to finish it off. Just don’t get in my way, keep to a safe distance, and back me up with your flames.”
 
   “You don’t have to tell me how to fight, yo,” the boy replied with a cocky sneer. “I’ve gotten away from you and Ash before, remember? I’m super fast!”
 
   “Then put that speed to use and dodge!”
 
   The odd couple jumped back, splitting apart to avoid the charging Podavek. The centipede demon’s running speed was nothing short of insane. It spun a one-eighty and pointed its head at Shiva, much to the girl’s surprise. She’d expected the demon to go for Uverstarr again, and so she leapt forward to attack. Facing the demon’s gross bug face didn’t change her plan much. She still brandished her bolas, both ends fully lit and stocked with an extra dose of soul power.
 
   Shiva swung her bolas, certain that the damage from a direct hit to the head would at least stun the demon. Every one of Podavek’s little legs moved in unison to take a step to the side, totally avoiding the flaming steel ball. Shiva’s bolas struck the ground with such force the metal ball became lodged in a deep hole. Podavek kept motoring forward until his head was at Shiva’s side. Before the girl could even let go of her weapon, the demon spun around another three-sixty and slammed against Shiva with the many legs of its midsection. Shiva soared across the courtyard and hit the wall of a nearby shop.
 
   “Prin-sis!” Uverstarr said in dismay as he watched, helpless while he escaped. The boy balled up his fists in determination, no longer able to contain his foul temper. He put his hands together and started gathering flames between his palms. “Get ready to die, demon! This is my ultimate attack, the Uverstarr special Inferno Beam, yo!”
 
   Podavek turned to face the young devil in time to see a bright beam of orange and red shoot out of the devil boy’s hands. The sly demon, though it could have dodged the attack with ease, instead chose to get hit by the beam of flames. The demon arched its midsection and lowered its head, taking the brunt of the attack head-on. Uverstarr maintained the beam of flames for a few seconds before running out.
 
   The demon lifted its head again and stared at the boy. “I let that attack hit me on purpose to show you just how utterly insignificant your attempts to fight back are. And that was your ultimate attack, you say? How pathetic. Flame tricks are so boring.”
 
   Uverstarr stared in shock at the unscathed demon. The patch of armor on the demon’s back that got hit was smoking lightly, but looked otherwise the same. The attack had failed to cause any significant damage. Now Podavek’s attention was back on Uverstarr. The mammoth centipede crawled slowly forward, pausing to taste the air with its long disgusting mandibles. Every one of its thin legs squirmed as it inched forward.
 
   “Uverstarr,” said Shiva. She managed to climb back onto her feet, with the help of the wall she ran into for balance. A splatter of blood ran across her forehead. “I’m coming! Try to run away!”
 
   Shiva started wobbling toward them, but there was no way she could get there before the demon. Not on her shaky legs. Podavek was only feet away from reaching the boy and Uverstarr had yet to either run or fight back. He just stood there with his face down in despair as the demon closed in on him. Podavek stopped within inches of reaching the boy, arching up so tall it cast a shadow over Uverstarr.
 
   “Go to sleep for a while, would you? I’d prefer you be alive for my Master to eat, but I really must deal with the devil Princess first. It’ll only take a minute, okay? Enjoy your last nap until then!”
 
   “Hehehehe…”
 
   The demon came within a second of striking, but paused. “Is that…laughter? Do devils sometimes laugh in times of great despair?”
 
   “Who ever said I was in despair?” Uverstarr replied. The boy lifted his head and Podavek saw a wily smile as the boy pointed at him. “I got you right where I want you demon! You can’t tell because your eyes can’t see what’s underneath you!”
 
   “Under…?”
 
   Shiva was close enough now to see what Uverstarr was talking about. At once she realized the boy had actually crafted an amazing plan. Scattered all around the ground where the demon stood were hundreds of marble sized balls of flames. There was no way that Podavek could have seen the flames with his eyes so far off the ground and pointing straight ahead. The flames were just too small for him to notice, and now the beast was completely surrounded by them.
 
   “I don’t need my ultimate attack to beat you! Try my exploding flame caltrop field instead!” 
 
   With a wave of his arms, the spread of tiny flaming orbs exploded simultaneously. The boy being the expert he was made sure to pump in tons of extra oxygen to make the explosions as large as possible. With so many explosions happening so close together, the resulting blast was like a blazing inferno lit under the demon. Podavek’s entire underside was bathed in flames that washed over its long body and even reached parts of its back.
 
   The hundreds of wiry legs burned and withered away. Podavek fell to the ground, no longer able to carry itself. The greater demon writhed on the ground in pain, shrieking in horrified rage.
 
   “Whoa,” said Shiva. She steered clear of the demon’s flopping body and circled around to check on Uverstarr. “Way to go kid! You got him good! Now that he can’t get away, we can just keep focusing our attacks on a single spot until it finally breaks and we kill it!”
 
   Shiva moved slowly to join her comrade. The demon wasn’t making much progress moving without its legs, so she wasn’t in a rush. Up closer she could see the bloody wounds where the demon’s legs used to be connected. The Royal Guards that had been patrolling the area earlier and only watching up until now finally started to move in.
 
   Figures, thought Shiva as she observed the hesitant soldiers. They wait till the demon can’t fight back until they move in to help. What spineless cowards. Uverstarr is more useful than them, and that’s pretty sad.
 
   Shiva was alarmed suddenly when Podavek stopped screaming in pain. The giant legless centipede stopped wriggling around aimlessly as well. Instead, it turned to look at Shiva and laughed.
 
   “You think I’m finished, do you?” the greater demon said. “Our time together has only just begun! It’s high time I showed off my special skill: Infinite Arms!”
 
   Shiva and Uverstarr stared at the demon, dumbfounded by its sudden cockiness. Then they saw why Podavek was laughing. The bloody, oozing holes where the demon’s legs used to be connected all simultaneously erupted blood like geysers. Little red growths protruded from the wounds. The wiry red strands grew longer and thicker until they reached the ground. The pair of devils gasped in terrified awe as Podavek rose off the ground on a fresh new set of disgusting centipede legs.  
 
   “This is my power! I can arm myself with as many legs as I require, an infinite amount of times! You were confident you could beat me without my legs, but with the power of Infinite Arms I’ll never run out of legs, and you’ll never be able to defeat me!”
 
   Podavek’s front legs pushed off the ground and the demon reared up on its bottom pair of legs. Though the legs looked thin and fragile, they were surprisingly strong to lift Podavek’s body weight with such great ease. The greater demon’s new wiry red legs wriggled in the air with excitement as the big bug towered over the devil girl.
 
   “Good,” replied Shiva, holding her chin up. “To be honest, I was a little upset that my partner over there got to burn up all your legs. I wanted to do it. And now I can!”
 
   Shiva moved in, swinging her bolas at a tremendous speed to build up power. Instead of aiming for the demon’s body again, Shiva whipped her flaming bolas at Podavek’s left side. A chunk of legs around the demon’s midsection were incinerated on contact as the fiery metal weapon slammed into them. True to the demon’s word, new legs sprouted from the wounds as soon as the flaming weapon was removed.
 
   I guess it wasn’t lying, thought Shiva. The girl retreated to a safer distance while her foe tested the new appendages. Looks like we’ll just have to break through that armor instead!
 
   Shiva tried attacking the armored bug head on. Each time the monster took a pass at her, aiming to crush the girl with mass alone, Shiva would leap away using her wings for a boost. Once in the clear, Shiva squeezed every drop of soul power and flames she could muster into her bolas. She whipped the weapon at the greater demon with a strength she’d never reached until now.
 
   Too bad her attacks weren’t making a lick of difference. Every time her bolas struck the armored back, midsection, head, or exposed belly, the result was always the same. It would leave the faintest of a black mark that was already hard to see on the creature’s black armor. The mark would smoke for a few seconds, then the demon would carry on like normal.
 
   So Shiva dodged, attacked, waited, and repeated. She tried to focus her energy on attacking a single spot, but that proved difficult as she struggled to predict the creature’s hectic movements. In all this time, Uverstarr contributed to the battle by blasting away at the demon’s wiry little legs that powered the creature like nuclear engines. The only time the big centipede ever slowed down was when he temporarily lost a few legs to Uverstarr. Those extra seconds were critical to Shiva, who began to realize there was a huge problem with this fight.
 
    We can’t hurt it with weapons or flames, the girl thought. The only open spot it has is its mouth. But its also an expert at dodging. I could waste the rest of my stamina trying to target its mouth and never succeed. There’s got to be a better way…
 
   The girl’s stamina had dropped so much that she lost a step in her repeated pattern. Now it was wait, dodge, wait, dodge, and repeat. She wouldn’t waste any more of her strength on attacking in vain. Instead Shiva concentrated on just watching out for her safety as she avoided the overgrown centipede’s assault.
 
   The streets of North Hell weren’t exactly the ideal place to fight. The crowds had all fled, but the road was still cluttered with plenty of obstacles. Informational signs and kiosks were trampled, merchant booths destroyed, public property like benches and fountains were demolished. Nothing could withstand the weight and force of the mammoth greater demon slamming down on it.
 
   One misstep put Shiva in the path of one of Uverstarr’s flame attacks. The boy had spent a few minutes charging up a powerful beam projectile. Despite not putting any soul into the move, it still packed quite a painful wallop when it collided with Shiva’s back. She was lucky she had her armor on or she might have been removed from the fight.
 
   “Watch where you’re aiming!” Shiva screamed in fury at the boy. She rolled across the ground and sprang off a light post to get back on her feet and dodge the oncoming demon once again. “You’re supposed to be helping me, but so far you’ve been useless!”
 
   Uverstarr peeked out from behind his hiding spot, a pile of large storage crates next to a festival merchandise booth. The boy looked slightly embarrassed, but equally frustrated. “Why don’t you watch where you’re going, yo!?” he replied. “We’ve been doing the same pattern this whole time. But then you go and change things up and end up getting hurt. Then you try and pin the blame on me! That’s not cool, yo!”
 
   Podavek continued to pursue the duo with such tenacity that Shiva and Uverstarr grew tired quickly. As the fight dragged on, the numerous Royal Guards that had come running to the area expecting to find a lesser demon of minimal harm and instead encountered a full-grown, extremely lethal greater demon were less than enthusiastic about joining the fight. They waited on the edges of the connecting streets, gripping their weapons and trembling as they watched the Royal Princess and orphan child flee.
 
   It was when one particular soldier felt brave enough to join the fray that they all started to move in more seriously. Some carried long spears, others carried swords. There was even an axe or two and a few crossbows. Their choices in weapons didn’t really matter. Nothing worked. No one made a difference. Every guard that charged in when Shiva or Uverstarr were in the middle of dodging only met with a gruesome fate, crushed under the massive weight of the greater demon.
 
   Shiva watched helplessly as her backup died. She tried to warn them that weapons wouldn’t work. She told them to keep away from the demon, that she would handle it herself. Unfortunately, without their Captains to give orders, the Royal Guards weren’t in the best state for strategic combat. They listened to the fear in their hearts and the survival instincts in their minds and faced their deaths like their ancient ancestors must have done so long ago.
 
   It took five casualties before Shiva realized she couldn’t do this any longer. More and more people were dying because she was taking too long to defeat this demon. Still, she could see no end to the battle. She simply didn’t have the means to defeat the creature. She was even beginning to consider fleeing this fight, to seek help from Draxler. That thought sent a shiver down her spine. She became fired up all over again, striving to never willingly ask for help from the death toucher.
 
   “This has been a wonderful workout after being stuffed away in those devil bodies for so long,” said Podavek. The giant centipede stood on its rear section and slammed the front part of its body against a Royal Guard that charged forward with a sword. The man went flying through the air and hit the stone street with a loud THUD and didn’t move again. “But all this exercise has really worked up my appetite, so I’ll be eating my lunch now!”
 
   Shiva thought the demon’s banter ludicrous. She could still dodge for another hour before she lost all her energy, now that she wasn’t attacking anymore. But as she prepared to leap aside for the umpteenth time as the greater demon charged by like a bull on parade, the girl tripped instead and fell to the ground. She had a split second to roll to the side before getting trampled by the oncoming bug.
 
   When she finally looked down to see what she tripped on, Shiva was in for one disturbing revelation. On the girls ankles, popping out from her armor were two short stubby wires. For a brief second Shiva thought she was entangled in a pair of the demon’s detached legs. Then she saw them wiggle.
 
   The girl let out a disgusted yelp in shock. “Oh gross!” she said, calling to Uverstarr. “The legs! It can grow them anywhere!” She blasted the two tiny tendrils with a burst of flames, incinerating the legs instantly, and climbed to her own feet.
 
   “You don’t have to tell me, yo!” said Uverstarr. The boy had four of the little centipede legs growing out of his clothing on his arms and legs. He swatted at the little wiggly appendages as they kicked and whipped the boy. His only option was to burn them all off.
 
   “Infinite Arms just keeps on getting better, doesn’t it?” the demon Podavek said with a haughty tone. “Since you won’t hold still, I’ll just have to bring you to me!”
 
   “I don’t like the sound of that…” said Shiva with a nervous scowl.
 
   The greater demon finally stopped powering after the devils, allowing them a much-needed moment of rest. Instead the massive creature paused in its tracks, its legs never coming to a complete stop as they wriggled in the air. The demon looked to its left, then to its right. It seemed to be contemplating something, but Shiva didn’t know what. Instead of trying to figure out the enemy’s odd behavior, Shiva made a break for Uverstarr.
 
   The two met in the middle of the battle-scarred street. Wooden scraps that used to be vendor booths littered the ground. Avoiding wreckage wasn’t their only obstacle. The little red legs of the centipede demon kept popping out of their armor and clothes. The most problematic were the ones that sprung from their ankles that would try to trip them as they moved.
 
   “This is no good!” said Shiva as she blasted away the set of legs that sprung from her ankles. “Our evasiveness was all we had going for us. If it keeps tripping us up like this, we’re eventually going to make a mistake and then its lights out for good.”
 
   The demon invasion siren that used to ring out daily could finally be heard, grinding to a slow start. More Royal Guards flooded into the area, still uncertain as to what to do without their Captain to lead them. Most resorted to the default action to take whenever a demon invasion was underway: attack! Though their attacks never hurt the creature, they did at least give Shiva a few more seconds to plot.
 
   “Annoying,” Podavek said, sounding agitated. “These weaker devils are so annoying! I never thought I could tire of murdering devils, but it is no different than swatting down lesser flies. My top priority is the devil Princess and her dwarf companion. After I deal with them, I can have as much fun as I want slaughtering devils by the thousands!”
 
   “Not if you’re dead!” said Shiva, standing tall to oppose the towering demon. It was a pretty stupid threat for someone in her position to make.
 
   The demon laughed. “You still act like you’ll kill me, even though you’ve been reduced to fleeing my advances in terror. I expected a better fight from devil royalty. I certainly didn’t expect to have to use this technique. I usually save it for cowards who try to run away! Just try and escape from this!”
 
   The ground started shaking slightly as the demon froze like a statue. Uverstarr gripped Shiva’s arm. Neither of them knew what to expect next. For the time being, the little demon legs had stopped growing off them as Podavek focused his efforts elsewhere. Out of the corner of her eye, Shiva saw movement across the street from where they were standing.
 
   Three wiry red centipede legs sprouted out of the wall of a nearby building. The legs were aligned in a vertical row near the front of the building. The shiny red appendages grew longer than any of the legs had stretched yet, and bulked up considerably as they extended. More movement surrounded them. The pair watched as more and more of the centipede legs appeared, growing out of walls and pillars and street lamps all around them. When the legs reached the buildings on the opposite side of the street, the sharp pointy ends of the demon’s legs were able to pierce the building walls and form a new wall of their own.
 
   Shiva quickly realized they were trapped in the middle of a four-way intersection, which was quickly becoming closed off by the sudden appearance of bug parts. “He’s trying to trap us!” she said, pulling Uverstarr along. “Quick! Blast away those new legs!”
 
   The duo sprung into action with flames blazing in hand. Shiva drew from a drained flame stock that was running on empty. The boy fared much better, despite not having quite the stamina of his partner. The two wailed on a wall of demon legs that grew thicker and more full of legs by the second. Every time they burned away one section of legs, a whole new crop popped up to replace them. It was like fighting a mythological hyrda, but with gross squirmy bug legs instead of terrifying monster heads.
 
   Though their attacks weren’t making any progress in freeing them, Uverstarr did happen to notice one important development to the situation. He looked up in time to see a set of legs form on the top of the building’s front face. These legs grew long and stretched all the way across the intersection, piercing the top of the building across the way.
 
   “Up! Up!” Uverstarr shouted. “He’s going to seal off the top next, yo!”
 
   “Let’s fly!”
 
   The pair brought out their wings. Instantly, the wall of demon legs reacted by attacking. The devils leapt back, retreating to safer distance before beating their wings. With their feet leaving the ground, the two raced against the growing legs as they climbed through the sky. More and more red wires shot out from neighboring buildings at all corners of the streets they were trapped between. These higher legs would eventually form a ceiling if they continued to grow and spread like invasive mutant weeds.
 
   The devil duo barrelrolled through the air avoiding the tendril-like legs that shot across the streets. Podavek’s laughter could be heard down below. Shiva felt an ominous wind blowing. Something was off. She was working her wings as hard as possible, but it seemed like she wasn’t getting anywhere. She felt heavier, like her body was suddenly harder to lift. The girl craned her head sideways to get a good look at her wings. She didn’t like what she saw.
 
   Podavek’s legs were growing off the girl’s wings like vines in a jungle. No wonder she felt heavier: there must have been an extra hundred pounds added to her load. The legs grew thicker and heavier, dragging the girl down. She peered at Uverstarr below her, suffering from the same fate. The boy’s lighter body had an easier time lifting the excess weight for a short time, but eventually they both couldn’t support the weight any longer. Attacking the legs was too risky as well, since they could risk losing their wings.
 
   All they could do was recall their wings. As the wing tissue returned to an almost liquid-like state and sucked back into the devil’s bodies, the demon’s legs that had grown off them disconnected and fell off. They were glad to be freed from the disturbing additional attachments, but without wings they plummeted to the ground as the legs closed around them, forming a tight leg top to the biological container they were now trapped in.
 
   “Prison Bound: that is the name of this special room I use to catch prey that dares to try and outrun me!”
 
   It was tough to see inside of Prison Bound. The legs grew so plentiful that they actually blocked out most of the light from the sun. The devil duo instinctively lit guiding flames in their palms to see by.
 
   “Looks like we’re alone in here,” said Shiva. Her voice came out in a whisper, though she wasn’t sure why. She was already broadcasting her location with the flames.
 
   “Except for that psycho demon,” Uverstarr replied. “Now he can see us but we can’t see him!” The boy reacted to his revelation by floating his fireball a few feet into the air and expanding the size. Its luminosity grew and bathed more of the room in light.
 
   Something caught their eyes suddenly, speeding at them out of the darkness. It was Podavek, hoping to take the young devils by surprise. It shot forward like a runaway roller coaster. The devils could only jump away, bringing out their wings just long enough for more creepy wriggling legs to start sprouting out of them. Flying certainly wasn’t a long-term option.
 
   “I’ve had enough of this bastard thinking he’s so superior because he has a bunch of stupid legs!” said Shiva, feeling fed up. “I’m going in for another round of attacks, armor be damned!”
 
   The girl flew forward at the demon, swinging away with her flaming bolas until her arms ached and her legs grew tired from jumping around so much. Uverstarr blasted forward more of his flame beam attacks, but Podavek began to sprout new legs on the ground to shield its attached legs. The boy couldn’t help to slow the demon down anymore, and it was starting to gain on Shiva. In a move of total desperation, the girl struck at the demon’s eyes with her bolas, hoping to stun the creature for at least a few moments.
 
   Not surprisingly, Podavek could grow his legs out of anything, including his own eyeballs. The legs sprung out of the demon’s eyes in time to kick away the flaming weapon, knocking Shiva to the ground with it. The girl rolled and scampered away to a safe distance by her terrified partner.
 
   “Has it sunk into your primitive devil brains yet?” Podavek asked in delight. “The fact that you will both be dying soon, that is! I do love the taste of despair on a devil, if you could please feel that for me before I eat you!”
 
   “Shut up, demon!” Shiva replied. “We’ll get out of this and kill you in the process, just you wait and see! We’ve got a plan!” She turned to Uverstarr and looked the boy in the eye. “Okay Uverstarr, what’s the plan?”
 
   “I don’t have a plan!” the boy said. “I don’t want to be here anymore! I want to go back to the orphanage!”
 
   “Then we’ll just have to kill that demon,” Shiva replied. “But we’re getting nowhere with that indestructible armor covering every inch of its body.”
 
   “Almost every inch,” replied Uverstarr. The boy kept his guard up and never stopped moving his eyes as he scanned the surrounding area, keeping at maximum alert in case of another demon attack. “The only spots that don’t have armor are the bloody wounds left behind when we blast off his legs.”
 
   “What?” Shiva said, the seeds of an idea planted in her mind. Her thought process was interrupted by the oncoming demon scuttling by. It passed several feet away from Shiva, keeping to the shadows where Uverstarr’s light could not reach it. The demon then came flying back at Shiva much faster than before.
 
   Shiva pushed Uverstarr to the ground as she felt several of the demon’s connected legs brush against the top of her hair when it went soaring by inches over her head. She picked the boy up and pulled him along as they fled. Uverstarr pulled his bright ball of flames along with them, keeping the light focused on the action. The pair could see Podavek climbing across the wall of his own legs on the other side of the room.
 
   The big bug made its way up the wall of limbs and clung to the appendages forming the ceiling. There it crossed the room heading to the spot directly above the devils.
 
   “It’s coming! It’s coming!” Uverstarr cried.
 
   “Let’s go!” Shiva said, pulling the boy away as the demon launched itself from the ceiling. It collided with the ground where the devils had been standing, leaving behind an indent that resembled a small crater.
 
   “What you said before…” said Shiva as they raced across the room. “Gave me an idea. I think I know how to beat him, but I need your help. I need you to hold a lot of flames on him. I mean a lot of flames. Enough to keep his legs from growing back for just a few seconds in the area around his midsection. Think you can manage that for me?”
 
   Shiva looked into the boy’s eyes expecting to see fear. What she saw instead was the determination of a foolish boy. He nodded.
 
   “About time you come up with something, yo!” he replied. “Of course I can make that much flame! Just watch. I’ve got a trick that will douse that big caterpillar in flames!” The boy began collecting flames in his hands. “Buy me some time though, will ya? It’s going to be a few minutes to charge up the amount of flames I need.”
 
   Shiva begrudgingly accepted the role of distracting the greater demon, which involved a lot of running, jumping, and swinging her bolas which were beginning to feel heavier by the minute. The sealed room they were trapped in was hot, and the girl was already drenched in sweat. She couldn’t last the workout much longer.
 
   “Stay still!” Podavek said. The greater demon came too close for comfort on more than one occasion to actually crushing Shiva with its lethal kicks and armored body slams.
 
   “Are you done yet?” Shiva screamed at Uverstarr as the greater demon went soaring by yet again, almost clipping the girl’s chest.
 
   “Amost…” Uverstarr replied. The balls of flames in his hands weren’t particularly large, but the boy was deep in concentration. It wasn’t the size of the projectiles he was trying to manipulate. The boy began to slowly rotate his hands in small circles. The surging balls of flames mimicked the boy’s actions and started swirling along. Shortly, the fireballs rotated and spun like miniature suns. The boy willed the balls to stretch and constrict, all the while speeding up the flow of their rotations.
 
   Uverstarr released the fireballs from his hands and jumped back, focusing all his mental strength on keeping the dancing flame figures spinning. He rotated his arms in sync with the flames, creating two small funnel shapes that spun in the air just above the ground. While moving his arms to keep the rotation alive, the boy continued to pump up the size of the mini flame cyclones. After a few minutes of Shiva buying time by running from the foul demon, Uverstarr formed the flames into two flaming tornadoes that rivaled the demon in size.
 
   “Look out!” Uverstarr shouted. “Two special flame attacks coming through!”
 
   The boy launched the flaming funnels forward. Podavek, who’d been so obsessed with chasing after Shiva, turned around to see the child’s small fireballs had apparently become big swirling tempests of fire. The demon, confident in its abilities, wasn’t deterred by the new fierce attack. It stood patiently in harms way, like it had done before.
 
   The whirling gales of flame slammed into the demon from both sides. An entire row of legs around the demons’ midsection burned to a crisp at once as the flame tornado came into contact with it. As soon as the flames burned the legs down to tiny bleeding stumps, new legs were ready to sprout. The new limbs grew only inches before burning to a crisp and the cycle repeated itself.
 
   “That’s good!” said Shiva. “Keep it up!” The girl swung her bolas above her head. She only needed to lock it in place long enough to spring the next phase of her plan.
 
   With a deep breath, she launched her chain-linked weapon at the demon, howling in pain as Uverstarr continuously burned off its limbs. The demon tried to escape by stepping away from the flames. Uverstarr willed the flaming hazards to follow, no matter where it ran. The demon could not escape as the flames cleared away row after row of wiry legs. Before the demon knew what hit it, Shiva’s bolas were wrapped around its midsection. The two metal balls rotated and spun around one another, tying together around the huge centipede’s body.
 
   “What’s this?” said Podavek, its voice amplified with rage through the torrent of burning flames. “Some lame attempt at squeezing me? Don’t you know by now you can’t break through my armor?”
 
   The demon wailed in a blood-curdling mixture of agonizing screams and laughter as it struggled to break free from the flaming tornado attacks. Uverstarr sweated bullets struggling to maintain the projectile attacks.
 
   “Hurry Prin-sis…” he said, grinding his teeth.
 
   “I’ll only need a few more seconds!” said Shiva.
 
   The girl concentrated, closing her eyes and balling her hands into fists. She left two small fragments of her soul inside the metal bolas that she planned to manipulate. She concentrated with all her might on pulling at those fragments of soul energy, tugging the metal balls they were stored in as well. The chain that connected the balls rubbed against the bloody open wound left behind by Uverstarr’s constant barrage of fire.
 
   “Just a little more…” Shiva thought, peeking through a crack in her eyelids at the demonic foe. The chains bore down on the tender burnt flesh on either side of the creature’s body, sinking into the open wound like a spoon through a pudding cup.
 
   “Wait!” the demon said in surprise. “What are you-”
 
   The next sound Podavek made was another excruciating scream of pain as the girl’s weapon tore into its body. The wounds enlarged on either side as the chains pulled, never letting up. The flames continued clearing away any hope for growing new limbs in time to cover the bloody injuries. Without his ability to replace the lost legs and fix himself, the force of the chains against his weakest points finally became too much for him. Shiva felt her weapon fall to the ground, no longer struggling against the resistant flesh of her enemy. She looked up to see Podavek split in two.
 
   Uverstarr saw it too, because he instantly stopped his flame tornadoes. The spinning projectiles shrunk until they fizzled out and disappeared with the breeze. The demon centipede fell to the ground with a SPLAT in two pieces, a top half and a bottom chunk. Around them, light filled the room as the strands of insect legs that made up the walls of the Prison Bound room shriveled up and fell apart. In the greater demon’s final moments, Podavek wriggled erratically in a pool of blood and guts. With a final burst of life, the demon lashed out one last time by spinning both ends in random directions.
 
   Shiva dove for Uverstarr and tackled the boy out of the way as Podavek’s top portion whizzed by. The greater demon cackled like a madman until its voice became inaudible. The top portion died before the rear, which continued to wiggle for another few minutes before stopping.
 
   The thousands of tiny red insect legs that had sprouted here and there throughout the streets and walls dropped and withered away as the demon died. The pair of survivors sat still finally and gathered their breath.
 
   “Time to go,” Shiva said to Uverstarr as Royal Guards flooded the area. The pair ignored them and climbed to their feet.
 
   “Glad that’s finally over,” Uverstarr said with a sigh as the pair walked away. “I can’t wait to see the look on Ash’s face when I tell him that we beat the nasty demon that was giving him trouble!”
 
   “Not over,” Shiva said, failing to join in the boy’s enthusiasm.
 
   Uverstarr looked at her, eyes wide in surprise. “You mean there’s more?”
 
   Shiva didn’t reply. She just kept walking. 
 
   “…I should go find Ash.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Eight: You Can’t Win This Fight
 
    
 
   The harsh afternoon sun beat down on Ash as he continued his slow pursuit of the demon-infested Commander. The human boy made sure to keep a safe distance between them as he followed Stryd down a crowded West Hell walking path that lead away from the festival grounds. They passed enthusiastic spectators and festivalgoers, some of who even attempted to talk to the gruff Commander.
 
   The demon Prince in control of Stryd ignored the chatty devils and moved past them all without a sound. Nothing could distract the demon royalty from his mission.
 
   God this sucks, thought Ash, his eyes glued to the Commander’s back. If the demons have already gotten to Stryd, who else could they have? Prince Killian, King Al, maybe even Goddard. I have to warn Shiva and Aura, but I can’t just bail on a demon in my sights. It sucks, but I’ll just have to keep following him and hope I don’t die…
 
   The Commander moved away from all the festival commotion and out of the populated areas, arriving at the top of a sloping path. There he paused, as if to give the human boy one last chance to back out. But Ash paused there too, waiting to see what Stryd would do next. After only a few seconds, the black-armor clad man continued moving down the next hill.
 
   When Ash reached the top of the hill he saw the Commander heading down the unkempt gravel path that winded from side to side, descending about a half mile into a small valley surrounded by tall canyons. The landscape there was covered in a thick overgrowth of shabby shrubs, brambles, and trees. A shallow riverbed flowed through the canyon valley, dividing the valley in two.
 
   Okay, Ash thought. Super serious strategy time. Do I keep following him down into that hidden valley and let him call all the shots? Or do I attack him now while he’s probably not expecting it? If he’s leading me to such an isolated place, I expect he’ll finally ditch the devil body and fight me in his demon form. So far, I’m just lucky to be standing. If it weren’t for Goddard’s medicine I’d probably be puking my guts out both ends right about now…
 
   Sirens pierced the air. Ash turned his head instinctively toward the sound. It was coming from East Hell. The boy moved down the slope after the demon-possessed man. He couldn’t start worrying about his friends when he was in his own dire situation.
 
   I’m sure Aura can take care of himself, thought Ash. After all, he’s basically got a super power to back him up. I got a super cold, and all its doing is kicking my own ass. I’d rather just attack him now and get it over with, but I can’t risk killing Stryd. As much as I dislike him…
 
   Ash made his way down the winding slope, careful to step over the sharp rocks and deep potholes on the way. He had been down there once before in his exploration of West Hell, so he already knew the area had nothing to offer but pebbly sandbars and the shallow stream. People rarely went down there, as there wasn’t much to do.
 
   Near the bottom of the slope, Ash saw Stryd disappear behind the thick brush. The boy took a deep breath. His hand instinctively glided over the pillbox in his pocket. Before he even realized it, the pillbox was in his palm and he was opening it up to pop another little black pill into his mouth. He heard someone at the top of the slope and turned to look back up the path, but there was no one there. Cursing his jumpy nerves, he swallowed the pill and hoped it’d help keep him alive a little longer.
 
   There could be more of them watching me, after all.
 
   Ash followed the crude pathway between two humongous thorny shrubs. He found himself standing on a rough and rocky riverbank, the waterbed lying several yards away. Further down the beach was the Commander, standing at the river’s edge with his back pointing at Ash.
 
   No backing out now, the boy thought. He took a deep breath.
 
   “Who am I speaking with?” asked Ash. “Because I know it isn’t Commander Stryd in there calling the shots.”
 
   “Heh,” the Commander laughed. “You willingly follow me to your death, then waste time speaking instead of attacking when my back is turned. And for what? To spare my devil host body’s life?” said the Commander. He still sounded like Stryd, but his tone was far more sinister than the devil could ever accomplish. The Commander turned to face Ash. “Humans are stupid creatures, it seems.”
 
   “It’s Otozek, right?” Ash asked. “I need to know so I can tell my friends which demon I eliminated.” The boy tried to sound brave, but his knees were shaking.
 
   Stryd cracked a faint smile. “Prince Otozek,” he replied. “You have a distinct scent, human. There’s something more to you. I smelt it on you earlier. It’s fainter now, but I can still smell it. The scent of death.”
 
   A shiver ran down Ash’s spine. He tried his best not to look uncomfortable. “I was a little under the weather,” Ash said with a shrug. “Now I’m less sick, and ready to actually fight you.”
 
   “Admirable,” said Otozek. “But foolish. You can’t win this fight.”
 
   “We won’t know till we try,” said Ash. He took a wider stance and flexed his arms. “What I need to do now is get pumped up!”
 
   Ash let his flames flow free. It was one thing to focus his flames in the palm of his hands, or emit fire from his fingertips. But when Ash really cut loose, his flames erupted from all over his upper body. The boy’s arms and shoulders burst into flames and so did his head. His own flames would never burn or hurt him, so he wasn’t worried about losing his hair. The process even felt good, and left the boy feeling more than warmed up. 
 
   The demon Prince watched, unaffected. “I’ve seen your past battles through this devil’s eyes,” said Otozek. “I’ve raided his memories and discovered everything I need to know about you, Ash Kaplan. It seems you’ve been lucky in the past. That ends now. As we speak, my group of talented soldiers is hunting your friends and taking over the devil’s castle. We’ve already won-”
 
   Ash sprang forward, his feet radiating a small amount of soul power for an added speed boost. His flaming fist shot forward and connected with Stryd’s smug face. SMACK! The Commander’s feet left the ground and he soared through the air, landing in the shallow stream with a KER-SPLASH!
 
   Ash let his flames continue to rage as the valley went silent. The Commander’s head bobbed above the water, his expression solemn.
 
   “Get out of that body, demon,” said Ash, pulling his sword from the sheath attached to his back. “Get out here. Let’s end this.”
 
   Stryd looked up, his eyes blank. “Yes.”
 
   Stryd shot out of the water like a rocket and landed on the valley floor several feet in front of Ash. The Commander stared at Ash with lifeless eyes as he opened his mouth. Something black appeared in the back of his throat and extended until it protruded out of his mouth. The tip was pointy and black, but the longer it stretched the color turned to blue. When the appendage lengthened to two feet and still continued to grow, the Commander’s knees buckled and he leaned forward.
 
   The pointy tail-like appendage shot into the ground and stuck there as Stryd bent over to throw up the demon. The rest of the greater demon came out as one thin strand. Stryd’s jaws had to stretch to impossible proportions to allow such a large deposit, but the demon Prince exited the Commander in one piece. Once exposed to the outside air, the greater demon stretched to his natural size and shape, giving Ash his first real glimpse of Prince Otozek.
 
   The greater demon Prince was humanoid, and mostly covered in a dark blue smooth skin like a frog’s. He had no hair and stood a full head shorter than Ash. His body was covered in patchy black spots. His long tail that ended in a pointy black tip swung side to side, playfully.
 
   “Now you see me as I truly am,” said Otozek. “Come at me however you wish.”
 
   Ash screamed, gripping his sword in fury. He rushed forward preparing to swing at the demon.
 
   Otozek flicked his tail forward. The pointed tip split open and several long black barbs shot out. Taken by surprise, Ash could only swing his sword in defense. He took out two of the barbs with one swing, but a third stinger evaded the blade by bending at an odd angle and moving itself out of Ash’s reach. Ash had to jump back just to avoid it. He blasted the barb with a round of flames, having to hold the fire on the tendril for several seconds before it finally burned to ash.
 
   There’s a neat trick, Ash thought. Kinda ruins my short game, though. I guess I’ll back up and see how the long-range fight goes.
 
   As Otozek stood patiently with his arms crossed, willing to let his tail do all the work, Ash backed off. After taking a few big jumps back the boy lowered his sword and redirected his wild flames. He pointed his empty hand at the demon prince. In a matter of seconds there was a fireball the size of a boulder floating in front of his open palm.
 
    Let’s see how you deal with this!
 
   Ash fired.
 
   The giant ball of flames raced across the riverbed shoreline heading for Otozek. The demon prince showed no signs of reacting. He did not uncross his arms or step aside. Only his tail moved.
 
   With lightning fast speed and perfect accuracy the demon prince’s needle-like tail cut the fireball in half. The two fiery portions passed Otozek on either side, fizzling out and leaving the demon unharmed.
 
   Crap spackle! Ash thought, starting to sweat. Okay then, let’s see if he can keep up! He stuck his sword back in the sheath and pointed both his palms at Otozek. The demon stared coldly at Ash and stuck the tip of his tail in the ground. Ash wasted no more time and started rapidly firing off blasts of flames from both hands.
 
   He was certain he’d hit the demon Prince with at least one of the fireballs. But before the first blast even got near Otozek, something black shot out of the ground. The long black thing stretched tall enough to block the demon prince from sight.
 
   It’s a wall of those stingers that come out of his tail, Ash realized. That’s why he stuck his tail in the ground. He can spread them out anywhere through the ground and even use them to block my attacks. So cheap! Wait… that means he could… oh crap!
 
   Ash stopped his pointless barrage of fireball attacks and brought out his wings. In mid jump, the ground split and a black stinger shot out from where Ash had just been standing. The stinger sliced through the air, cutting Ash across his exposed ankle. If he hadn’t jumped, it would have been his throat cut instead.
 
   The demon prince’s wall of tail tendrils sucked back into the ground, exposing the demon once more. The stinger that attacked Ash sucked back into the ground as well, and Otozek pulled the tip of his tail out of the ground. The demon prince shook his tail a few times to get the dirt off, never taking his eyes off Ash.
 
   “I can see why you’re the Prince,” said Ash, inspecting his small cut. “That’s one nifty ability you got there. Any chance it’s got a secret weakness or something I could exploit? Any limitations I should know about?”
 
   “Begging for hints already?” replied the demon prince.
 
   “I’m just mining for information,” said Ash. “Usually boss characters like to ramble on and on about their strength before a fight, and sometimes they give away critical information to winning the battle. Happens more often than you’d think.”
 
   “If it is information about my tail you wanted, I would be more than happy to tell you about the despair that is to come in your near future,” replied Prince Otozek. Now a wicked smile spread across his face sending an avalanche of shivers down Ash’s spine. The Prince’s tail wagged playfully from side to side as he spoke.
 
   “I did not strike a fatal blow, but I do not have to. My tail has many abilities. One of them is the powerful toxin that my skin secretes. It coats the tip of my tail and infects anyone I sting, no matter the size of the wound. Perhaps you’re feeling it now.”
 
   Prince Otozek took a step forward, narrowing the gap between them. Ash tried to back up more, but his back was already up against a large overgrowth of dried vines with sharp thorns. The boy had other problems, as the leg he got cut on tingled and refused to cooperate.
 
   “The toxin is like a poison, but don’t worry, it’s nonfatal. One of the effects is a paralysis-like calmness. Depending on the dosage, I could put your entire body into a state of idle bliss.  This power to calm my opponents also puts them in a state where they’re easier to influence and control. I call this toxic cocktail Ultra Relax.”
 
   The demon prince took another step closer and wasn’t slowing down. Ash tried to step away, but his leg was limp as wet ramen.
 
   Damn! thought the human boy. He ‘relaxed’ my leg with just that tiny scratch! I’ve got to be more careful or I’ll end up skewered with more of that status ailment junk. I should keep him as far away as possible.
 
   “Stay back,” Ash threatened. “I’m warning you, I’m a feral human.” He tried to make himself look intimidating.
 
   The demon prince chuckled to himself. “A feral human,” said Otozek. “Then you should have no problems avoiding this!”
 
   Before Ash could answer Otozek’s tail was flying at his face. The boy tried to jump out of the way using his good leg. It ended up being more of a dive, and Ash went rolling across sandy ground to avoid the attack. He shuffled up to his feet, but almost tipped right over again.
 
   The boy retreated, hobbling like an old man to a safer distance. Once he had eyes on Otozek again, he saw the blue demon still slowly approaching him. With all his attacks failing, the boy resorted to his most desperate attack.
 
   He raised both arms above his head and put palms up. He’d need to collect a lot of flames quickly. Ash cut loose again, releasing flames all over his upper body and collecting them in a giant sphere above his head. The flaming ball grew to enormous proportions as the demon prince continued nonchalantly toward the human boy.
 
   I’ll smother you in flames! thought Ash. You can’t block or cut your way out of this! I’ll burn you into soot!
 
   With a ball of flames the size of a minivan hovering inches above his head, Ash roared as he willed the flames forward. A ball of flames that big didn’t move very fast, but it wouldn’t really need to. Ash could always increase the size or direct the attack if his enemy tried to dodge. There was no escaping his raging blast.
 
   But Prince Otozek did not need to dodge. The demon lifted its tail so the pointed tip was just above his head. With Ash’s massive fireball baring down on him, Otozek’s tail tip split again. This time, it shredded into hundreds of thousands of tiny strands, so much that it looked like one solid shape. The tail split apart and bent backwards, stretching and changing shape as it wrapped around the demon’s body from head to toe. Ash’s fireball slammed into the demon’s strange pod-like tail cocoon that it had hidden inside.
 
   The demon prince’s pod-like protection disappeared in the inferno Ash dropped on him. The boy concentrated on increasing the size and heat of his flames, turning the burner up to eleven. When the ground was scorched black, Ash released the flame attack, certain nothing could survive. At the very least, he expected the demon’s defenses to be breached.
 
   What he saw when the flames had dissipated came as a terrifying shock. The blackish pod that reminded Ash of a seed was unharmed. Once the heat had let up, the pod split at the bottom and deposited the demon prince with not a scratch on him.
 
   “No way…” said Ash in utter shock. “That was my strongest attack. It doesn’t make sense. My flames burned through your stingers before…”
 
   “What you just saw was another skill,” replied Otozek. “My second ability: Ultra Shell. The shell that my tail turns into is made from a different composition than my stingers. It’s more like your fingernails. It’s also hard as diamonds and completely impenetrable.”
 
   Holy crap, Ash thought, speechless. I’ve got to escape!
 
   Around this time Ash realized he’d only been moving further into the valley and away from the only walking path out. In such a narrow canyon, flight would be trickier. Especially if he needed to evade possible attacks from the demon’s tail. The boy still didn’t know if there was a limit to how far the tail’s stretchy stingers could go, but he knew they’d definitely pursue him if he fled.
 
   Ultra Relax, Ultra Shell… thought Ash. I need an ultra escape plan!
 
   In that moment, Ash went from fight to flight. Unfortunately his powerful enemy blocked the route to the walking path. His only means of escape from the valley, unless he went by air. He doubted the possibility of getting past those stingers. Not with his bum leg. He decided he’d have a better shot at escaping by air and brought out his wings.
 
   I was completely wrong about fighting him, the boy thought. He beat his wings and took off. There’s no way I could beat him. He’s way too strong! It’s like fighting Prince Killian, but ten times worse! Even Aura would have trouble fighting him, and he’s got a death touch!
 
   As Ash flew he caught sight of Prince Otozek below. The demon prince was lifting his tail. He pointed the tip at Ash, tracing the boy’s path as he flew. Ash had a bad feeling about his enemy’s actions, and banked hard to the right just in case. Right in time too, as something shot past him and lodged into the canyon wall. Ash circled in place and inspected the damage.
 
   Embedded into the side of the canyon was a black cylinder about the size of a pen. Ash knew from experience the tip would have been really sharp, sharp enough to pierce stone it seemed. Judging by its short size, it looked like some sort of projectile dart attack.
 
   Great, he can shoot them too, Ash thought.
 
   He didn’t have time to think much else. Otozek, with his tail leveled at Ash, fired off several more of his stinger darts. He changed the angle and elevation of each shot, making Ash really work to dodge them all. The boy twisted and turned through the air like the Red Baron. Hard as he tried, he still felt the stinging sharp pain between his shoulders.
 
   Everything went numb. The boy couldn’t control his wings anymore. He could barely tell if they were even still out as he dropped from the sky, trying his hardest to just recall them in to his body.
 
   Ash’s body hit canyon wall and bounced. Lucky for him, everything from his torso to his arms went tingly and numb. His wings, which hadn’t been recalled like he’d hoped, were wrapping around the boy as he rolled and fell to the bottom of the valley, back down to where Prince Otozek waited patiently.
 
   By the time the boy’s body rolled into the bottom of the canyon, Otozek stood ready to intercept. The boy was in rough shape, with thick cuts and bruises all over his wings and body. Something finally went right and his wings sucked into his back. But he could see the figure of the demon standing over him and felt death breathing down his neck.
 
   His arms, mostly numb, had to be flailed till he could get his hand into his pocket. He had just enough feeling left in his hands to be able to grip the pillbox. He rolled and tumbled on the ground till his hand came out of his pocket, spilling the pills on the ground.
 
   Otozek paused and sniffed the air. “Strange time for a meal,” he said. 
 
   Ash didn’t bother with a response. He was busy wiggling around on the ground, trying to move his face closer to the pile of pills in the sand. He wriggled like a maggot until his face was inches off the ground, the pills just beneath his mouth. Ash chomped down as wide as he could spread his jaws, taking in the pile of pills and a large chunk of sand.
 
   He swallowed it all in one big gulp. This caused him to start coughing and gagging as he choked the sandy mixture down. The demon prince approached him without fear. He knew there was no way the human could escape.
 
   But Ash surprised Otozek by regaining control of his body. The boy pushed himself off the ground with his arms and legs, his eyes bloodshot and strained. Flames billowed off Ash’s body as the boy let out a low growl. Consuming so many of the pills had given the boy a tremendous boost of power, but there was a downside. He wouldn’t be conscious much longer.
 
   As the boy regained his footing and prepared to make a break for it, flames still shooting out of his body, the blue Prince struck with his tail. The movement was too fast for Ash to match. Otozek’s tail split into five separate stingers. Two pierced his arms. Two pierced his legs. And the last one pierced Ash in the back of his head.
 
   The five stingers stuck inside Ash, keeping him propped up on his feet, unable to fall forward. When the boy was good and stable, Otozek removed his stingers. He pulled his tail back to enjoy the sight of the frozen human. Ash resembled a statue.
 
   “That was a small dose, too,” said Otozek. “Far less than it took to control the others. It should be more than sufficient for a human. Just stay where you are for now.”
 
   Ash stood silently, arms at his side. Though he was terrified for life just moments ago, he felt a disturbing calm gripping his body. Like being wrapped in a warm, snuggly, blanky. Ash just didn’t want to move.
 
   Can’t run. Can’t fight, the boy thought, barely holding onto consciousness. What’s the point in trying? I can either run myself tired trying to escape the inevitable, or I can just relax and let it all go. I’m dead tired, too. Why the heck not relax a little before I’m dead? It’s not so bad. I can’t even feel anything. I’ll just stay right here where he told me to and relax.
 
   “Wait right there while I possess your body.”
 
   Otozek took a step closer. He wanted to be in front of Ash to enter the boy’s body through his mouth. But before he could step in front of him, an even quicker event happened.
 
   Someone with wings outstretched flew in and snatched Ash off the ground. The greater demon’s tail slashed at the air and made contact with skin, but it wasn’t enough to bring the person down. Otozek fired off several stinger darts but the stranger flew around a bend in the canyon and out of sight way too fast. Otozek made a break for the devil body of Commander Stryd he’d left laying in the valley. He needed cover before he could exit and pursue.
 
   As they flew from the valley leaving Prince Otozek behind, Ash regained enough control of his body to bend his neck and look at his savior. He looked up to see Aralia’s determined face, hauling him off to safety in her arms. The boy felt a debt of gratitude to the girl before he passed out from all the toxins in his body.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Nine: Get it Together
 
    
 
   The scared girl fled through the streets of West Hell. She was certain the strange being she’d rescued her friend from could be nothing other than a greater demon. The bizarre creatures rarely attacked the devil’s kingdom, but when they did, there was always mass death. The girl and her sister were among the majority of Hell’s devil population that could claim to have lost a loved one to the actions of a greater demon.
 
   Now one of them was after her.
 
   Aralia escaped the canyon valley by flight, but as soon as she cleared the rim of the canyon she dropped to the ground. The weight of the unconscious boy she carried was too much for her to sustain flight for very long, especially at such a steep incline. She made it to a more populated area without the blue demon catching up, which she considered a decent head start. But she could hear the invasion sirens sounding in East and North Hell. There were more demons on the loose in the kingdom.
 
   If Ash was a target of theirs, that would make her one too. Aralia rounded a corner onto a street where some people were still congregating. Many of them carried weapons, prepared to fight if they had to. The sky was bathed in crimson as the Royal Guards flew into a confused state of action. They seemed to be lacking proper instruction. Even if they weren’t sure what to do, the invasion sirens told the soldiers which part of the kingdom they should be heading to.
 
   No wonder he didn’t want me bugging him, Aralia thought. She wanted to look at the slumbering boy’s face but couldn’t spare a second of her concentration. Of course, it’s a good thing I followed him or else he’d be…
 
   The girl tried not to think about what could have been and focused on her escape route. She paused to catch her breath close to the group of armed men standing near a beer cart.
 
   “Hey girl!” one of the men said. “You should evacuate! The public safe zone is just a block that way. They have a medic there who can patch up your friend. Get going!”
 
   Raley didn’t like the idea of isolating herself into a stuffy, cramped public safety zone. She saw what the blue demon was capable of. She knew the walls of the safe zone building wouldn’t be enough to keep that thing out. She knew exactly who she needed to find. The problem was that she had no way of knowing how to find them, unless Ash woke up and told her.
 
   That didn’t seem like it was going to happen anytime soon.
 
   So Raley ran, boy in arms, to the only place she could think of. It was definitely the closest place that came to mind. Though she’d only recently committed the location to memory, it was one that would be etched in her mind forever. The orphan girl rushed through The Fire Arcade ignoring the booths with prizes on display and the isolated concentrations of devil muscle congregating here and there. She ignored their stares of pity as she passed by. 
 
   All she knew was that she had to get Ash home.
 
   She ran through the residential area of West Hell, a vast series of structures carved straight into a long and winding canyon. In some areas the canyon walls were thin enough to carve straight through, connecting to an adjacent pocket valley. Around the rim of the canyon walls were the Royal Guard watchtowers.
 
   Raley cut across town heading for Ash’s house. It might have been the closest place she could think of, but it was still on the other side of West Hell in the newer, ritzier expansion. It was the type of place she would never go if she didn’t know people that lived there. She still had about a mile to go, but already she was beginning to tire. Her arms were burning and she could barely feel her legs anymore. All the adrenaline her body produced earlier had run out. Now she was powered solely by fear.
 
   And fear can be quite tiring. As she ran for her life, and the life of her comrade, she heard a welcomed voice calling out from above.
 
   “Hey! Raley! And is that… Ash?”
 
   The girl stopped dead in her tracks as the black-haired man with the gauntlet on his right hand dropped out of the sky, landing in front of her.
 
   “What happened?” Aura asked, stepping in to examine his friend. Oddly, his jet-black hair and clothing were soaking wet.
 
   Aralia was overcome with fluctuating emotions, so much so that she couldn’t properly respond. She had no more breath to speak, even if she wanted to. She could feel the water droplets that had been amassing in the corners of her eyes starting to leak. A sudden immense joy replaced her overwhelming distress.
 
   “Mister Aura Sir!” Aralia said, tears of happiness flowing. “It’s… after… us!” she cried between her heavy sobs. Some of the tears fell on Ash’s face as his head rested in the girl’s lap. The warm tears were not enough to wake the boy.
 
   “Whoa girl!” said Aura, kneeling to help keep Ash from spilling onto the gravel. “Slow down. Take deep breathes. Relax. You’re safe now. You’re with the Drax man.” Aura flashed her the dazzling smile that won so many young girl’s hearts in the Kingdom of Hell already. 
 
   “I just finished cleaning up a mess that some greater demon made, in fact. Now tell me, what happened to you and Ash?”
 
   “We have to move!” said Aralia, craning her neck to look behind them. “He might still be after us!”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Commander!”
 
   “Stryd?” Aura asked.
 
   “Yes!” Aralia replied. “Err… no. It was, but it wasn’t! He was possessed! We gotta go!” The girl tried sitting up, but could not stand and lift the boy. Her legs were still trembling too much to stand on.
 
   “No,” Aura replied. The death toucher was totally calm. He looked Aralia directly in the eyes before breaking his stare and climbing to his feet.
 
   “Let him come,” said Aura. “I’d very much like to meet the demon that did this to Ash.”
 
   Aura turned his back on the girl and stepped forward. His left hand gripped the gauntlet on his right hand. He pulled it off and clenched his dark fist. Blue bolts of shining soul power shot in every direction. The boy gripped his wrist and held his cursed hand high.
 
   “You hear me demon?” Aura yelled. “I’m the famous death toucher, Aura Draxler! I just death-punched your fish friend, and I’d love to do the same to you! Come try to attack Ash again! I dare you!”
 
   Ten terrifying seconds passed where Aura emitted his freakishly powerful soul energy. He let out as much as he could, using his anger for fuel. He was aiming to intimidate the demon. The blue electricity his cursed hand produced flashed and crackled more brilliantly than he’d ever seen. The boy’s overwhelming power did not only succeed in driving off the pursing demon, but also made a young girl nearly pee herself out of fright.
 
   At last, the death toucher cut his flow of soul power. The blue sparking jolts of electricity stopped spraying out of Aura’s hand. He turned to face the girl again, a pleasant smile adorning his face.
 
   “Guess I scared him off,” he said. “Come on. Let’s take Ash home.”
 
   The two worked together to lift Ash up to his feet and let the girl up. They both wrapped one of Ash’s arms around their shoulders and carried the boy through the streets, failing to notice the boy’s open eyes.
 
   “Guys…”
 
   “You say something, Raley?” Aura asked.
 
   “Not me,” Aralia replied. “I thought you said something just now.”
 
   “Guys…!”
 
   Aura and Raley tilted and turned their heads to get a better look at Ash’s face. Now they saw his eyelids wide open, his eyes shifting side-to-side, alert. His jaws clenched as he struggled to move his mouth.
 
   “Para…” he said, forcing his muscles to move. “…-lyzed!”
 
   “He’s awake!” Aralia said with glee.
 
   “I think he said he’s paralyzed,” said Aura. “So that’s what the demon did to you, huh? You did well just to survive and make it back to us with that information. Good job, pal. Now let’s get you home safe.” 
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   By the time Shiva returned home to West Hell the invasion sirens had gone silent. After the defeats of Orkazek and Podavek, the public was to believe the demon threat inside the kingdom had been extinguished. Only a handful of devils knew the truth. But the groups of armed citizens taking to the streets could only mean that more were becoming suspicious. A state of panic appeared on the horizon.
 
   “Big news,” Shiva said as soon as she passed through the front door. “The demons have infiltrated the Royal Guard. And a Captain, no less.” She stepped inside with Uverstarr right behind her. 
 
   Aura Draxler sat across the living room in ‘his’ recliner. He changed into dry clothes and caught a short catnap after escorting his friends home. He lifted his head and yawned in response to Shiva. He raised a curious eyebrow at the little annoying orphan boy.
 
   “What’s he doing here?” Aura Asked.
 
   “Hey! I just helped Prin-sis over there kick some demon butt!” the boy said, stomping his foot. “Or at least, I think we did… I don’t remember seeing a butt anywhere on that demon. I should have asked it about that when I had the chance.”
 
   “That’s just great,” Aura replied, his eyes closed, his head resting comfortably. “Raley’s upstairs in Ash’s room. Go say hi.”
 
   “Ral’s here?” the boy replied. He moved upstairs and disappeared.
 
   “Knock first!” Aura called after the boy as he went.
 
   Shiva went to the kitchen and ran cold water from the sink faucet. “I take it your demon encounter went well?” she asked, sticking her lips to the stream to drink.
 
   “I nearly drowned like a hundred times,” the sullen death toucher replied. “Other than that, it was a piece of cake. Just an ugly fish. Nothing special.”
 
   Shiva lifted her head and wiped the excess water from around her mouth. “My opponent was an annoying armored insect. You just never know what you’re going to get.” After drinking her fill, Shiva stepped into the living room to talk more with her teammate. A sudden thought dawned on her.
 
   “Wait, why is Aralia in Ash’s room?!” she said, staring at the part of the wall that divided their living room and Ash’s bedroom.
 
   “It’s quite the story,” said Aura. “I was lucky I ran into her when I did. She was terrified, running through the streets of West Hell with Ash in her arms. She told me everything on the walk home. Ash fought that demon Prince guy. Apparently, he attacks with a long tail that can paralyze you. That’s what happened to Ash. We were lucky that Aralia was there to rescue him.”
 
   “That girl saved Ash?” said Shiva. “And they’re alone together in his room right now?”
 
   “Until Uverstarr walked in on them, yeah,” Aura replied with a shrug.
 
   Shiva left the living room and went upstairs. Instead of turning to go to her bedroom, she went the opposite way toward the boy’s bedrooms. Without so much as a courtesy knock Shiva burst into Ash’s room.
 
   “Oh, that’s not even the worst part!” Aura called behind her. But she was already gone and definitely not paying attention to him anymore.
 
   Inside Ash’s darkened bedroom, Shiva found an odd scenario playing out. Ash was wide-awake sitting upright in bed, propped up by about four pillows behind his back. He wasn’t moving much, except for his mouth. Aralia sat at his bedside, hand feeding the boy grapes. Ash looked reluctant and embarrassed, especially when his eyes strained wide open at seeing Shiva enter the room.
 
   Uverstarr stood by Ash’s desk, engrossed in the human’s small collection of items from Earth he’d found or bought since moving to Hell. There was his ipod, which he received from Shiva. The battery died long ago. Uverstarr picked up an aerosol can of deodorant and pressed the cap down, spraying the stinky substance through the air and making him sneeze. He put the can down and picked up a book. The cover depicted a young looking boy changing into some kind of Earth creature. He mostly tried to ignore Shiva, after putting up with her for so long already.
 
   “What’s going on?” Shiva asked. “Are those my grapes?”
 
   “Miss Lady Shiva!” Aralia said with a gasp, jumping to her feet and greeting the Princess with a polite curtsy. “It’s an honor to be in your presence once again!”
 
   “Can it with the honoraries,” Shiva replied. “You don’t have to treat me any differently than any other girl. And I’ll treat you the same.”
 
   “Yes, of course Miss Lady Shiva!” Aralia replied, turning red in the face. “I’m sorry I took your grapes. They were the only food in the fridge that wasn’t rotten or moldy, and Ash was hungry. I’ll replace them as soon as I can afford it.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” she said, waving the girl off. “We need a moment alone. Will you two please wait downstairs?”
 
   “Yes! Of course!”
 
   “Whatever, yo.”
 
   Once the orphans had left the room and Aura entered to replace them, Shiva glared to Ash, placing her hands on her hips. “You. Report. Now.”
 
   Shiva and Aura listened patiently as Ash recanted his encounter with Prince Otozek. He’d regained most of the movement in his head, and could even do small gestures with his hands and arms. In just ten minutes he had them up to speed and fully informed.
 
   “Damn it!” Shiva screamed, pounding her fist into her palm. “They got all the Captains and Stryd! They’re probably already inside the castle!” She grinded her teeth as her fist trembled, still clenched in her other hand. “We have to get over there and tell someone! Goddard, my brother or father: anyone. We need to raise the alert and squash the demons before they can hide from us again. We should go right now!”
 
   “Hang on just a second,” said Ash. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly in the best shape to continue the mission…”
 
   “Oh I noticed,” said Shiva. “I warned you, didn’t I? I knew your strength wouldn’t hold out. Well, are you satisfied yet? Or do you need to push yourself any further? How long do you think your good luck streak is going to last, huh?”
 
   Ash looked down, forlorn.
 
   “Cut him some slack,” Aura said in his defense. “It sounds like this demon Prince is a cut above the demons we faced. As far as I’m concerned, Ash did kick ass just to make it out of there alive.”
 
   “Aura, don’t,” said Ash, his head still hung low. “You don’t have to defend me anymore. I made a big claim that I was fine, but I definitely wasn’t. Goddard’s medicine helped alright, but it didn’t give me enough strength to even compete with that demon. Prince Otozek was…seriously terrifying.”
 
   There were tears in Ash’s eyes, though he struggled to hold them back. He forced himself to keep talking, struggling to recall the traumatic encounter. “He played with me like I was just some cheap toy. I’ll never forget the carefree expression on his face. His relaxed posture, his crossed arms. He knew I wasn’t even a challenge for him. But I had no idea…”
 
   “Let it go, Ash,” said Shiva. She looked like she was growing uncomfortable seeing the boy break down. “You’re alive and that’s all that matters. We still have a mission to discuss, and right now things are bad. What do you say? Can you get it together here or what?”
 
   After taking a deep breath, Ash lifted his head. “Yes,” he said. “I agree with you. This is real bad.”
 
   “As your leader, I say our next move is to storm the castle as soon as possible and flush out those demons before they get to my family!”
 
   Shiva stomped her foot hoping to spur the others into action, but no one moved. Instead, Aura cleared his throat and put a defiant hand up.
 
   “Actually, I think we should wait,” he said with confidence.
 
   “I agree with Aura,” Ash said instantly.
 
   “What!” Shiva replied. “My family is in direct danger and you two want to sit around here feeling sorry for yourselves? Man up and let’s go fight some more demons! Before anyone else gets eaten…” 
 
   “I understand how you feel Shiva,” Aura said, speaking with more compassion. “I’d hate to stand by and wait while my family might be in danger too. But if we rush in there without properly thinking things through, we’ll likely walk straight into a trap.”
 
   “How do you figure?” Shiva barked in reluctance.
 
   “The demons have had a lot longer to plan out their next move than us. If they’re interested in infiltrating the castle, we can assume they’ve probably already done so by now, given their choice of host bodies. Running over there now, unprepared, is a recipe for disaster. I say, since your brother can watch after your dad, we should look for Goddard first. He’ll know best what we should do from there on out.”
 
   Shiva remained silent for a while, pondering it over. Though she was hesitant to come around, she eventually changed her mind. “Okay then, let’s do that. That’s our plan. So why don’t we go do that now?”
 
   “First, I’d like to ask Ash something,” Aura said, stepping closer to his bedridden buddy. “You’ve lost all your medicine, haven’t you?” he asked.
 
   Ash nodded.
 
   “That’s a shame, if it was actually helping.”
 
   “It was.”
 
   “How about a way to defeat that demon?” Aura asked next. “Can you think of anything?”
 
   “If he knew how to beat the demon he would have beat the demon,” Shiva said with a rude scoff.
 
   “Actually, I’ve been thinking about it this whole time I’ve been paralyzed,” Ash said. This got their attention. “I just kept thinking it was all because of his stupid tail. All these stingers come out of the tip, and they’re like 99% unavoidable. But, I realized that the stinger would only come out of his tail. I just kept thinking, if I wasn’t so sick, maybe I could have cut his tail off.”
 
   “Cut off the tail, huh?” Aura repeated with a smirk. “Sounds like the start of a plan. That’s what I’m talking about!”
 
   “You should take my sword, Aura,” said Ash. “You could probably pull it off.”
 
   “Thanks pal, I will,” Aura replied.
 
   “Okay,” Shiva interjected. “We’ve got our plan: find Goddard and slice the demon Prince’s tail off! Easy as that! Let’s go!”
 
   “There’s still the matter of our two little guests to discuss,” said Ash, looking more stern than usual. “We’ve really got them all tangled up in this mess now.”
 
   “Should we send them home?” asked Aura. “Tell them to keep this all a secret?”
 
   “I don’t think that’ll work this time,” said Ash. “Raley’s seen too much. So has Uverstarr. They’re both too stubborn to walk away from all this now.”
 
   “We can’t make them go home,” said Shiva. “For all we know, the demons could still be out on the streets looking for us. It’s safe to assume those two are targets now as well. Instead of sending them home, we’ll let them stay here. Just until we get back from stomping the demons at the castle. BOOM! Mission: planned. Let’s go!”
 
   Ash and Aura looked at each other and shrugged. With a smile, Ash said “That’s our fearless leader for you. Always antsy in the pantsy to go fight demons.”
 
   “Don’t mention ants,” Shiva said, fighting back her gag reflex. “Or centipedes. Or any other bug with gross little stick legs that wiggle around and… Urk…”
 
   “Just what have you been through?” Ash wondered aloud, cutting the tension in the room. For just a moment, everyone managed slight smiles. It felt like old times again, despite the awful situation they were in. Then Aura brought the mood right back down to dire.
 
   “You don’t have to go with us, you know,” he said to his friend. “Given your condition, I think you’ve done enough already. No one would think any less of you if you sat this one out.”
 
   “I hate to say it, but I’m with Draxler on this one,” said Shiva with a heavy sigh. “I don’t mind protecting you if you insist on tagging along, but I could just as easily do without all that. So just do whatever you want.”
 
   The room went silent as they waited for Ash’s response with bated breath. After staring into the corner of the room for a moment, Ash straightened his face and looked at his friends. With the resolution sounding in his voice, he said, “I’m going with you guys.”
 
    “I knew it,” Aura murmured to himself with a little elbow pump.
 
   “You sure about that?” Shiva asked. “Can you even stand up?”
 
   In response, Ash pulled the blankets back and exposed his legs. He was able to swing both legs over the side of the bed and move them around easily enough. He tested his ability to stand and found he could get up and on his feet with no problems. He was finally able to stretch his limbs again, moving as if he just awoke from the best night of sleep he ever had.
 
   “He said I was injected with a toxin called Ultra Relax,” said Ash. “He said there was no cure, but that it was nonfatal. Whatever that means. I think he was only telling half the story though, because I feel just fine now.”
 
   “Maybe…” said Aura. “Maybe, if this Ultra Relax is some sort of ability, it could have the same limitations the other demon’s abilities had. Like dosage, or proximity.”
 
   “You mean the toxin only works if you’re close to the demon?” asked Shiva.
 
   “Could be,” Aura replied. “Or we could be totally off. Who knows. Either way, we avoid his stingers like I avoid fat chicks.”
 
   “You’re so noble,” Shiva said rolling her eyes in disgust.
 
   “So does it kick back in the next time I get close to him?” asked Ash. “Add that to my list of problems already piling up. Going anywhere near those demons is practically a death sentence for me right now…”
 
   He paused for dramatic effect.
 
   “Still,” he went on. “They’re coming for me soon, and it won’t matter where I am. I want my team by my side to back me up when they come. I’m really counting on you guys here…”
 
   “You got nothing to fear, duder,” Aura said with a confident smile, clapping Ash on the shoulder. “I’ll slice, and maybe even dice, that demon Prince before I suck out his soul! Ain’t no demon gonna lay a hand on my bro!”
 
   “Excuse me?” Shiva interjected. “I believe I’ll be the one who slays the Demon Prince! It only makes sense that the Royal Devil Princess be the one to bump off the so-called ‘Demon royalty’, right?”
 
   “I’d be okay with a Prince versus Prince outcome,” Ash said longingly.
 
   As Shiva and Aura spent the next few minutes arguing about who would kill the most greater demons and who had the right to fight the Demon Prince, Ash was overcome by a warm sensation. Though his teammates appeared to be having a stubborn, selfish, and competitive argument, he saw that there was more to it than that. His teammates weren’t just fighting over something stupid like fighting demons.
 
   His friends were arguing about how hard they were going to protect him. He realized they’d both encountered and defeated enemies that sounded just as powerful as the Demon Prince. With both of them there to defend him, Ash’s fear finally melted away.
 
   “It’s just like Shiva said,” said Ash as he removed his dirty shirt and tossed it to the floor. He grabbed a white tanktop from his dresser drawer and threw it on. Then he put on his peacoat over it. He’d missed the protective layer of chainmail armor sewn into the jacket.
 
   “I’ve just got to get it together long enough to get some more of that medicine from Goddard. I’m just hoping he’s figured out how to make a more powerful dosage. …And that he’s not already been possessed by a demon.”
 
   “Don’t worry man,” said Aura. “We’re going to the castle and we’re not leaving until we’ve stomped each and every one of those demons. After they’re dead, we can have Goddard get back to working on a cure for you. It’ll all work out. Just you wait.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty: Goddard’s Last Resort
 
    
 
   Much earlier that morning, before all the commotion caused by the greater demon attacks, the weary Royal Advisor toiled in his lab. He’d just spent the entire night exhausting his stock of supplies concocting a miracle cure for Ash’s condition. It was a tedious and tiresome task, taking Goddard hours just to produce a single concentrated pill.
 
   But Goddard’s supplies were dwindling. His yield for all his troubles was a lousy four pills. That amount wouldn’t keep Ash alive for another four days, let alone cure him entirely. Goddard needed fresh supplies. He was depending on collecting the bodies of the greater demons for further research, hoping to discover the reason behind Ash’s mysterious illness. Orders went out to all Royal Guards to collect any remains of greater demons that may appear in the kingdom.
 
   Another set of orders went out as well. 
 
   Goddard desperately needed to speak with the Captains of the Royal Guard, along with their hotheaded Commander, Sepultura Stryd. As much as Goddard disliked consorting with that man, it was absolutely vital he brief them on the current situation. Instead of track them all down individually, Goddard summoned the men as he always would.
 
   He got other people to do it for him.
 
   Orders were to direct the Captains and the Commander, should anyone see them, to report to Goddard’s lab for an urgent meeting ASAP.
 
   The Commander would later scoff at this order, immediately preceding his possession by the demon Prince.
 
   So Goddard spent all night and all morning working out a new cure for Ash in his lab. Waiting for his urgent meeting while working on important sciencey-stuff. Just the kind of morning the brainy Royal Advisor looked forward to in Hell.
 
   He’d just grinded the remainder of his supplies down, blending and liquefying the so-called medicine and storing it in a vial. It wasn’t much, but it just might give Ash another extension on his sentence. The sudden blare of the invasion sirens in East Hell, followed shortly after by the sirens ringing out in North Hell, stirred the pooped man into agitation.
 
   If the sirens were sounding, that could only mean the greater demons went public. This of course defied Goddard’s orders to his team to keep the greater demon invasion a private matter from the public. What effects this knowledge might have on the greater masses, Goddard could not predict. He knew one thing for sure though. Five greater demons breeching the Kingdom walls in such a short span of time, combined with the astronomical amount of missing persons reports filed recently would most definitely instill a sense of fear in the public.
 
   This was quite possibly the worst situation the Royal Advisor had ever faced in his short career. Many lives depended on Goddard warning his senior staff. He happened to glance at a clock hanging on the stone wall and did a double take to confirm his worst fears.
 
   It was late afternoon already! He had still not spoken with the Captains or Stryd. He’d lost track of time once again, distracted by his work. The lack of windows in the castle basement never worked in his favor, as he could never see if the artificial sun was out or not. He blamed his constant tardiness on the lack of basement windows. His stomach roared like a demon, alerting the man to the fact that he hadn’t eaten in over forty-eight hours.
 
   Since it was critical he find out what was going on in the Kingdom he was trying to run, Goddard got up and got to work. His first stop was the castle cafeteria, a popular area to congregate for Royal Guards and castle staff. Surely someone there would be able to inform him of any updates on the demon invasion.
 
   Goddard was disappointed to find the dining hall practically empty. Only the cafeteria staff and a pair of chamber maids were around. The Royal Advisor went to the food counter and pilled various kinds of cooked meat onto a plate. The women behind the counter weren’t talking. Goddard had to speak up first.
 
   “Have you heard anything about what’s happening outside?” he asked the broad-shouldered lady stocking the buffet with more gravy.
 
   “No sir,” the lady replied. “Only that it’s chaos out there since no one can find the Captains.”
 
   “Those idiots…” Goddard wrinkled his face in frustration. He sat at a table by himself and munched on his meat, brooding over the lack of professionalism his colleagues displayed. He told himself he didn’t care, that he’d be happy if Stryd and his men got taken out by greater demons. He’d be happy to recruit some new, more agreeable men to fill the vacant positions.
 
   But he also knew if this whole thing went south, he’d not only lose his job as Royal Advisor to the Satan family, but most likely his life as well.
 
   When at last the demon invasions sirens all ceased, Goddard had only to wait a little longer before the cafeteria started to fill up with chatty soldiers fresh from a battle. He abandoned what little food was left on his plate and approached a small group of men in the line for food.
 
   “Report?” Goddard said, as he was used to doing any time he needed to gather information from anyone. The soldiers stood upright and at full attention, spinning to face the Royal Advisor. The smiles on their faces and any remnants of the casual conversation they were just enjoying now gone.
 
   “Sir,” the senior-most looking soldier replied instinctively. “Two demons spotted in East and North Hell, sir.”
 
   “Greater or lesser?”
 
   “That hasn’t been confirmed yet, sir.”
 
   “And the outcome?”
 
   “Both engaged and defeated, sir.”
 
   “By whom?”
 
   “Unconfirmed so far, sir,” the soldier replied. His eyes shifted around the room, looking for anyone he didn’t want to overhear the next part of his report. He leaned in closer to Goddard. 
 
   “But one of my most trustworthy friends said they saw the death toucher in East Hell. He was fighting some kind of sea demon. He ended up beating it. Another buddy of mine who was out in North Hell says the demon there got real messed up by a certain Royal Princess.”
 
   The soldier leaned away from Goddard, his eyes once again scouring the room for any newcomers. “End of report, sir,” he said.
 
   “And what about the… enemy body recovery?” Goddard asked, his eyes piercing the young soldier’s very soul with their intensity.
 
   “I uh…” the soldier looked uncertain. “I’ve heard nothing, sir. But I can tell you the soldiers will follow orders, sir. They’ll do what they’ve been told to.”
 
   “One last question, soldier. Where, in the Kingdom of Hell, are those brain-dead Captains and that good-for-nothing-”
 
   “Commander Stryd, reporting in.”
 
   Goddard spun toward the new voice that entered the cafeteria. The Commander stood in the doorway, two of his Captains behind him. Stryd had his arms crossed and a smug look on his face.
 
   “Dismissed,” Goddard growled at the soldiers he’d been speaking with. The men took that as their cue to leave and abandoned their places in line, along with all the other Royal Guard soldiers present. They knew better than to linger around when the higher-ups needed to speak to each other. The young soldiers filed out of the cafeteria, some of the more brave and curious members sticking around just outside the doorway to eavesdrop.
 
   Goddard crossed the room giving Stryd the stink eye. “Orders were to see me immediately. I know your schedule, you weren’t doing anything important this morning. So what took you so long?”
 
   Stryd grinned, beaming with confidence. “In case you weren’t aware, the Kingdom is overrun with greater demons lately.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I needed to speak with you about!” Goddard hissed, trying not to raise his voice too much. He was still tired and more prone to losing his temper. And he was at least half-certain there’d still be some lingering soldiers outside listening in.
 
   “Relax,” said Stryd. “We had it all under control.”
 
   “Well, what are you waiting for? Report!”
 
   Stryd raised his hands, palms open. “We encountered more unfriendlies in West Hell, but we eliminated our targets without any problems.”
 
   “And where are your other two lackies?” Goddard asked, taking notice of the two missing Captains.
 
   “They fought bravely,” said Stryd, lowering his head. “Should they survive their injuries, they’ll be commended for their valor.”
 
   “I see,” Goddard replied. “It pains me to have to ask you this, but have you heard anything about my guys?”
 
   The Commander and his two Captains chuckled at some unheard joke. “Yeah, I heard something about the human,” the Commander replied, stepping closer. “I heard he was too busy trembling in fear to fight. That’s why I had to intervene and save his pathetic life!”
 
   Goddard gulped. “You were out there with Ash?”
 
   “The little shit would have died if not for me!”
 
   “But he is alive?”
 
   Stryd shrugged. “For now.”
 
   “And what of the incidents in East and North Hell?”
 
   “Officially, my men fought bravely and defeated the enemies. Though off the record, you may hear a few people spreading rumors that your little cursed dog and royal brat had something to do with our victories. Those reports are false, and should be ignored. Your little reject squad was ineffective as always.”
 
   Typical Stryd, thought Goddard. Always trying to take the credit.
 
   “Lock down the castle,” Goddard commanded, taking an authoritative tone. “No one gets in or out, except for my guys. Order all your men to be on the lookout for them, and to send them to my lab immediately.”
 
   “Of course, Royal Advisor,” Stryd replied.
 
   “There could still be more demons out there,” said Goddard, turning away from the Commander. “They could be hiding out there, impersonating anyone. They could even be you or I.” Goddard turned to take one last piercing stare at the Commander.
 
   “You can rest easy there,” Stryd replied. “I already know what bodies the remaining demons are inhabiting.”
 
   “You do?” Goddard asked.
 
   “Yes,” Stryd replied. “A black-and-purple haired girl and a bratty little boy. I’ve already given orders to be on the lookout for anyone matching that description.”
 
   That sounds like those two orphan children they teamed up with, thought Goddard. Wonderful.
 
   Now it was Stryd’s turn to turn his back. His Captains did an about-face as well and started marching out of the cafeteria.
 
   “Your guys will be on their way to visit you shortly,” he said. “Soon my men will find the remaining enemies and eradicate them. Then the Kingdom can get back to enjoying our little festival.”
 
   Stryd and his Captains exited the dining hall. They were halfway down the connecting hallway when Goddard stepped out of the cafeteria in an apparent rush to catch up.
 
   “Hey Stryd!” he said, giving the Commander pause. “What are you going to do now?”
 
   “What else?” Stryd said with a shrug. “I’m going to protect the King.”
 
   With that, Commander Stryd and his Captains walked away from the Royal Advisor, leaving him with only his thoughts.
 
   Going to protect the King, huh? He rarely volunteers to be anywhere near King Satan. Such unusual behavior is quite suspicious… The Commander and Captains all turned the corner into a connecting hallway and disappeared from sight. Prince Killian should be around to watch over the King for now, though. I shouldn’t have anything to fear so long as he’s in the castle.
 
   The Royal Advisor realized he was now wasting time standing around in the castle halls. He raced back to his basement lab. Shiva’s team could be waiting for him already. Or, even better, he could have a fresh greater demon corpse waiting to be dissected and inspected. He took off speed walking toward the nearest stairwell, failing to notice a pair of eyes watching him from a distance in his haste.
 
   It was the Commander and his men. Stryd watched the Royal Advisor disappear downstairs, then turned to one of the Captains.
 
   “Gnusek,” he said. “Eliminate him. Search for the gate keys.”
 
   The Captain from East Hell grunted in affirmation, then lumbered away.
 
   Stryd and his remaining Captain marched up to the nearest Royal Guard grunt that happened to wander by and issued his latest command.
 
   “Listen up! Orders are to keep looking for the orphan boy and girl!  I want them brought straight to me! Same goes for the human, the death toucher, and the royal princess. You understand?”
 
   “Sir, yes sir!” the soldier barked like a good dog. “But umm… where should we tell them to find you, sir?”
 
   “The royal throne room,” replied the Commander.
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   When Goddard arrived at his lab, he was greeted by the sight of a dozen big burlap sacks sitting outside his laboratory door. Each one looked stuffed, and stunk to high heaven. The dreary disappointment disappeared from his face as Goddard quickly unlocked his lab door and started hauling the bags inside.
 
   Within minutes, Goddard was dumping bags of mismatched demon flesh out on the cold stone floor of his lab in an area he reserved exclusively for playing with demon guts. He threw on his green rubber surgical gloves and started handling miscellaneous parts he found to be interesting. Each organ oozed dark liquids, which Goddard would collect in a shallow tin pan. He separated each individual organ, every still intact limb, putting them each in their own special container. Sometimes he’d throw a smaller demon part into a jar of clear liquid.
 
   He’d only sorted through two bags of the strange demon flesh so far. Some of it was covered in a rubbery black skin. Other parts seemed to be armored. There were even little bug-like legs strewn about. Clearly there’d be a lot to study and learn about here, and he wanted to chronicle each and every bit of demon biology he came across. So he went for his notebook and a feather quill to start taking notes.
 
   Before he could write anything down there came a steady knocking on his laboratory door. Thinking it must be his team finally arriving to report in, Goddard called out “It’s open! Come in!” The Royal Advisor quickly snatched up a nearby dirty sheet and spread it out over the mess of demon parts.
 
   Goddard turned around and saw someone enter his lab. Someone he was not expecting to see.
 
   The Captain of East Hell. Captain Miles. A burly, barrel-chested man that stood a full head taller than Goddard. The Royal Advisor let out a disappointed sigh at the sight of the man.
 
   “What do you want?” Goddard asked. His patience was limited. He needed to be either working or speaking to his team. Wasting time on this idiot was not a part of his plan. “While I’ve got you here, you haven’t noticed your Commander acting strangely, have you?”
 
   The Royal Advisor turned his back on the man and removed his gloves. He picked up a nearby quill pen and started to write down some of his observations on the organ specimens he had laid out in shallow pans on his table.
 
   He heard the wooden door to his lab close and the fumbling of the deadbolt lock sliding into place. He spun around, dropping his writing tools. Captain Miles had just locked the two of them in.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” asked Goddard.
 
   Captain Miles lumbered closer. He paused, his eyes shifting from Goddard to the dirty sheet on the floor next to him. The Captain sniffed the air, taking two deep breathes of pungent odor that lingered in the air of the stuffy lab. His eyes widened in fury.
 
   “Oh, I see…” said Goddard, following the man’s gaze. He stepped over to the edge of the dirty sheet. “You smell that?”
 
   The Captain grunted a low, furious response.
 
   “You want to see what’s under there, Miles?” Goddard asked. He reached for the edge of the sheet, never taking his eyes off the Captain. “You want to see if it really is what your nose tells you it is?”
 
   The Captain had no reply but the sharp exhalation of his widened nostrils. Goddard obliged him by tearing away the sheet and tossing it aside.
 
   “Here’re the remains of the enemy demons. Still fresh from today’s battles,” the Royal Advisor said, presenting the enemy’s blood-spattered remains.
 
   Captain Miles growled like a wild beast, bearing his teeth at the Royal Advisor. The growl turned into a roar and Miles charged. Goddard reacted immediately and stepped to his desk. In one fluid motion, he grabbed a nearby beaker of liquid and flung it at the charging Captain.
 
   Miles swatted at the glass beaker. Bad idea, as it shattered on impact with the man’s fist. The strange liquid inside sprayed all over his hand and arm. This gave him pause, as the liquid burned. In just seconds, it felt as if his flesh were melting off.
 
   The Captain jumped back in a terrified mixture of shock and pain. He lifted his burning hand to his face and examined as his skin burned and bubbled. The man blew on the sizzling appendage trying to cool it, but to no avail. He roared and grunted and howled in pain.
 
   “So my suspicions proved to be true,” said Goddard. “One of you poor bastards got possessed. That just increased the likelihood that Stryd was possessed, too.”
 
   The possessed Captain growled and snarled an unintelligent response. There was no more doubt in the Royal Advisor’s mind that he was speaking to real live greater demon.
 
   “So glad they could send one of you that can actually communicate,” Goddard said, rolling his eyes with sarcasm. “I was hoping I could learn something from you, but it looks like I’ll be the one teaching you.”
 
   The Captain snorted.
 
   “We’ll start with that beaker I tossed at you. The one that burns. That’s a little corrosive chemical cocktail I concocted. I’ve got all kinds of nasty surprises like that stashed around my lab. It’s how I deal with uninvited guests, like you.”
 
   The possessed Captain’s hand finally stopped burning, his yowls of pain calming into a low soothing growl. The creature’s eyes rested on the silvery-haired man before him once again, his bared teeth now baring more of a resemblance to a demon. He snorted in satisfaction.
 
   “Ready for round two?” asked Goddard. He turned away from the man and dug through the clutter on his desk to find another weapon. “You want to end up like your buddies back there?” He jerked his thumb behind him at the burlap sacks. “Then come and get me.”
 
   The possessed Captain took a few cautious steps closer, confident enough until he saw Goddard handling another glass beaker. The Royal Advisor brandished the glass vial like it were a blade. The Captain came to a halt, locking eyes with his devil adversary. When Goddard made no move, the demon with limited patience charged like the mad beast he really was.
 
   Next mixture! Goddard chucked another beaker. The possessed Captain expected this and dodged accordingly, except this time was different. The Captain was not the target. The beaker crashed on the hard stone floor of the laboratory several feet in front of the enemy.
 
   The Captain came to a halt as the contents of the broken beaker, a small puddle on the cold stone floor, underwent a chemical reaction. White steam rose off the puddle and filled the air. The demon inside the Captain paused and sniffed the air, as the creature would have done with any other unknown threat.
 
   He inhaled through his nose sharply, drawing in a small amount of the gas. It burned his nose and stung his eyes until they leaked streams. Rubbing them didn’t help. The Captain backed away, confused, attacking the air trying to clear the gas away.
 
   “That’s my next mixture. I call it crying gas,” said Goddard. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a collapsible fan. “As you can imagine, the gas is even more effective in high doses. Please, allow me to show you.”
 
   With a flick of his wrist the Royal Advisor spread the fan open. He swung his arm once, blowing the cloud of gas through the air. After a few more swings, the cloud of crying gas blew straight into the possessed Captain’s face.
 
   The man swung his arms, striking at the empty spaces around him trying to fight off the gaseous foe. His eyes reddened and felt like they were melting. Tears sprayed across the lab like sprinklers. His nose leaked a constant questionable fluid that sometimes dripped onto the floor, but most of it went straight into his mouth. He staggered backwards and his foot caught on something, refusing to move another inch.
 
   “There are a lot of stones on the floor,” said Goddard. His eyes were directed at his opponent’s feet. “But there is only one stone I know to never step on. The one you are standing on right now.”
 
   Through watery vision, the possessed man looked down to see where his foot was stuck. His black boot stood atop a dark stone marked by the devil’s seal. No matter how he struggled, he could not move his leg.
 
   “It may be a small movement seal, but it’s enough to keep you from going anywhere for a little while.” Goddard stopped fanning the gas and moved on to his next trick. “Now would be a good time to leave that body. If you still don’t feel like exiting that man’s body yet, I’ll just have to make you change your mind.”
 
   Goddard produced a small flame in his hand. His enemy was too busy crying, roaring as he thrashed about. The Royal Advisor took the opportunity to move his small flame across the room. His target was not his actual enemy, but the object that was hidden on the ceiling above his target.
 
   Tied to the ceiling light was a small bag of powder. Goddard’s flames reached the bag and burned it open. The powder dumped all over the possessed Captain’s head and shoulders. It slid down the back and front of his armor, getting underneath his clothing. A handful wound up inside his underwear.
 
   “Itching powder,” Goddard said, failing to conceal a grin.
 
   That’s when the itching started. The beastly man scratched away at his armor, unable to reach the areas that needed relief. When no relief came, the beast began to thrash again, making things worse for himself. He pulled at the armor, struggling to remove each piece, only to become frustrated at the next layer of obstructive clothing.
 
   “I’m a man of science, demon! This is how I fight! If you think you can handle more of it, get out here and confront me in your real body!”
 
   Without tolerating another moment of torment in the crying, itching, burning body, the demon evacuated by shooting out of the Captain’s mouth. The demon’s body appeared as a long, thin black strand of flesh that stretched across the room and touched the floor only several steps in front of Goddard.
 
   The dark demon flesh contorted and stretched, piling up before Goddard. It was like a furry brick wall rose up from the ground. In seconds all the Royal Advisor could see was the shaggy brown fur of his demon opponent. He hadn’t expected the creature to cross the room and be upon him so quickly. His mind raced to figure out his next move. His hand fumbled across the desk behind him for anything useful.
 
   Before Goddard could do anything, the wildebeest-like greater demon swatted the man clear across the room. Goddard collided with a closed closet door and dropped to the ground. The unfamiliar sensation of pain shot through his back. The stones on the floor cooled his face. Goddard could tell by the pain in his side, at least one of his ribs was broken.
 
   Idiot, he thought. A weak grin spread across his face. Putting distance between us was exactly what I needed. Now I’ll get him… Goddard lifted his head and climbed to his feet just in time to see the enormous greater demon turn to face him.
 
   The poor tormented Captain fell to the floor, unconscious as the greater demon left his body. The fully formed creature looked like a massive wildebeest-man. The demon scraped the ceiling with its massive head and horns. Every inch of its body was covered in long tangles of dirty brown fur. It stood on two legs that ended in large, black hoofs. Its head was that of a wildebeest, with long curved horns that spun and rotated.
 
   TKKTKKTKKTKK, the clicking, grinding sound the horns made when they spun.
 
   The greater demon grunted, its way of introducing itself. It said “My name’s Gnusek,” though that’s not at all what Goddard heard. The language Gnusek spoke had no such reliance on actual words. His low throaty growls roughly translated to “I work for Lord Jirosek and Prince Otozek. You should fear me, because I’m going to eat you.”
 
   Because the Royal Advisor had no clue what the demon was saying, all of Gnusek’s ‘words’ were lost on him. Goddard slid his arm into the closet behind him, his hand nervously fumbling around the shelf to find his next weapon. The man smiled weakly finding something that felt right in his hand.
 
   Gnusek turned to look at the fallen Captain, still lying unconscious on the lab floor. The monster’s lips curled back revealing its nasty stained teeth. A smile of relief. Gnusek turned back to face Goddard and the smile left. The demon’s big beady eyes watched the Royal Advisor curious about what nasty surprise the crafty devil would spring on him next.
 
    Last mixture! Goddard pulled his next beaker from the closet. This one was bigger than the others, with a bright green liquid bubbling inside. A light mist poured out as Goddard pulled the stopper out of it. 
 
   Gnusek took a step closer.
 
   Goddard threw the beaker.
 
   The greater demon took another step and opened his mouth. The beaker flew across the lab and landed on the demon’s tongue. Gnusek held the beaker in his cavernous mouth a moment and then swallowed it whole in a single gulp.
 
   He really ate it! Goddard thought. That’s my melting mixture. It’s melted everything I ever poured it on. It’ll liquefy his internal organs in seconds!
 
   The Royal Advisor watched in triumph as Gnusek’s stomach area growled almost as loud as the demon had earlier. The wildebeest demon leaned over, its face strained in what looked like pain. Goddard thought he had already won, when the demon let loose a loud and fearsome sound.
 
   BUUUUURP!
 
   Gnusek resumed his full gigantic posture and stared at Goddard, seemingly unaffected by the acidic beverage. He relayed, through another series of grunts and snorts, a thorough explanation of… something.
 
   The greater demon’s horns then spun around on his head. The pointed tip of each large horn aimed straight at the devil in the room. Before Goddard even had a chance to understand what he was seeing, the tip of the demon’s horns opened up and something shot out of it. Goddard felt a sting of pain in his shoulders. The force knocked him back down to his butt. He looked over and saw blood oozing through his shirt.
 
   Lodged in both his shoulders was a pair of peculiar objects. Two separate-but-equally painful bloody wounds housed long, transparent objects, like arrows or darts. Goddard touched one of the smooth clear weapons piercing his flesh and discovered it was shockingly similar to glass. A murky cloud of green liquid melded throughout the weapon and Goddard realized what the objects must be. Though he had missed out on Gnusek’s lengthy explanation in demon-ese, Goddard grasped the basic concept of the demon’s ability.
 
   What he did not know was that Gnusek’s power had a name: Edible Artillery. At least, that’s the closest title anyone could give it in proper English. The demon possessed an amazingly powerful stomach capable of digesting and repurposing anything he eats. No amount of poison, acid, or mineral could harm him so long as he ingested it all through his mouth. That was the ‘edible’ part of his power.
 
   On the ‘artillery’ side of things, Gnusek can then rearrange the objects he consumes into projectiles to be launched from his horns. Though he’d taken the liberty to explain this all to Goddard, the Royal Advisor had to piece it together on his own.
 
   Isn’t that a nasty little ability, Goddard thought to himself in a mixture of astonishment and terror. The blood leaked from his wounds as his arms and shoulders went numb.
 
   I’m so screwed.
 
   The greater demon moved in on Goddard as he considered his options. Of which, there were none. He was positive he could still climb to his feet, but his arms were useless. He couldn’t attack, or hope to sneak past the demon. He could not escape from the lab. In a few seconds he’d be demon chow.
 
   Goddard’s hand had fallen on top of his lap. He could feel a slight bulge in his pocket. He experimented with wiggling his hand and found he still had full control there. Gritting his teeth, the Royal Advisor bared any pain that flared up as he struggled to move his arm. Just inches away to his pocket, where he pulled out of the small vial he had stored there.
 
   The ‘medicine’ I made for Ash, he reminded himself as he stared at the thick dark liquid in the vial. I never wanted to use this on myself, but I have no other choice. There’s no telling what it might do to me. This will not be pleasant…
 
   Goddard fought to lift the vial to his mouth. Gnusek crossed the lab and was almost upon the Royal Advisor. The creature moved slowly, confident in its stride. It had significantly weakened an already-weak opponent. Stalking prey was all part of the fun for a demon. This gave Goddard the motivation he needed to summon every drop of his own soul power, reinforcing his damaged arms.
 
   Goddard lowered his head and lifted the vial to his mouth, pulling the rubber stopper out with his teeth. He placed the glass tube’s open end between his lips and lifted his head a little, just enough to see his demonic foe coming at him again. Goddard hesitated until the demon stretched out an arm, reaching for his meal.
 
   If I don’t do this I’m dead, he thought. Unfortunately, this is my last resort…
 
   He tipped his head back and let the sludgy liquid run down the glass and straight into his throat. He tried his hardest not to taste any of it or get any on his tongue. Not that it would matter in the long run. He’d likely have bigger problems in a few seconds…
 
   Gnusek grasped the man by his wounded shoulders, lifting him off the ground and raising him to eye level. The glass vial, empty but for the remnants of the dark liquid still clinging to the sides, fell from between his lips. He wondered how long it would take for the changes to begin…
 
   Changes, he thought, staring the demon straight in his expressionless eyes. Just like I did to him… The irony.
 
   The details of what happened next seemed like a waking dream. Goddard’s body went entirely numb and his normally lively brain went quiet. Details blurred together as his mind shut down. Certain moments stuck out to him. Others were lost.
 
   He remembered the demon lifting him up, squeezing his body. The intense pain that slowly dulled throughout his body.
 
   He remembered being pulled closer to the monster’s wide, open jaws. Its disgusting, dirty, rotten teeth.
 
   He remembered the stink of the demon’s breath, enough to kill a man.
 
   He remembered looking down at his hand. The deep, dark shade of gray his skin had turned. How his fingernails had turned to talons.
 
   He remembered breaking free from the demon’s grip. His feet hitting the ground.
 
   He remembered observing the demon Gnusek one last time. The rush of power he got when he realized his opponent didn’t look so big anymore.
 
   He remembered looking through the eyes of predator. Stalking his prey. Bulging grey muscles. Claws meant for ripping. Enemy flesh.
 
   He did not, however, remember anything after that.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-One: The Worst Is Yet To Come
 
    
 
   Several hours had passed since Ash, Shiva, and Aura carefully explained the situation to their orphan friends and forbid them from leaving the house. They could no longer hide the fact that greater demons had infiltrated the kingdom from the pair of devil youths. Not when both of them had already interacted with the vile monsters. Instead, Ash admitted to them the amount of danger they faced was staggering, and begged Aralia to stay behind closed doors for the next couple of hours.
 
   It took a little convincing, but the orphans had to comply with Ash’s (but mostly Lady Shiva’s) authority and agreed in the end. With Ash out of bed and somewhat rested, the team bid their friends a somber farewell and set out to finish their mission. Outside the mood was ominous as they silently brought out their wings. They took flight without saying a word, heading east to the castle. 
 
   Below them on the streets, more and more people stood around carrying weapons. Some of them looked to be arguing passionately with each other, their voices adding up to an ocean of noise where no one person stood out to the team as they flew overhead. The mobs of men appeared to be slowly migrating in the same direction.
 
   East.
 
   As the team came closer to the castle, larger concentrations of armed citizens stood around the surrounding city blocks. For the time being, no one appeared brave enough to move in on the castle. The line of Royal Guards surrounding the entire circumference of the castle wall probably had something to do with that.
 
   “They don’t look too happy down there,” said Ash. He lowered his elevation by a few feet to get a better look at some of the unhappy faces in the crowd.
 
   “Doubt is starting to spread in everyone’s minds,” said Shiva. The girl tried not to pay too much attention to the citizens. Her worries were with her family. “It looks like the castle is locked down, too. That only happens in emergencies, so of course everyone is going to start freaking out.”
 
   “Let’s get down there then,” said Aura. “So I can death touch that demon Prince and end all of this!”
 
   The death toucher swooped and his teammates followed suit. Everyone descended, landing outside the main castle gate entrance that fed into North Hell. Behind them, citizens from all over the Kingdom gathered to discuss the dreadful current events. Before them, an entire squad of Royal Guards stood at full attention to defend the castle from any threat.
 
   Shiva wasted no time in marching straight up to the doormen manning the front gates. She was used to dealing with them on most days, and never looked forward to it.
 
   “Open the gates,” she said. “We’re going in.” To drive the point home, she pulled her flame-wing pin out of her hair and flashed it to the guards.
 
   “Lady Shiva,” the guard posted there replied. He was a tall young man, probably around the same age as Shiva. “You’re to report to the royal throne room. Open the gates!”
 
   Several soldiers sprung into action and started pushing the big gates open. Shiva stood there impatiently tapping her foot, thinking it ridiculous she should have to abide by proper procedure and wait for the stupid gates when she could just fly over the wall in a matter of seconds.
 
   The soldier, catching onto her impatience, decided he’d better give her a quick briefing. “Lady Shiva, all the Captains have finally been accounted for. Turns out, Captain Pace and Captain Meeter were injured fighting the greater demons. That’s why communications went down during the attacks.”
 
   “What about Stryd?” Shiva asked.
 
   “The Captains and Commander were all together at some event when they were attacked. The details are a little sketchy at this point, but the Commander claims to have fought off the demons for now. The castle lock-down is Goddard’s idea.”
 
   “And what are the Commander’s orders?”
 
   “He ordered every soldier out of the castle and onto the streets. Oh, and he wanted to see you and your team right away.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Last I heard, he and Captain Kilo were locked in the throne room with The Prince and The King.”
 
   Lady Shiva surprised everyone by slamming her fist into the hard gate door. Her teeth were clenched so tight they could be heard grinding. When at last she pulled her fist away, the outlines of knuckles were indented into the door.
 
   “We’ve wasted enough time here. Let’s go,” she said.
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   Though he’d been there just the other day, the dim and desolate halls of the Royal Castle took on a more sinister air to Ash. As he crept down the main hall following the speed-walking Shiva, the human boy couldn’t help but imagine demons popping out from behind every corner and every door they passed. He made sure to stick close to Aura, just in case.
 
   They first encountered the main stairwell, which went both up and down. The team could have easily used those stairs to get down to Goddard’s lab. Shiva passed by them without saying a word. Instead of question her, Ash decided to hold his tongue and put his trust in the girl to not lead them astray.
 
   Shiva led the boys further down the hall to the far corner of the castle. When they arrived at one of the rear stairwells Ash realized why Shiva had avoided the main stairs. They would have had to pass by the Royal Guard barracks if they went down the main stairs. The team descended the back stairwell a flight and exited within sight of their supervisor’s laboratory.
 
   “Be on guard,” said Shiva. She headed down the hall toward the lab without slowing down. “He could be possessed already.” She put her hand on the metal ball and chain weapon at her side. When at last they reached the big door into Goddard’s lab, the girl paused for a moment to confirm her teammates were ready.
 
   She looked to Ash first. His face was more pale than usual. Dark patches looked painted on under his eyes. The boy wiped a full sleeve of clear goo from his runny nose and gave a nod of approval to move forward.
 
   Shiva turned to Aura and flashed him a look that said watch him as she motioned her eyes at Ash. The girl returned her attention to the door before her. She put her ear against the wood and listened. Hearing nothing, she proceeded to knock.
 
   “Goddard,” she said, keeping her face close to the door. “It’s us. Are you in there?”
 
   Without a response, Shiva knocked on the door a few more times. She whisper-yelled Goddard’s name. She peeked through the keyhole in the door, but couldn’t see much of anything. “Enough’s enough. I’m going in!”
 
   Shiva gripped the handle and pushed. The door to the lab denied them entry, refusing to budge one way or another. She released her grip and stepped back. With a hand on her chin she said, “Okay, new plan. We bust our way in.” She looked to Aura and jerked her head toward the door. “Let’s go boys. Right fist!”
 
   Like he’d done every day in training, Ash stepped forward and raised his right arm at Shiva’s command. He and Aura stepped forward and the three of them arranged themselves in front of the door. Ash gathered the energy of his soul in one vibrant mist that shrouded his fist. He gave it a little extra oomph to not look so deathly ill in front of his teammates.
 
   Lucky for him, Shiva and Aura were too focused on gathering their own soul power instead of watching Ash. When the three of them had shining fists full of soul energy ready, Shiva led the attack. The boys followed suit, striking simultaneous blows against the wooden obstacle.
 
   Wood splinters showered the lab as the door exploded off its hinges. Only the deadbolt remained in place, holding a small portion of the door to the frame. The largest chunk of the door flew all the way across the lab and struck the far wall. The team breathed a collective sigh of relief that it didn’t accidentally strike Goddard. The team filed into the lab slowly, examining every inch in their state of caution.
 
   The black blood of a demon decorated the walls and floor. It looked like someone had used a hose to spray the lab down. The various tables and desks that filled the work area, which were normally covered in papers, test tubes, beakers, and the various experiments of Goddard von Gosick, were practically bare. Instead the clutter was scattered across the floor, covered in demon blood and smashed to pieces.
 
   Ash was sure that’s what the dried liquid must have been. It smelled like demon’s blood. He’d definitely smelled enough demon blood by now to commit the scent to memory. And right now the lab reeked of it.
 
   More apparent was the hairy corpse decorating the floor. Not far away laid the motionless body of a Captain of the Royal Guard. 
 
   The beastly demon Gnusek lay in a pool of his own blood. The carcass was mostly intact, aside from the numerous chunks of flesh that appeared to be torn off and strewn around the lab. The demon’s wildebeest-like face had caved in, its horns snapped clean off. There was not a single scorch mark on the demon. No burns of any kind.
 
   “What could have done this?” Ash felt vomit bubbling in his stomach, preparing to make an unexpected departure. He lowered his eyes and tried to breath through his mouth.
 
   “Goddard…?”
 
   Shiva gasped in shock, uncertain of what she was seeing. Across the lab in the far corner, Goddard laid flat on his back on the floor. His clothing was mostly missing, torn apart, and covered in a mixture of crimson and black blood. His glasses were lying on the floor next to him, both lenses smashed beyond repair. He was slouched forward, out of it, not moving.
 
   The Royal Princess sidestepped the demon corpse and went to her mentor. Ash followed her gaze and felt his heart almost plummet from his chest at the sight of the man’s abysmal condition.
 
   The team surrounded their unconscious boss. The stinging fear and gripping uncertainty that Ash felt receded at the sight of Goddard’s chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm of life. They knew at once that somehow the Royal Advisor had survived his encounter with the mammoth demon. The only question was how.
 
   Shiva shook the man and invoked his name until his eyelids fluttered.
 
   It took minutes for the blurry shapes hovering over him to register. For the ceiling candlelight to stop blinding him. The incoherent noises piercing his ears turned into voices. The feeling returned in his body and he became aware of the bony finger jabbing his shoulder. 
 
   “Maybe he’s dead,” Aura said.
 
   “He’s not dead,” Shiva replied. “His eyelids are moving.”
 
   “Dead people’s eyelids move sometimes. I think I read that in a book once.”
 
   “You read a book once?” Shiva looked skeptical.
 
   Goddard surprised everyone by shooting up suddenly, breathing heavily. Everyone backed off, giving the man a little space.
 
   “You okay Goddard?” Ash asked.
 
   The Royal Advisor blinked several times, straining his eyes to make out the faces in front of him. “I feel like I’ve been kicked by a unique horn. Is that Ash?”
 
   “Your glasses are smashed,” said Ash. He handed his boss the broken frames. “What…happened here?”
 
   Goddard’s mind started to reboot. Images flashed. Some normal, like working on a cure for Ash. Others, not so normal, like squeezing demon flesh in his bare hands. He remembered speaking to Captain Miles. Throwing beakers around the lab. The wildebeest-like greater demon.
 
   He could see the unmistakable furry corpse of the enormous demon only a few feet away. He knew what it was even without his glasses. There was no mistaking that shape or smell. He looked down at his own hands, covered in black. He examined the black on the walls surrounding him. Black splattered all over the floor, on his lab equipment, even the ceiling.
 
   “I clearly defeated this demon… with my superior hand-to-hand combat skills… that you didn’t know I possessed,” said Goddard. It was half-truth, half-redirection. The Royal Advisor remembered one key detail he would not be sharing with the group: his consumption of the ‘medicine’ he’d been working on for Ash. 
 
   That would be a secret he’d take to his grave if he could help it.
 
   “That’s impressive,” Shiva replied, taking a knee next to the roughed-up man. “But we’ve got bad news. That demon Prince is in the body of Stryd.”
 
   “I know,” said Goddard. “There are at least two greater demons left. They’re in the throne room… with your father and brother. We can only hope that Prince Killian was able to handle them on his own.”
 
   Goddard strained his muscles trying to stand. His body was too weak to move. Ash and Aura moved to lift him, but Goddard shook his head.
 
   “Don’t bother with me,” he said. “I don’t have the strength to go anywhere. You all need to go to the throne room this instant!”
 
   “That’s all you had to say,” Shiva replied, the corners of her mouth bending into a satisfied smile.
 
   “I hate to have to ask this right now,” said Ash, trying not to sound too anxious. “But do you have any more of that medicine for me? I’m all out. I could really use some more.”
 
   Goddard hung his head shaking it side to side. “I am sorry, but I’ve failed to complete a fresh batch for you. I’m all out too.”
 
   Ash’s heart was like a stone sinking through an endless ocean. His breath was stolen as if he’d been punched in the gut. He couldn’t muster a reply.
 
   “Get to work on a new batch then,” Aura said. “We’ll be back for it after we take care of our little demon problem.” He winked at Ash, hoping to instill a little confidence in his friend.
 
   “It will take me longer with these wounds,” said Goddard. He tested his strength by struggling to climb to his feet. “Check back with me… when you’ve completed your mission.” The Royal Advisor leaned on a table as he spoke, looking to the members of his team one last time.
 
   “This is the most important mission we’ve ever faced. Failure is not an option. Protect the King. Protect each other. Eliminate any and all greater demons. And most importantly, don’t let them take Ash!”
 
   The human boy felt touched that Goddard considered his safety so highly. Unfortunately, those good vibes weren’t enough to erase the anxiety he felt at not being able to replenish his stock of feel-better pills.
 
   “We got it,” Shiva replied with confidence. “We’ll kick some demon ass!”
 
   “Damn straight we will!” Aura said, raising his gauntlet-clad fist.
 
   The team left Goddard alone in his lab. Ash watched through the open doorway as the Royal Advisor hobbled around inspecting all the damage. The boy hoped that the damage done to his lab wouldn’t impede the scientist from completing his work before it was too late. Ash left the lab following his friends closely, putting every fiber of faith in his body in them to keep him safe in these trying times.
 
   “Look at all this free blood,” Goddard said to himself in amazement.
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   The trip to the throne room was silent. No one spoke, and there were no guards or servants around to be heard. With the artificial sun dimming outside, the halls took on an eerie orange dimness that felt somehow just right. No one knew what to expect when they reached the throne room. They had plenty of ideas, but not enough time to think about it.
 
   They were at the large metal double-doors that stood between them and the King in what seemed like no time. Shiva placed her hands on the doors, testing to see if they were locked. She applied only a small amount of pressure and the doors parted slightly. The Royal Princess shoved her way into the throne room, joining the most unbelievable situation she’d ever seen.
 
    Standing in the middle of the spacious throne room was Prince Killian. His back was turned to the team, but he looked like he was in mid-swing of his giant sword Infernos. The strange thing was, the Prince was not actually moving. He stood frozen like a statue in mid-swing of his sword, staring straight ahead.
 
   Before him, lying at the bottom of the steps leading up to the elaborate Satan family thrones, was a familiar body clad in all-black, spiky armor. Commander Stryd wasn’t moving, and it was not possible to tell if he was breathing.
 
   Up the steps to the thrones, three more people were gathered. At least, two of them were people. One was definitely not a person, but the all-too-familiar blue-and-black greater demon. 
 
   Demon Prince Otozek.
 
   Prince Otozek stood before the middle throne chair where King Al Satan sat. The devil King was in a more pathetic state than usual. He sobbed uncontrollably as the demon prince’s pointed tail leveled at his forehead. Captain Miles stood idly by, observing happily.
 
   “Sh-sh-Shiva!” the pudgy King Al called out in glee seeing his daughter.
 
   “At last,” Prince Otozek said. His arms crossed in boredom, his back turned to the devil King, he stared straight at Ash. “You came.”
 
   “Get out of here!” They couldn’t see his face, but they knew it was his voice. “I’ve got this under control! I’ll kill all the demons!” Prince Killian said.
 
   From his perch, King Al sobbed as Otozek pushed his pointy tail into the King’s skull. After a few seconds, the devil King’s whimpering ceased.
 
   “The noises this one makes were driving me to madness,” the Demon Prince said.
 
   “Leave him alone!” Shiva said, stepping forward. “I’ll fight you instead!”
 
   “Shiva…” Aura said.
 
   “I know,” Shiva replied. “They’re faster than even Killian. We’ve got to be careful.”
 
   “You okay, Ash?” Aura asked, turning to his friend.
 
   “Yeah, actually,” said Ash. His body was calm, any trace of worry removed from his face. “I feel good. The nausea hasn’t kicked in yet, but I don’t want to go any closer to him.”
 
    “You won’t have to,” Aura said, unsheathing the sword he borrowed from his friend. “My guess is he got the jump on Killian with his tail stingers. But since we already know about those, we won’t be taken by surprise. I’ll charge in first and-”
 
   “Would you throw away your King’s life so easily?” the demon Prince asked, amused. “Do you really think you can cross the room to attack me before I pierce his brain and take his life?”
 
   Shiva grit her teeth and clenched her fists. She wanted to grip her bolas and toss it at the smug demon prince, but she obeyed her instincts instead. The greater demons had them for the moment.
 
   “We’re not giving you Ash,” said Shiva. “And you’re not killing my family!”
 
   “Silence, devil scum,” the Captain, possessed by the demon Moskazek, spoke up in defense of his master. “You have no right to speak to the Master like that. Right now he is committing a beautiful act of mercy on your behalf.”
 
   “Just what are you talking about?” Shiva asked, uneasy. Mercy from a demon could not mean anything good.
 
   “Our time here has come to an end,” the demon Prince said. “I must return to my father’s side. It appears Gnusek has failed to return alive. No matter, now that we have a fresh human with us.”
 
   “Come over here and try taking him!” said Aura, stepping in front of Ash.
 
   “While I could easily wipe you all out here and now, I unfortunately do not have time to spare. That’s why I’ll be speeding things up from here.”
 
   “Get ready to run Ash,” said Shiva.
 
   “Uhh…” Ash said, unmoving.
 
   Whatever the boy might have said was interrupted by the demon prince’s next action. His long tail flicked, quick as a flash. Instead of piercing King Al’s forehead any further, the prince repositioned his deadly weapon. The thick demon tail found its way into Al’s open mouth.
 
   Shiva and Aura took an instinctive step forward, moving into action before their brains could process the situation. They stopped dead in their tracks as Captain Miles stepped forward as well. There was a sword in his hand, the tip of the blade brushing against King Al’s side.
 
   “Keep in mind,” said the possessed Captain, “I can still end your precious King’s life any time I choose.”
 
   The team was forced to sit and watch as Otozek entered the King’s body. His entire tail first wormed in through Al’s mouth. Then the demon prince began to shrink, his body twisting and melting into impossible shapes as he force-fed himself to King Satan.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Two: The Stolen King
 
    
 
   King Satan swayed on his throne like he was nodding off during an important meeting. Only his eyes remained wide open, his mouth gasping and gurgling like a broken dishwasher. The pudgy commander in chief rocked back and forth, his eyeballs rolling back in their sockets.
 
   Then it stopped. King Satan ceased his babbling and sat up proper. The King focused his eyes on the people before him. There was an unusual air of sophistication in his demeanor.
 
   “Welcome devils.” King Al rose from his throne. “And of course, my guest of honor, the human.”
 
   The girl could take no more. Twin fireballs formed in Shiva’s hands.
 
   “Shiva, don’t.” Ash dared to be so bold as to put a hand on Shiva’s arm to calm her.
 
   “I know.” Shiva grit her teeth and extinguished the flames. Her eyes focused on the tip of the blade pointed at her father’s throat.
 
   The demon riding in the Captain’s body laughed. “You think you’re faster, little devil girl?” The Captain whipped his blade forward faster than a blink. Pierced through the tip of it was a small moth that had gotten into the chamber. The creature had just happened to fly by to help prove the demon’s point.
 
   “AAARRRRRHHH!” Prince Killian was still frozen in mid swing of his sword, but he sounded like he was holding up alright. “I will exterminate your demon filth from this world!”
 
   “I guess that puts an end to Operation: Taily-Slicy.” Aura slid his borrowed blade into the sheath attached to his back. He turned to Shiva. “So what do we do now, leader?”
 
   Shiva kept her mouth shut. Her eyes glued to the King. The Demon Prince, in control of her own father. This was her worst nightmare come true. She clinched her jaw shut, fighting the urge to cry out.
 
   “Weak.” King Al’s voice. But it wasn’t really Al, of course. “This body is so weak. It’s agonizing. Being stuck inside such a pathetic creature.”
 
   “We have what we came for, Master.” The Captain. Possessed by Moskazek, the mosquito-like greater demon. Still holding a blade to the King’s body. “Shall we depart now?”
 
   “Ah, yes.”
 
   King Al and the Captain took an experimental step forward. They moved in sync, the Captain’s blade never more than an inch away from the King’s neck. The devils in the room were powerless to move, some more than others. They could only watch as the possessed men deserted the throne.
 
   “Step aside.” Never before has an order from the lips of King Al Satan sounded so fierce. So dominant. Never before had his eyes held the power to skewer. King Al, piloted by Prince Otozek, strode up to Shiva without ever breaking eye contact. “You will be permitted to live a little while longer, provided you move out of our way. I’m leaving here with this body.”
 
    “Like Heaven you are!” Shiva braced herself as the possessed King approached. She was standing in his way. It was her intention to not let him pass, but without any actual means of stopping him, it was only a reckless desire.
 
   The King turned his nose up at the girl. “You wouldn’t risk killing your own father. Now get out of our way.”
 
   “No!”
 
   King Al backhanded his daughter with such strength and speed it was made possible only because of the demonic power possessing his body. The real Al would never strike his own daughter. Even if he did, it wouldn’t hurt her much. Not like this time. This time, it hurt.
 
   Ash slid behind Aura as the demonic duo stalked toward them next. Aura held up his death touch hand and ignited some blue sparks.
 
   “You still afraid of this?” he said with a nervous grin.
 
   King Al locked eyes with Aura. “We have other business to attend to. Your demise will have to wait.” A shiver ran down Aura’s spine. King Al’s tone was completely serious. Certain.
 
   The Devil King/Demon Prince shifted his eyes to Ash next. “Same goes for you, human.” He leaned in closer. In a low sadistic tone he said, “I hope my father saves me a piece of you.”
 
   In that moment Ash felt completely powerless. Like an ant standing before a man. The difference in their power seemed that great. He wanted to run, to get out of there as fast as he possibly could. But he knew it would not help. His body was in no condition to flee. 
 
   Or fight.
 
   The King marched on, ignoring the devil boys. With the Captain’s blade to his back, King Al left the throne room. Prince Killian wailed like a lunatic as Aura moved to check on Shiva. There was a giant bruise swelling on her cheek, but she seemed otherwise okay. She wouldn’t lift her head to respond though.
 
   No matter what Aura said, the girl would not reply to him. Her eyes looked distant, unfocused. Like she was desperately trying to flee from reality. Frustrated, Aura looked back at Ash to see that he wasn’t doing much better.
 
   Despite feeling like his legs were made out of pudding, Ash remained locked in place where he stood. He could feel the demon Prince’s toxin working to shut down his body. It was stronger when the demon was in his true form, though. Now that he was hidden in King Satan’s flabby body the toxin’s effect was weakened. With the distance growing between them, the ability weakened.
 
   Ash collapsed to his knees breathing heavily.
 
   “Hey Draxler…” Aura turned back, surprised to see Shiva’s head raised. “This isn’t really happening, right?” Tears streamed across her bruised cheek. “This is all just a really bad nightmare, right?”
 
   Aura clenched his teeth, finding it difficult to reply to his teammate. Prince Killian’s psychotic roaring didn’t help the situation. On the flipside, it was an unwanted soundtrack to the whole event. The sound and the memory associated with it would haunt Shiva’s nightmares for years to come.
 
   “Come on Shiva, snap out of it! We have to go after them! You too Ash! On your feet!” Aura worked overtime to rally his team. He started by yanking Ash off the ground and up to his feet. The boy staggered, but was determined to remain standing. Aura paced back over to Shiva again, leaning down and getting right in her face. The closest their faces had ever been. “You’re a Satan! It’s time you started acting like one!”
 
   Shiva slapped Aura across his face. She didn’t use any soul power, so it hardly hurt. But it was a shocking surprise nonetheless. The girl climbed to her feet, raising her head in determination.
 
   “Right,” she said, wiping the last few minutes away. “Let’s go!”
 
   Shiva headed for the exit, her teammates in tow. Ash cast one last look back at the frozen Prince, howling like a mad beast. He would probably never have a better chance to kill the Prince than this. Just his luck, he couldn’t even if he wanted to. Truth be told, Ash was depending on Prince Killian, his sworn enemy, to handle the greater demon problem. What a sad turn of events, he thought, to have his life depend so greatly on one of his worst enemies.
 
    
 
   The team fled through the castle hall and backtracked until they spotted something suspicious. One of the large hallway windows was shattered. Broken fragments of glass spread across the windowsill, but there were no shards on the floor.
 
   “They went out this window.” Shiva stepped in to the window frame. Outside she could see the side courtyard. Below on the lawn, tiny flakes of glass twinkled in the dusk. Shiva didn’t hesitate to jump down on top of it. The guys followed.
 
   Shiva’s head bobbed erratically on the hunt for demons. For her father. “Draxler. Can you use that soul sight thing to find them?”
 
   “I don’t know how helpful it’ll be, but I’ll give it a try!” Aura replied, gripping his wrist to power up.
 
   “There’s no need.” Ash had his head tilted up looking back at the castle. “Look.” The boy pointed up.
 
   On top of the tallest spire extending from the tallest tower of the tallest roof of the Royal Satan castle stood King Al. The Captain was still at his side, blade ready.
 
   Shiva threw her hands up in the air. “What the Heaven are they doing up there?”
 
   “They’re just… standing there,” said Ash. “If they have some kind of escape plan, it looks to be on hold.”
 
   Aura took a deep breath and faced his friends. “Alright guys,” he said. “Just leave everything to me.” He removed his metal gauntlet, revealing the black cursed hand. 
 
   “Excuse me,” Shiva said, popping a defiant hip. “You really think you can fix all of this with that little power of yours?”
 
   “I don’t ever really think anything,” Aura replied. “I just know that I have to try. I can’t ever say I succeeded if I’m too afraid to say I tried and failed.”
 
   “Guys, he’s doing something,” said Ash, keeping a watchful eye on the King on the roof.
 
   “What the… why’s he waving his arms around?” Aura asked.
 
   A sudden realization dawned on Ash. It had to do with the direction the possessed King was facing. There was a tremendous amount of noise coming from that direction, but the small side courtyard they were stuck in was too low to see over the wall.
 
   “I think he’s just… waving.” A grave look came over Shiva. “Oh no.”
 
   The girl’s wings shot out of her back as she left the ground, powered by a burst of soul power to her legs. Her teammates followed her to an upper balcony, making sure to keep an eye on the King at all times. As they flew the low, indistinguishable sounds became louder.
 
   The balcony offered a clear view of the possessed party with the added bonus of a more scenic view of the Kingdom. From their new vantage point, the group could see the empty front courtyard. They could see over the courtyard walls, where they found the source of the growing sounds of chatter.
 
   The crowds of concerned citizens were all meeting up in front of the castle gates, staring down the line of weak-kneed Royal Guards. Or staring at their backs, since everyone was facing the same direction. All eyes pointed to the bizarre spectacle happening on the roof.
 
   “It’s him! It’s the King!”
 
   “King Al? How the heaven did he get up there?”
 
   “What’s this all about?”
 
   “Why’s the King on the roof!”
 
   Shiva stopped paying attention to individual voices. She let the sounds blend back into one incoherent sea of background noise.
 
   “They uh… probably shouldn’t be seeing any of this.” Shiva spun to face Aura, who looked like he was having second thoughts. “So get up there and put an end to all this! Before more people show up!”
 
   “But Shiva...” Aura scratched the back of his head nervously. “It’s just going to look like I’m attacking the King to all those people…”
 
   “We can explain ourselves later! First priority is getting my dad down from there and getting that damn demon out of his body!”
 
   “That’s seriously a lot of people.” Ash was still staring off the balcony at the swelling crowds gathering outside the castle gates. “They’re starting to spill into the streets of North Hell. The Nobles will not be pleased about that…” Ash grinned weakly.
 
   “Okay!” Shiva turned to Aura again, face full of new determination. “Just get up there and avert the worst disaster we’ve ever faced while the whole Kingdom watches. No pressure. Go!”
 
   “Sure.” Aura turned his back to the girl. “For you…” he mumbled to himself as he faced the waving King on the roof. Al had never looked so ridiculous, and here Aura couldn’t even make fun of him. Worse still, he had to assault the guy in plain view of like a million people. That was sure to mix up his reputation among the masses.
 
   A fortunately timed explosion meant that Aura wouldn’t have to make the first move.  The flames erupted from the same window that the gang crawled out of after the demons. Once their attention was drawn to the window, something blasted out of the broken frame and into the sky leaving the courtyard behind.
 
   It was Prince Killian. The mad devil was finally free of his paralysis and looking to settle up with the demons. Once he was outside and in the sky, he locked on to the targets on the roof and charged as fast as he could fly. Screaming like a barbarian the entire time, flames shooting off his body like volcanoes spewing magma.
 
   “It’s Killian…” said Shiva, surprised to see her brother recovered so soon.
 
   “He’s free,” said Ash. “I guess the toxin does wear off.”
 
   “This is the perfect distraction.” Aura brought out his wings. “Look after Ash. I’m off!” The death toucher departed from the balcony, chasing after the maniacal Prince.
 
   The hordes of spectators outside the castle walls pointed and screamed as Prince Killian drew his sword, rising like a rocket up the side of the castle. This of course caught King Al’s eye as he was waving, luring in the unsuspecting devils of Hell.
 
   “Moskazek.”
 
   “Yes! Master!”
 
   Without another word, the Captain dove headfirst from the roof. Extending the devil’s wings, the possessed man plummeted straight for the psychotic Prince. A tidal wave of gasps arose from the concerned spectators as the Captain and Prince came within seconds of colliding into each other.
 
   Prince Killian, always reliant on his trusty sword, prepared to swing the heavy blade. Before they could connect, the demon launched a surprise attack.
 
   The Captain’s mouth opened, a black blob of flesh shot out. Killian swung his blade, but the timing was all wrong. He was too slow, too far off. The demon flesh grew quickly, bending and contorting to easily avoid the Prince’s attack. The body of the Captain, now fully separated from the demon, drifted away unconscious. In seconds, the full figure of the man-mosquito demon was upon the Prince. The demon’s long, hollow spear of a nose pierced through Prince Killian’s chest.
 
    “Killian!” Shiva shouted out of concern for her brother.
 
   “Oh man…” said Ash. 
 
   He and Shiva watched as the unthinkable happened. Prince Killian, his weakened body pierced, plummeted to the ground under the weight and force of the mosquito demon. Like a stone in the water, Killian plunged through the sky until he collided with the ground below the castle, disappearing from the spectator’s sight.
 
   “Blood boost!” Moskazek’s survival skill. Prince Killian’s boiling blood climbed through the demon’s stinger as he guzzled. The results were instantaneous. The thin, frail looking grey flesh of the demon swelled. New muscles formed, turning sticky arms into tree trunks. The more devil blood that flowed, the more threatening the mosquito-man became. When he’d drank his fill, Prince Killian looked like a bag of flesh and bones. All life was wiped from his face, his skin turned almost translucent. Like a corpse.
 
   With powerful new legs, Moskazek launched himself off the ground and spread his long insect wings wide. With his new, borrowed strength he could fly faster, more accurate than any devil. He propelled himself off the ground and after Aura, who was still working his way over to King Al.
 
     Though his friends called out trying to warn him, it was no use. By the time Aura craned his neck to look down at Killian’s situation, it was too late. Moskazek blasted by the boy, pulling his stinger off his face and using it like a blade. The demon slashed the death toucher across his body before the boy knew what hit him. A quick midair flip and a well-placed kick sent the hurt boy hurling to the ground. His mission accomplished, Moskazek took his place at his master’s side.
 
   Ash jumped off the balcony and pursued his fallen friend. Shiva stood powerless watching the disaster scene continue to play out. Cries of panic and frustration swept through the crowded streets as the greater demon stood casually by the King of Hell. But King Al was no longer waving to the people. A dire look spread over his face.
 
   “Now we put an end to their fun.”
 
   Ash watched as the King tilted his head back and released a loud, feral screech. No devil had ever made such a noise before. The concerned citizens covered their ears and squealed with fright and confusion. The beastly wailing lasted several seconds, and when the King next spoke his voice sounded no different than it always had.
 
   “Pitiful devils,” he started, his voice carried far across the expanse of the devil Kingdom by his demonic aura. “I may look like your disgraceful King Satan, but I am only wearing his body like a bad outfit. Your King has been taken by the son of Demon Lord Jirosek: I am Prince Otozek!”
 
   To punctuate his point and clear up any misunderstandings among the masses, the pointy-ended black tip of his tail climbed out of the King’s throat. The tail wagged back and forth a few times, showing the people how clearly possessed he was. King Al’s body went limp and he almost fell off the rooftop. The beefed-up Moskazek had to hold the King aloft. The plump black cable-like tail slurped back inside Al’s body and Otozek regained his control.
 
   Prince Otozek continued his speech. “I have infiltrated your Kingdom and stolen your King. But I am not as savage a creature as you would believe me to be. I am willing to return your stolen King, if you so desire it. All you have to do is come to the Demon Kingdom and rescue him.
 
   “I vow on my life that your King will be safe in the Demon Kingdom while the Helio Star burns in the sky. When the star disappears, I will feed your King to my father. This can be avoided with a simple trade.” 
 
   Ash’s blood ran cold, his palms sweaty.
 
   “King Satan… for the human.”
 
   The crowd screamed, but Ash couldn’t tell if it was a noise of approval or defiance. Everyone watched as the King abandoned his place upon the roof. Jirosek sprang into action, gripping his master under his arms and flitting his bug wings into action.
 
   “Before your time is up, send your strongest warriors after us! Come to my father’s Kingdom, and don’t forget to bring the human, Ash Kaplan!”
 
   The duo drifted higher into the dusk sky. Some devils refused to remain inactive, lobbing small fireballs into the sky. Most were content to shout their disapproval. Shiva Satan threw quite a few of those fireballs herself. But none of that mattered when the demon flew away faster than any devil could follow, taking with them the body of the stolen Devil King. 
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   Chapter Thirty-Three: Aftermath
 
    
 
   A lot happened in the hours between dusk and dawn after that evening’s tragic incident. Goddard and Shiva stayed up all night working overtime with the Royal Guard trying to stifle any whispers of insurgence. With every Captain and the Commander still out of commission, it was up to the Royal Advisor and the Princess to lead the wayward troops.
 
   The castle remained on lockdown through the night, with the brunt of security stationed at the main castle gates. It took hours for the unruly crowds to clear out. Understandably, those that had witnessed their king effortlessly taken into the custody of demons had a few questions for anyone in charge.
 
   These questions they asked the front gates, or perhaps the Royal Guards stationed out front, or maybe they weren’t asking anyone in particular. Just trying to get the crowds riled up, hoping for some kind of action. But once the sun went away, people started to reconsider hanging out in the open, in the dark, when there could be more demons around. Anywhere. Anyone.
 
   And so the night passed quietly, to everyone’s surprise and relief.
 
   For some, like Shiva and Goddard, the night was long due to the excessive work that had to be done. For others, it went by in less than a blink of the eye. That is, because they were unconscious and missed pretty much everything. The four Captains. Commander Sepultura Stryd. They’d be waking up anytime now with a massive headache and some brand new mental health issues to deal with.
 
   For Ash, the night passed slowly. Though he was dead tired, he hadn’t slept a wink. Too many exotic chemicals racing around his body. He spent the night in a guest room on the third floor of the castle. There was no way he was going home. 
 
   They set him up with a comfy-enough bed, and Aura was there in the bed opposite him. He’d been cut deeply by Moskazek, then his entire body bruised from the collision with the ground. The death toucher was deathly silent for most of the night, but Ash was awake to hear his friend start snoring in the early hours of the morning. That’s when he knew Aura would be fine.
 
   Ash laid there all night, wide-awake and listening to the shallow rhythm of Aura’s breathing. His only company the thoughts in his head, none of which were particularly comforting. Sure, they had been given a little more time to plan their retaliation, but the situation had gone from worst to worst-est real fast. Now the boy was just trying to wrap his head around the possibility of a trip to the demon kingdom.
 
   It was a few hours after the sun formed when Shiva knocked on the door and poked her head into the room. Ash sat up at once to greet her, waving her in. Aura still slumbered in bed, drool dripping from the corners of his mouth as Shiva crept in quietly, keeping her voice low.
 
   “Did you sleep?” she asked, taking a seat on the bed next to Ash.
 
   “Not even a little bit.” Dark bags under his eyes showed he wasn’t kidding.
 
   “Neither did I.” She stared daggers at Aura, sleeping peacefully across from them. “Come to think of it, I’m kind of pissed that the only one of us that did get a full night’s sleep is that slacker.”
 
   “Well, he’s got a fresh wound to go with it.”
 
   “I’d take his wounds and a nap over the night I just had.”
 
   “What’s going on out there?”
 
   “It was a mess, you know, right after…” Shiva shifted uncomfortably.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She went on. “A bunch of loud obnoxious people decided to hang around the gates for way too long. In the end we managed to convince them all to spend the night in their own homes instead of a jail cell. By the time that commotion died down we had all four Captains accounted for. They’re all resting in the basement barracks. Same goes for Stryd, that poor bastard…”
 
   Shiva seemed to drift off into space for a moment. Ash was certain that in her mind she was recalling her own possession incident. No one else understood quite as well as Shiva what it felt like to have another creature steal your body, wear you like a suit, and parade you around like a puppet.
 
   “How’s Goddard holding up?” Ash asked, hoping for good news. “Did he by chance get any work done on my medicine?”
 
   Shiva managed a weak smile, one that faded so quickly it was like it was never there at all. She reached into a small pouch. “Actually, I came here to give you this.” She pulled her hand out of the pouch, between her pointer finger and thumb was a black marble. “The first of a new batch.”
 
   “Give me that!” Ash lunged at first sight of the little black pill. Shiva almost drew her hand back in surprise, but Ash would not let the medicine elude him any longer, and so into his mouth and down his throat it went. “Why didn’t you give me the medicine first! You know how important it is to me!”
 
   The boy stared, wide-eyed, teeth bared. He ended his rant there, choosing to breath deeply to himself instead. A wise decision. After a few seconds he bowed his head in disgrace.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. In his tone was true sincerity. “Thank you.”
 
   Shiva continued as if nothing had happened.
 
   “Goddard looked like he was in rough shape, but he was surprisingly full of energy. Which was great, since we had so much on our plate all night. After we wrapped up our business outside the gates Goddard returned to his lab. He wanted to get right back to work on your medicine. I checked in on him just an hour ago, and that was all he had made at the moment.”
 
   “I see,” Ash said, disappointed. “So what do we do now?”
 
   Shiva shrugged. “Plan a trip to the demon kingdom. Duh.”
 
   Ash smirked. Just like that, she’s ready to go. What a woman.
 
   “Actually, there’s a bunch of other details we’ll have to address. Preferably sooner, rather than later. Time is our enemy now. So’s every citizen in Hell.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I’m worried about how the Nobles might react to all of this,” Shiva said, averting her eyes. Staring off again. “The papers will be printed soon, you know. No way this story gets overlooked. Not when that brain-dead idiot Glebeck is in charge.”
 
   “Right,” Ash said, new thoughts running amok in his mind. “That guy.”
 
   “Anyway, we’ll know soon. The paper should be delivered within the next hour or so.”
 
   “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for good news,” Ash said, crossing his fingers in gesture.
 
   “For now, you got nothing to worry about.” Shiva stood up. “The castle will remain on lockdown. Almost every Royal Guard is stationed outside.”
 
   “That’s supposed to be comforting?”
 
   Shiva laughed. “I guess so.” Her face went somber once more, and she turned her back. “Anyway, in a couple of days you’ll have another full supply of that medicine. We all just need to rest our bodies and minds for a while. Recharge. Stay positive.”
 
   “Right,” Ash said, mustering an insignificant amount of enthusiasm. “Will do.”
 
   “Come up to the conference room when Draxler wakes up.”
 
   Shiva left without another word spoken. Ash continued to lay there on his bed staring out the window, wishing he could just get away from all this craziness for once. He thought he’d adjusted to his new life in Hell. That he could build some sort of life here that would be, at best, temporary. His end goal being to get back to his homeworld of Earth somehow. He made a mental note to start researching gates, like the one he first saw Goddard summon over a year ago.
 
   It seemed like so long ago, already. A different life.
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   After Aura awoke, the pair of defeated young men wandered the castle halls on their way to conference. Aura, with his shirt removed, his bloodstained black and blue jacket draped over his shoulders with a fresh bandage wrapped around his torso, strived to draw the attention of any young chambermaids they encountered.
 
   They arrived at the familiar conference room. They met Goddard there regularly to receive small jobs. Usually crap work. Inside the room was a large wooden table that could seat a small army. The furniture was all made from skeletal remains of demons placed in elaborate designs, like some kind of demented art project. Even the chandelier was made from demon bones.
 
   Shiva sat on one side of the table, tapping her fingers on the table. She stared at the pair as they entered, slowly crossed the room and pulled up seats across from her.
 
   “Everyone else should be here soon,” she said.
 
   “And a good morning to you to, Ms. Satan.” Aura cracked a smile.
 
   “I’m not in the mood for pleasantries right now, Draxler. Unlike you, I was up all night. Doing helpful stuff.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have wanted my help for any of that,” the death toucher reasoned. “Besides, now that I got some beauty sleep I can get back in the game. These wounds will heal in a few days, and when I’m back in top shape we’ll go straight to that demon kingdom and demolish it – along with that damned demon Prince!”
 
   “You’re pretty confident about that?” Shiva said curiously. “Even though no one’s ever done it, including the hero Aster?”
 
   “Aster didn’t have my power.”
 
   “Your power still makes you sick to your stomach,” Shiva reminded him. “What’s your limit these days, huh? How many times can you even use it before you puke your brains out?”
 
   Aura deflated a little. “I’m getting better,” he said. But the spark of argument was no longer present in his eyes.
 
   No one said anything for a while. Then, the doors burst open and in walked a familiar batch of faces. Two of the men had to lean on the two others for support just to walk. Their leader, the man in black armor, lead them in as Ash and Aura craned their heads to get a look at them.
 
   Commander Stryd and his Captains looked beaten. Despite their pitiful appearances, Stryd kept his chin up and marched straight over to the meeting table. He took a seat at one of the ends, his four men securing their spots closest to him. Ash, Shiva, and Aura sat on the opposite end of the table.
 
   For a brief moment, no one spoke. What a wonderful moment it was. Then…
 
   “What are you looking at?” Stryd glared at Ash. His eyes were bloodshot red and messy like a child’s finger painting. Admittedly, Ash had been stealing glances at the man. He felt sorry for the guy, after all.
 
   “Just looking around,” Ash muttered lamely. He hoped Stryd would back off without a fight, but it looked like the Commander would not settle.
 
   “What are you even doing here human? This whole thing is your fault! If you would have just died we would still have our king!”
 
   “That’s enough!” Shiva interjected. 
 
   But Stryd still had more to say. “He’s as good as vermin to us. We’ll gladly trade him away to the demons, you’ll see!”
 
   Stryd stopped his rant as Shiva emitted a bright light, enveloped by her own tormented soul power. Her stare punctured the Commander’s psyche. “I won’t let you talk about someone on my team that way.”
 
   That was enough to cause Stryd to back down. He stayed quiet after that. The Captains remained quiet too, for they had nothing to contribute. Their failures had been just as bad as everyone else’s, if not worse.
 
   Was she saying that as my leader? Ash thought. Or, as something else…
 
   His pondering was interrupted as the doors swung open once more. This time, they were surprised to see someone’s backside come into the room first. The backwards-man held the front of a stretcher, and he worked together with another able-bodied servant to lift the medical table into the room.
 
   On the stretcher, wrapped from head to toe in raggy bandages, was the defeated Prince Killian. “Was that my little sister’s deadly aura I just felt? It gave me chills!” The servants stopped before the table. Everyone stood to greet the Prince. “Put me down over there! Yes, right there!”
 
   The servants ended up setting Killian’s stretcher down on the bare table, then shuffled away to take care of business elsewhere. He lay there, surrounded by the others, content for the moment.
 
   Ash shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Killian’s head was only feet away from him. He felt her soul power from all the way out in the hall? That’s some talent. One more thing I could learn. Ash avoided staring into the man’s eyes.
 
   “Yeah, that was me,” Shiva said. She blushed from her brother’s compliment. Ash felt a little sicker again.
 
   “Hey, human,” Prince Killian said. He was staring straight at Ash. “You’re as good as dead, you know. One way or another, time is running out on you.” He said this with a smile, the look of someone who’d just departed a little good news on one of his pals.
 
   Ash grinned softly, mustering a little fervor. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”
 
   “Me too!” Aura said, lifting a supportive fist.
 
   “I know, why don’t you beg me for protection?” Killian smiled wide at the thought. “Yes, get down on your knees and gravel at my feet! That is, when I can stand on them again. Which will be very soon. Your best bet, if you want to make it out of this whole thing alive, is to gravel for mercy at my feet! Then go find a corner somewhere to cower in!”
 
   The demented, disabled Prince laughed at his own suggestion while Shiva gawked, speechless. Where was her protection now? Ash wondered. Stryd looked pleased, no surprise there. Ash wanted to say something back, something reassuring or wise. Something positive.
 
   Instead he sat in silence with the rest of them. They sat like that, Prince Killian still grinning to himself, until the doors swung open once again and the Royal Advisor finally walked in.
 
   Goddard had changed clothes, back to his formal attire. A black suit, accented in crimson. His glasses, repaired and attached to his face once more. His long, silvery hair tied back, a surprisingly fashionable look for the man. Though he must have been tired, the man showed no signs of it on his determined face.
 
   “Glad to see you’re all here,” he said. “Let’s get started.”
 
   The Royal Advisor pulled a rolled-up newspaper out of his back pocket. Flattening it slightly, he held the paper high for all to see. The headline read:
 
    
 
   Satan Family Curse Strikes Again!
 
   King Alfred Satan Abducted By Demon Prince Otozek!
 
    
 
   “You don’t need to read it to know it’s not good,” Goddard said, dropping the paper on the table by Killian’s head. “I’ll summarize. The Noble’s multiple sources have, of course, filled them in on every detail of the King’s untimely abduction yesterday. It’s all out in the open now, and the people are going to start demanding some action. There will be, as usual, those that say now is the time to abandon our ‘primitive’ monarchy.”
 
   “Maybe that’s not a bad idea,” Ash said. “You could run for President, Goddard. Sounds good, right? President von Gosick.”
 
   “Get serious,” Goddard replied. “No one would vote for me. Not right now. I’m the Royal Advisor that lost the King to a handful of demons. I cannot let that become my legacy.”
 
   Shiva lifted her head. “None of us can.”
 
   “Then we’ll just have to fight back,” said Killian, matter-of-factly.
 
   “Before we can discuss our plans to retrieve the King, we must deal with the citizens,” Goddard said. “Our plans will mean nothing if we don’t have the support of the people.”
 
   “What’s this bit about a family curse?” Ash asked. His eyes were focused on the bold newspaper headline.
 
   Shiva groaned, while Killian chuckled softly. Goddard looked mildly annoyed.
 
   “The Satan family curse…” The Royal Advisor turned his eyes to the Satan siblings around him. “There are those who believe the Satan bloodline to be cursed. I’ve heard some say that God may have decided to punish those in Lucifer’s lineage after he banished the rebel angel. After Lucifer’s rebellion, members of the family always seem to meet a most gruesome fate. There are only a handful of Satans that actually made it to the retirement years.”
 
   “Its nonsense, really,” Shiva chimed in. “The Satan bloodline is also known for our strength, determination, and all-around ass-kickery!”
 
   “I find myself agreeing with my sister for once.” Prince Killian looked bored, lying there on the table. He hadn’t moved an inch, except for his eyes. Occasionally his mouth.
 
   Goddard looked like he remembered something. “Come to think of it, wasn’t the curse the reason for your father’s…” The Royal Advisor paused trying to choose his next words wisely. “Gentle nature?”
 
    The Prince scoffed. “It’s no secret. You can say it. We all know father has never been a fighter. If he had any fighting power whatsoever, perhaps we wouldn’t be in this situation right now. With a stronger, more competent and capable father by my side, we could have easily defeated that demon prince.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Goddard said. “But getting back to the curse. That was definitely the rumor I heard as to why he never came around to entering battle.”
 
   “It wouldn’t surprise me if it were true.” Killian was done talking about the matter. “I don’t believe in the curse myself. I know I will never be killed by a demon. Not when they’re all so far below me.”
 
   “That’s right!” Shiva looked desperate to agree with her brother some more. “This is brand new generation of Satan! The strongest yet!”
 
   “What if…” Everyone’s heads craned to get a look at a voice that hadn’t spoken in a while. They all turned to look at the death toucher in the room. “…the curse is still affecting the Satan bloodline, its just working in different ways now?”
 
   Goddard humored the boy’s hypothetical. “I’ll assume you have an example to back up that theory?”
 
   “Do we really need to hear this?” Shiva asked. Her disapproval was written on her face.
 
   Goddard paid the girl no mind though. “Go on.”
 
   Aura continued. “I read that the Satan family tree used to be pretty thick, what with all the cousins and distant relatives. I know most of them married into other families, eventually watering themselves down into the lovely “Nobles” we have today. But the main family,” he gestured to the Prince and Princess, “these guys. In the span of just a few generations, the Satan head family numbers have dwindled to what you see before you.”
 
   Goddard’s eyes lit up with understanding. “The curse has other methods of erasing the Satan bloodline, such as infertility, which has plagued the family for decades. There’s also a substantial amount of recorded incidents involving unusual demises suffered by anyone that weds a Satan.”
 
   I guess Phoenix was even braver than I thought, Ash found himself thinking.
 
   “Enough about the curse!” Shiva said, throwing her arms up. Ash could see it was really starting to get to her, even though she was trying to act tough. “Let’s talk about what our next move is.”
 
   “Oh yes, before I forget…” Goddard stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out a new pillbox. He tossed it to Ash, who fumbled the wood box in surprise. “That’s the first small batch. I’ll have more for you in a couple days.”
 
   Ash smiled as he opened the pillbox. The sight of an uncountable amount of round black pills greeted him. There were probably twenty or so, Ash guessed. “Thanks a lot Goddard. I really needed this.” He popped one of the pills into his mouth and swallowed. It made him feel a little better already.
 
   “Let’s discuss the only thing that needs discussion,” Killian said. “I’m going to the demon kingdom to erase it from existence. I don’t really care what any of you do.”
 
   “I’m for declaring war on the demons as well!” Stryd slammed his fists on the table and jumped to his feet, suddenly fired up. “There’s no way I’m going to let those demon bastards get away with what they did to my men and I.” Ash could see his hands trembling on the table. “What they put us through… the things they made us do…” Stryd said no more and sat down. The Captains all hung their heads in shame and anguish.
 
   “I’m siding with my brother once again,” said Shiva. “I’ll join him. Together, we’ll enter the demon kingdom and rescue our father.”
 
   “Yes of course,” said Goddard. “You two are pretty much our only hope. You and Mr. Draxler.”
 
   “I’m always down for exterminating some demons,” said the death toucher.
 
   From outside the cracked window, the meeting party could no longer ignore the rising noise. The sound drew Goddard’s attention to the window, which he opened to allow the full volume in. What they heard sounded like last night’s crowd, only louder.
 
   “Uh oh,” Goddard uttered.
 
   Shiva ran to the window. The Royal Guard superiors all stood to see what the commotion was about as well. Even Aura cast a curious glance from his seat. Everyone seemed wide-eyed and upset, and by the time Ash arrived to view the scene the indistinguishable voices formed into a single, repeated phrase that echoed through the streets of Hell and beyond the castle walls.
 
   “Show us King Sa-tan!” the mob chanted in a singsong style, “or give us the hu-man!”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Four: Despair
 
    
 
   What should have been another fun festival day instead turned into a day of protest. From the fifth floor conference room the citizens in the streets below looked like an angry swarm of colorful insects invading the castle. Their unified chanting filled the air, riling the people to action with a simple rhyme.
 
   “Show us King Sa-tan or give us the hu-man!”
 
   The crowd gathered outside the castle gates was already more than double what it had been last night, with more and more people arriving every minute. The streets of the kingdom looked like wild rivers with people for water, all rapidly flowing toward the castle.
 
   The waters parted slightly as a heavy-set man drifted through the throng with great ease, his three most trusted accomplices surrounding him like a bubble of protection. A skeletal-looking woman carried a three-step ladder for him. When the small group reached the blockade of Royal Guards, the woman placed the stool on the ground.
 
   Glebeck, leader of the Noble’s daily news network in Hell, climbed the three rungs of the stepladder with a cautious gasp until his fat head bobbed above the crowd. His fellow business partners, Bliley, Rumbaugh, and Machmann stood around with their angriest faces on in support.
 
   “Attention, attention!” Glebeck said, raising a conical megaphone to his mouth. The people closest to him and his goon squad lowered their voices, and like a virus the mute spread its way back through the streets. “We’re starting now, everyone!” The rowdy Noble turned to face the castle, his pudgy mug visible to Ash and everyone from their window view.
 
   “Attention castle staff superiors! I, Glebeck Lowdly, representative to the people, come to you today with a simple demand! We wish to see the King! As you’ve no doubt read in my most recent current events pages, we have witnesses, reliable people, informing us of the King’s unbelievable abduction at the hands of a demon Prince in the late hours of the evening! I, Glebeck Lowdly, and we the people demand you disprove those witnesses by allowing King Satan to explain the situation himself firsthand!
 
   “If you fail to meet this simple demand within the next hour, then I, Glebeck Lowdly, along with we the people will have a new demand! The release of the human, Ash Kraplan, into the custody of the Nobility! As an illicit immigrant to Hell, the human’s presence in our Kingdom has put us all in great danger by drawing the attention of the Demon King and his subjects! It is because of Ash Kraplan that our King, the lovable Alfred Satan, was possessed by demons and taken in the night! And so it shall be he who pays for that crime!”
 
   The crowd roared with enthusiasm.
 
   “It is with a heavy heart that I, Glebeck Lowdly, must say that I don’t believe you will be able to meet our simple first demand! If our good King Satan has indeed truly been kidnapped by demons, then that makes the human our only bargaining chip! Exchanging the human’s life for the safety of our King is a necessity! The people demand it!”
 
   The majority of the crowd shouted in approval. The loudmouthed Noble continued to stir the people, ranting on about past failures in the Satan family lineage while his lackeys pushed their papers. None of that mattered to Ash, his knees trembling, as he sank to the cold, hard floor of the conference room.
 
   “How can they even say that…?” Tears swelled in his eyes like a dam full of cracks, doomed to overflow. “After everything I’ve done for them… How could they all turn on me so quickly?”
 
   Not since that fateful morning when he first awoke in a jail cell in Hell had Ash felt such a gripping sense of despair. The despair enveloped his whole body like an unwanted hug, suffocating, paralyzing. He’d spent nearly a year living in Hell, helping the devils each and every day. He risked his life for them so many times he lost count. Now at the first sign of trouble, they were ready to be done with him? To cast him out, a mere bargaining chip to the demons?
 
   “I thought I was finally starting to fit in here…” And that’s when the dam broke.
 
   Aura slid off his seat and crouched next to his weeping friend. He put his left hand, his normal hand, on Ash’s shoulder. Even Shiva somehow drifted closer to the boy. She appeared at his side and dispensed some much needed advice.
 
   “Don’t take anything those imbeciles say serious,” she said. “They represent a very small minority of the people. The rest of the citizens out there are just feeding off the crowd’s energy. Those idiotic Nobles are just getting everyone riled up.”
 
   “That’s right,” Aura said. “It’s not like everyone hates you. Only the stupid people.”
 
   Shiva continued, “More importantly, there are people out there who know you. People who like you. They know you’re not a threat. They’ll have your back. I’d bet on it.”
 
    Ash wasn’t listening anymore. The distraught boy kept his eyes on the floor and succumbed to his most foreboding thoughts. It was impossible to imagine staying positive under such circumstances, where a trip to the demon kingdom was the best case scenario. Maybe if he was in perfect health with no more complications. Goddard’s medicine might keep him alive a little longer, but would it save him in the long run? Would it give Ash the power he needed to stand up against Prince Otozek? Or would he meet his fate sometime before then, at the hands of some lesser demon? Or worse, some lesser devil?
 
   “I’m not surprised the human is cowering.” Stryd’s voice cut through the room, stirring Ash from his thoughts. “They’re going to end up getting their way, after all. The kid’s getting traded to the demons no matter what.”
 
   Goddard stepped in to clear the air. “Not traded as such,” he said, turning to Ash. “You’ll certainly have to go with, but I’d encourage you to do everything in your power to not end up eaten by any demons.” 
 
   Goddard paced in circles around the room, his habit while thinking. 
 
   “We shouldn’t assume Prince Otozek really intends to uphold that agreement. If they were actually willing to do a trade, they would have done so before leaving our kingdom. They wanted us to follow them back to their own turf. It’s obvious they’re luring us into a trap with no intention of letting anyone out alive. Our only option is to meet their challenge head on.”
 
   “That’s where my men and I come in!” Stryd spoke with passion on behalf of his silent Captains. “We’ll mount a full assault on those filthy demons! With my army and Prince Killian’s strength, we’ll have those demons begging for mercy!”
 
   “An entire army’s not necessary,” Prince Killian said, his voice stuffed with confidence as he laid on the tabletop. The Commander deflated a little.
 
    “In this case, I have to agree with Killian,” said Goddard. “It will be a long and difficult journey to reach the demon kingdom. Marching an entire army across such an unforgiving landscape won’t work. It would be too large a target for the demons and too chaotic to manage. We’d be lucky to arrive with even half the men alive and actually ready for the ensuing battle.”
 
   “But our numbers!” Stryd argued with passion, believing his way to be the best. “Surely we outnumber them! There must be a way to use that to our advantage!” 
 
   Goddard shot the Commander a mean look. “As soon as they saw us coming, what’s to stop them from simply killing King Satan? No, this battle won’t be won with numbers. If that were the case, we should have struck while they were here, and we had the advantage. But we missed that chance, and now we must beat them at their own game.”
 
   “A small group works better anyway,” said Shiva, her arms crossed knowingly. “It’ll be easier for us to sneak in unnoticed.”
 
   “Just like they did to us,” said Aura with a smirk. “It’s payback time!” he said as he slammed a gloved fist into his left palm.
 
   The sullen Commander tried to convince the room that he would at least be going on the trip, army or not, no matter what. He would not be denied his revenge on the demon that took over his body, and he told them so as he slammed his fists on the conference table. Goddard had to step in to calm him down.
 
   “You can trust Prince Killian to realize your revenge, Sepultura,” the Royal Advisor said. He crept up beside the shaky man and put a sturdy hand on his shoulder. “We need you here. No one can control the entirety of the Kingdom’s military like you. We’ll need your leadership here if the demons decide to attack us while the retrieval team is away.”
 
   The Commander looked around at the smiling faces of his supportive subordinates as the Royal Advisor sold him on staying behind. It was the first time any of his men had smiled since… the incident. Once again, Stryd felt needed, and that, as it turns out, is all he wanted.
 
   The heads in the room turned to look at the door as it slowly creaked open. The only two who did not look were Prince Killian, who could not look, and Ash, who just didn’t care to look.
 
   “It’s good to see you all made it out of that awful incident alive.”
 
   Neither Ash, nor Killian, even had to turn their heads. They knew whom the voice belonged to. Though Killian didn’t really care in the slightest at his grandfather’s arrival, Ash was now at full attention, his eyeballs wide, dry, red.
 
   “Wilhelm?” he gasped.
 
   “Ash, my boy,” the old Satan said, approaching the boy with a forlorn expression. “You must know that we have absolutely no intention of trading you to the demons. Just the opposite.” His wrinkled face curved into a weak smile. “We’re counting on you to help conquer the so-called demon royalty and bring my son home alive.”
 
   Ash said nothing, lost in contemplation. His expression blanked. From the tabletop, the Prince made a sound of disagreement.
 
   “You still think the human will be of any help to us?” he said with a scoff. “In case you hadn’t heard, the boy is deathly ill. The only reason he’s alive and sulking now is because of our advisor’s special medicine.”
 
   “Ash is sick?” Wilhelm said, his fingers instinctively reaching for the tips of his white mustache. “I have been working for quite some time, so I hadn’t heard. Devils don’t get sick though, so I take it this affliction is something human? Whatever the cause, I do hope that Goddard is accommodating your every need. What’s this about a special medicine now?”
 
   “Just a specially designed mix of substances that have proven effective at treating the boy’s unexplained illness,” Goddard said, reassuringly. “My medicine is what’s keeping him alive.” 
 
   “All of this…”
 
   Everyone looked at the trembling human. Ash raised his head, and his eyes glazed over like a corpse. His teeth bit down on his bottom lip to hold his words back. Then, in an instant, the boy stopped caring.
 
   “All of this could have been avoided if you were there! You’re never around when anyone needs you! Always working on West Hell, even though you retired! Who retires just to go back to work, anyway? Don’t want to be around your own family anymore? I don’t blame you!” There was an awkward, uncomfortable silence in the room to accompany the boy’s rant. “The truth is, you stopped caring a long time ago. And now, your dream’s come true, and your son has been taken by demons.”
 
   Shiva took one step and decked Ash. It was a slow, loose-fisted punch that struck him in the side of his head, just light enough to knock him over, hard enough to shut him up.
 
   No one said anything. Not until Ash flopped over onto his side, wiped a little blood from his mouth and put his hand in his pocket. He carried on like nothing had happened, but now he knew some things were taboo.
 
   “The irony is…” he said as he pulled out the pillbox. “After all their bitching, I have to go out there and risk my life for all of them. I could die, and no one would really care. In fact, the King is probably dead right now, and we’d never even know. We’re probably all wasting our lives by walking into a death trap, but sadly that’s my best option!”
 
   Now his craving peaked, and as he popped a black pill into his mouth and put the pillbox back in his pocket, the old Satan observed the boy’s process. Wilhelm made a mental note, but said nothing. His fingers twirled the white mustache tips some more as he listened to what else the boy had to say.
 
    “The hardest part is seeing everyone else so optimistic. Like we’re not all about to die horribly. It’s bizarre how commonplace this all seems now. I guess none of you could really know how I feel. I feel weaker than I’ve ever felt in my life, even weaker than when I was fully human, right when I need to be at my strongest! This sucks so much I don’t even think there’s a term to properly describe it! Forced to travel to the enemy base with a crippling disease? What do you really think my odds are!?”
 
   “He’s babbling.” Shiva cracked her knuckles. “Should I hit him again?”
 
   “Leave him be.” Wilhelm removed his fingers from his facial hair. His pale face looked rock hard in a faint sunbeam. “In the throes of despair, one should be permitted to speak his mind.”
 
   “It’s crazy! Going to the demon kingdom! Do we even have any information about it?” Ash, and everyone else, looked to Goddard and Wilhelm for answers.
 
   “We have very limited information, but enough to get you there and back,” said Goddard.
 
   “Great,” Ash replied. “The four of us against a whole world of demons.” He looked liked something hit him suddenly. “Five of us. You’re coming too, right Wilhelm?”
 
   The old Satan didn’t have to answer. The boy could read his face easy enough.
 
   “You’re not coming.”
 
   “Ash, you must understand-”
 
   “Oh! I understand! You’re okay with sending your family and friends to their deaths as long as you get to stay behind to work on your own little side quest!”
 
   Ash was flustered, panting and red in the face. He turned to Aura, his only friend at the moment, but he didn’t like the disapproving look the death toucher gave him. Again, Goddard felt he needed to step in to ease the mounting tension.
 
   “Lord Wilhelm is staying behind because he has to,” said the Royal Advisor. “There must always be a ruling member of the Satan bloodline on the throne. Ancient custom, but we like to stick to it.”
 
   Wilhelm turned back to Ash. He did not look the least bit angry at the boy. “You see, I can not go, though I wish for nothing more than to be by my grandchildren’s side at this difficult time. I must stay, because without a Satan around and in charge, all would be lost.
 
   “But I have faith in my kin, and I don’t believe in curses. I believe in Shiva and Killian, and even the popular mister Draxler. And I believe in you, Ash. I know you’re hurting right now, but we’re all hurt. Some more than others, it’s true, but don’t give up hope just yet. We still have a counter-attack to launch. It’s not over yet!
 
   “Stryd, Goddard, and I will keep things running smoothly here. We’ll have to be extremely careful with what we tell the citizens, but that’s our concern. It will be up to you youngins to bring Alfred home. That’s all we expect of you. That, and survive. And please be careful not to conflict too much with Killian.”
 
   “Everything’s a conflict with Killian,” Ash muttered miserably.
 
   “Oh my god,” said Aura, the first thing he’d said in a while. He was the only one currently staring at the conference table. “Where did he go?”
 
   In all the commotion caused by Ash and Wilhelm, no one had been paying attention to the injured Prince of Hell. They’d moved away from the table in their actions, across the wide meeting room and spread around. No one bothered to look back at the table. Not until Aura just did.
 
   Now they were all looking, staring in perplexment just as the death toucher had been. The long conference table where Prince Killian was placed now appeared to be bare. That is, Prince Killian’s stretcher was still on the tabletop where they’d left it, but the bandaged Prince was nowhere to be found.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-Five: Declaration of Complication
 
    
 
   Madness ruled the streets as the citizens of the Devil Kingdom flooded the castle perimeter, scores of tired Royal Guards doing their best to hold everyone at bay. There weren’t any collisions of violence just yet, but the day was only half over. If something didn’t change soon, the people might get carried away with their protests and do something drastic.
 
   Prince Killian watched the unruly populace from his perch on the castle roof. He snuck out of the conference room window when no one was looking, a miraculous action considering the worn-out state of his body. He wasn’t in any shape for such an act, but by cranking his residual soul power to the max the daring young man found the strength to will his body to move once more. The strength was only temporary; the climb took up most of his energy.
 
   The Prince sat watching, resting for a moment while he calculated his next move. Those he left behind in the conference room panicked as they searched for the missing Prince, but it would not be long before they knew exactly where Killian went.
 
   Willing his soul power to his legs, Prince Killian stood up. The dingy bandages wrapped around his body flapped freely in the wind, unraveling slightly. It didn’t take long for someone down below to spot the strange sight. The citizens raised alarm immediately, screaming and pointing in his direction, thinking another demonic possession to be in progress.
 
   Killian raised a hand shimmering with a thick cloud of soul power. “People of Hell,” he said, and his voice traveled much further than it should have, amplified by his soul. “It is I, your Prince Killian. Listen to me!”
 
   Silence fell over the crowd. All heads pointed at the Prince.
 
   After a dramatic pause to rest, Killian continued, “It is true, last night my father was abducted by greater demons. These demons are more powerful than anything we’ve faced in quite some time. It pains me to say they even got the best of me.”
 
   He paused again here to rest, and to grind his teeth in frustration. Just recalling his defeat at the hands of the hideous mosquito demon made his blood boil. But he reminded himself he had a job to do still, calmed down a little, and continued his speech.
 
   “I will not let this insult go unpunished. I plan to track the demons back to their home – the so-called Kingdom of Demons. I will find this demon ruler, retrieve my father, and obliterate any trace that the greater demons were ever there!”
 
   The streets below exploded with enthusiasm. Killian had no way of knowing if they were buying his pitch, but he hadn’t expected such applause and cheers so quickly. The Prince grinned like the devil he was, feeling his energy fading. He had to wrap this all up, and fast.
 
   “When my body heals, I will collect the human and depart for the Demon Kingdom. If any of you believe you are actually brave enough and would not slow me down, you are more than welcome to join me on my quest.” A chorus of murmurs arose from the crowd, and the Prince recalled one last thing he knew he had to mention.
 
   “A final warning,” he said, and his tone this time inflicted an icy chill on everyone that heard his voice. “Stay away from the human. He is my prey.”
 
   At that moment the people were totally silent. No one could speak as the Prince emitted some kind of murderous intent that could be felt in his voice. To those not accustomed to feeling soul power, the Prince’s dark power silenced them with a paralyzing grip of fear.
 
   “Now all of you go home!” Killian took a step off the edge of the castle roof. The Prince dropped five stories to the ground, and with his final stock of soul power depleted, managed to deploy his wings and land safely in some grass in the lower courtyard before falling flat on his face. He’d used up every last bit of strength he had left and now it was naptime for the next few days.
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   Ash watched the clever Prince from the conference room window, along with everyone else. Stryd became furious seeing the Prince wear himself out so recklessly. The irate Commander took his two most capable Captains and stormed off to go secure the Prince when his scene ended. Leaving Ash and his friends with Goddard and the two not-so-capable Captains. Wilhelm paced back and forth, twirling his mustache nervously.
 
   Without saying a word to anyone, Ash left the window and took a seat at the conference table, where he put his head down on the table in defeat.
 
   The old Satan stopped pacing and turned to face his company. “There’s a lot that we must do now. I’m worried about our men and women in the Royal Guard. If the citizens are having their doubts, I’m sure that our soldiers are having them just the same. I’m going to go around and speak to as many of them as possible, see if I can’t boost their morale and confirm loyalties.”
 
   With nods of approval from Goddard and Shiva, Wilhelm last looked to Ash. The boy sat motionless, head down. The old Satan approached him, and without a reaction from the boy, he said, “Take care of your body Ash. Rest. If I can assist you with anything before you leave, you may summon me. That goes for the both of you, as well,” he said, looking at his granddaughter and Aura.
 
   Wilhelm left after that. The two remaining Captains, not having anything else to contribute to the meeting, felt they would be more useful elsewhere. They found the strength to stand and join the old Satan in his exit. Goddard watched them go, remembering he had places to be too.
 
   “I guess I’ve got a lot of work to get to as well,” said the Royal Advisor, leaving his post at the window. “I’ll be hard at work the next few days, but I recommend you all make damn sure you’re ready for the trip. I’ll prep you for it when I have time. You may stay in the castle as long as you like or go back to your house, it does not matter to me.” He pointed to the window. “It looks like the Young Master’s words may have made a difference. The streets are clearing up already. No one should bother you anymore.”
 
   His words were not lost on Shiva and Aura, their heads nodded in approval to the Royal Advisor’s suggestion. A sullen Ash sat still head-down on the table, showing no signs of movement or acknowledgement. Again, Goddard tried his hand at comforting the boy.
 
   “I’m working on a stronger batch of medicine,” he said. “You’ll be fully stocked before you go, so have no worries there.” That bit of positive information did not cause Ash to stir in the slightest. Fed up with trying, Goddard looked at Shiva instead and mouthed the words “try to cheer him up” at her.
 
   The girl looked at her superior in disbelief, like it was an impossible task she’d just been charged with. Goddard only smiled and headed for the door.
 
   “Let me know if you need anything else,” he said with a wave and left the room. Shiva gave Ash a quick look, but hesitated to move her mouth at all.
 
   “Leave this to me,” Aura told her, beaming with confidence. Then, to Ash, he said, “I know what you need. A long, relaxing bath in the Noble’s swanky bathhouse, and I’m treating.” He pulled a small paper card out of his pocket to punctuate his point, though it wouldn’t actually be his treat, since the membership really belonged to his father.
 
   “Relaxing?” Shiva made a sour face. “What he needs is to let out some aggression! What’d you say Ash? Wanna go hit things with me?”
 
   Ash put his hands on the table and pushed himself up. His eyes were puffy and red, but currently dry. “I don’t want to do either of those things,” he said. “I just want to go home.”
 
   “Let me check the crowd situation,” said Aura. He went to the window and gazed outside. “It’s really clearing up out there. If you felt up for it, I’d say we could fly back-”
 
   “No, not that home,” Ash said. “I want to go to my home. On Earth. Where there aren’t any demons trying to eat me!”
 
   “Well unfortunately that’s not really an option,” said Shiva. “Believe me, Kil will tie you up and drag you to the demon kingdom if he has to. You’re going, and that’s that.”
 
   Aura frowned at Shiva. “He may have to go, but he doesn’t have to fight. Best-case scenario, we can just let your psychopathic brother deal with Otozek. Ash will be safe and sound by our sides while we deal with whatever demons may come at us.”
 
   He wouldn’t admit it, but Ash didn’t like the thought of depending on Killian for anything. The man was by all accounts Ash’s greatest enemy, an obstacle for the boy to overcome at the end of his journey. He didn’t want to depend on him. He’d rather see The Prince eaten by demons.
 
   “Can we go now?” Ash got up from his chair and headed for the door. Shiva darted after him at once, but Aura was much slower from his wounds. They left the conference room, Shiva leading the way to the least-used castle exit, depositing the team in the courtyard. After checking with some of the Royal Guards stationed around the perimeter, Shiva confirmed that conditions outside the gate were safe enough. To their surprise, when the gates opened and they stepped outside the Royal property lines expecting to be harassed by narrow-minded lingerers, they found the area vacant.
 
   Shiva dictated that they would walk back – “for Draxler,” but Ash suspected that she was really doing it for his sake. Shiva tended to treat Aura more harshly when he was in great pain. The sudden generosity was obviously fake. Ash didn’t say much on the long walk home, but he did have to hear his friends bicker. Aura enjoyed pushing Shiva’s buttons every chance he got.
 
   On his long, reflective walk Ash took notice of how well the people obeyed their Prince. The trio encountered a total of four people on their thirty-minute walk home, and each person rushed to get back to their own home as well. None of them spoke to the group, which helped alleviate the boy’s fear of having to deal with a lynch mob. 
 
   Prince Killian was truly a master at manipulating people through fear and force. He commanded his subjects in ways his father never could. Ash secretly wished that people would listen to him like that one day, too. He had a long way to go before that would happen, and that was only if he survived his next ordeal.
 
   The only comfort the boy found along the way came from the square-shaped lump on the side of his leg, the pillbox in his pocket. More than once his hand glided over the pillbox, though he would wait till he got home to eat another.
 
   His friend’s constant squabbling the only sound as they passed through the empty canyons of West Hell. Festival booths still lined many of the walkways, now eerily empty and quiet. The prizes were missing from all the game booths because either the owners were lucky enough to remove them in time, or because some protestors stole the goods before anyone noticed. Festival games and cheap prizes didn’t appeal to Ash anymore, though.
 
   Their stroll deposited them in the familiar new housing development where their spacious condo sat waiting at the end of the long and private gravel pathway. The sight of it brought about a calm in Ash, and he shut his mind down in preparation for his long rest.
 
   As soon as the door to the house opened the depressed boy went up the stairs and entered his bedroom, closing the door tight behind him. Though his friends would plan many activities to attempt to raise Ash’s spirits, it would be many days until they saw him awake and out of bed again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Six: While You Were Asleep
 
    
 
   When Ash’s head hit the pillow he wasn’t expecting to sleep for three straight days. Yet that’s exactly what happened. The boy was more tired than he’d even realized and it didn’t take long for his body to cash in on all the sweet slumber it desired. Time passed quickly, with the boy only waking long enough to reach for the phantom glass of water on his nightstand.
 
   The curious thing was, he couldn’t remember how that glass of water got there. He never filled up a glass of water before heading off to bed. One of his roommates must have placed it there for him, he guessed. After drinking half the glass, Ash resumed his miserable nap, having no idea how much time had passed and trying not to think about it. The next time he awoke, his throat dry as a sandbar, he reached for the glass of water and discovered it had been mysteriously refilled.
 
   Those three days flew by for Ash, but not for the others. Shiva and Aura had an eventful three days, and it all started not long after Ash barred himself in his room. There came a gentle knocking on the front door, and when Shiva went to open it she found two orphans lingering outside.
 
   They were of course invited in. Uverstarr, with his sneaker hood covering his face, took a seat on the couch next to Aralia. The four of them sat in the living room, directly underneath where Ash’s bedroom was located, but he wouldn’t hear a thing. Shiva played the part of a polite host and served the two tea and cookies.
 
   Aura updated the pair of orphans on the situation as they sipped and munched. “Ash isn’t holding up so well,” he said. “I think he took the people’s reaction a little hard. I guess he probably feels like even more of an outsider now. I know how that goes, though. It’s rough.”
 
   Aralia nodded, her eyes glazed in understanding. She blew on her steaming cup of tea and sipped quietly. Uverstarr focused most of his efforts on the cookies, not showing much of a reaction to the news.
 
   “I keep hoping he’ll wake up and come join us, but who knows how long he’ll stay in his room. In his current state, he might just stay cooped up in there right up until we have to leave.”
 
   “Doesn’t his body need the rest?” Aralia asked after breaking a cookie in half. She handed the bigger chunk to Uverstarr and ate the smaller section.
 
   “Not really,” Shiva replied. She sat in her own comfy throne-like chair, just as Aura had his own, opposite the couch. “His body’s in pretty good shape, aside from whatever sickness has him. But he’s got medicine to deal with that. The bigger problem is what’s going on in his warped little mind. He could use a day to sleep, but any longer than that is just a waste of his time.”
 
   “So what will you do now, Miss Lady Shiva?”
 
   Shiva smiled, weakly. “I think we’re way passed formalities now, Raley. You can just call me Shiva.” At this, Aralia glowed with a happy radiance. “We’re going to do the smart thing and spend our remaining days here in training. Which reminds me, Draxler, we should extend an invitation for your father to join us. We could use a refresher course with his weapons expertise.”
 
   Aura nodded in agreement. “Not a bad idea, really. I’m sure he’d love to come help us out. I should really brush up on my swordplay too, just in case I end up getting to slice off that damn demon Prince’s tail.”
 
   “Let’s get to it then,” said Shiva. She stood up from her throne. “We don’t have time to waste. We’ve got a lot of training to do if we’re going to make it there and back in one piece.”
 
   “That’s my cue to leave then,” came the surly voice of the youngest in the room. Uverstarr hopped off the couch and bolted for the door. “Training is boring. I’ve got better things to do.”
 
   “Hey you! This is important stuff we’re talking about here!” Aura was fed up with the immature boy’s behavior and finally snapped, jumping to his feet a little too fast. But the dismissive orphan was already out the door. “What is wrong with that little brat? Doesn’t he see how bad the situation is?”
 
   “Please don’t misunderstand Uverstarr’s behavior,” Aralia said, setting her teacup down on the table. “He has a hard time of showing his true feelings, but I’m sure he understands everything that’s going on. I just think it’s a little difficult for him to see Ash this way…”
 
   Shiva raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about? That kid actually cares about Ash?”
 
   “He may try to hide it, but Uverstarr actually admires Ash. You might even say he’s Ash’s biggest fan.”
 
   Both Shiva and Aura cocked their heads in surprise, questioning what they’d just heard. Aralia went on to explain how ever since he first heard the rumors of a human living in Hell, Uverstarr had been obsessed with finding out more about Ash. His childish admiration came from a natural curiosity about the human race. The orphan had always wanted to know more about planet Earth and its inhabitants.
 
   Uverstarr followed every update about Ash since his arrival in Hell. He heard rumors of the boy defending Lady Shiva against an overpowered nuisance named Crapsat. When Mr. Kurdis kept the children indoors during the rebels takeover of the city, Uverstarr rejoiced upon hearing how Ash had put an end to the rebel leader. His encounter with the human after the Devils Duel tournament happened by sheer luck, after Raley had gotten lucky enough to play against him.
 
   He had been jealous then, and a little angry. Jealous at his childhood friend for getting to actually play a game with the famous human, and angry that he had the nerve to beat her. Aralia went on to explain that his childish behavior is the only way he knew how to approach his idol. And now, seeing Ash down for the count and unable to get back up, the boy chose to retreat back to his comfort zone.
 
   With all of this information, it was easier for Aura to ignore the boy’s bratty behavior and just move on with his day. Shiva was still insistent on getting started with their training, and she wanted Aura to get moving to fetch his father. They didn’t get far as Aralia held their attention for just a moment longer.
 
   “Actually, if you could spare a minute, I have a request…”
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   For three days Ash slept, on and off, cooped up alone in his bedroom. His friends left him be, hoping he’d find the courage to wake and join them in their training. On the morning of the fourth day, Ash was drifting in and out of his sad slumber when he heard a light knocking on his door.
 
   He didn’t respond, thinking it would be Shiva or Aura come to stir him, to invite him to training. When his eyes opened he saw Aralia’s face poking in through the parted doorway.
 
   “Hi,” she said simply.
 
   Ash groaned lightly and closed his eyes.
 
   Aralia took that as a welcoming sign and stepped inside the room. From the moment she laid eyes on him she could sense the boy’s deep depression had not abated. She wished with all her might that she might be the one to pull him out of it. So she made light small talk with him, drawing only the minimal response, usually in the form of a grunt or groan from the boy.
 
   She didn’t like this new, miserable Ash. With the small talk not taking off, Aralia knew she had at least one bomb to drop on the boy that would likely not help his mood.
 
   “Everyone’s decided to leave for the demon kingdom tomorrow morning,” she said. “I thought you might like to know.”
 
   After a moment of silence, Ash sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes. “What time is it?” he asked.
 
   “A little after noon,” Aralia replied. She moved to the window and parted the blinds a little, allowing some sunlight to creep in. “See?”
 
   Ash swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat there a minute with his head down. He got up and went to the bathroom, while Aralia waited silently in his bedroom. When he returned, she asked him, “Do you want to go outside and see everyone?”
 
   Ash promptly returned to his bed and laid back down. “No,” he replied. “I’d only be a distraction.”
 
   Aralia, not sure what to make of his statement, said, “That’s not true. Everyone’s waiting for you. They’d all like to see you again.”
 
   With a dismissive yawn, Ash rolled over onto his side. “I think I’ll use my remaining time to just sleep,” he said. “It would be better if you didn’t get too attached to me, anyway.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Aralia asked, her voice riding the border between concern and frustration.
 
   “I don’t think I have to spell it out for you,” Ash responded, keeping his back turned to her. “I probably won’t be around much longer…”
 
   His words hung in the air like a poisonous cloud, stinging Aralia’s insides. “That’s not true,” she protested weakly. “You could-”
 
   “What?” Ash interrupted. “I could fight off an entire kingdom of demons and somehow make it back alive? Not likely. Face it Raley. It’s hopeless. I’m as good as dead: demon food. That’s why you shouldn’t bother with me. The more you care about me, the sadder you’ll be when I don’t come back.”
 
   Neither of them said anything for a while. Ash sulked in silence, waiting for the girl to leave him alone, while Aralia’s anger slowly came to a boil.
 
   “So that’s it?” she asked. “You don’t care about your own life enough to get off your ass and do something about it? Everyone that cares about you is out there working their butts off preparing to save your life! The least you could do is go down there and cheer them on, but no, you’ve been cooped up in here all this time, laying around like you’re already dead! Well excuse me, I thought you had more life left in you.” Without another word she stormed out of the room, slamming the door shut behind her.
 
   Ash tried to lay still, to go back to sleep and shut his mind off. He didn’t want to have to think about all the unpleasantries that would surely be coming his way tomorrow. But as he laid there and the minutes went by, his mind worked overtime replaying the girl’s words.
 
   At last, he felt too bad about the situation. He couldn’t leave things like that. He knew he had to apologize, and so he climbed out of bed and hastily threw on some clothes to rush after her.
 
   Downstairs he encountered Aura, standing in the kitchen downing a jug of water. “Aura!” Ash cried, shocked to see his friend. The death toucher was shirtless and drenched in sweat. His long hair was tied back into a ponytail. The cut from his wound was all closed up now, a light scar across his chest all that remained. “You’re all better!”
 
   “Of course,” Aura replied with a smile, happy to see his friend out of bed. “Wilhelm fixed me up. It’s good to see you out of bed, buddy.” His face turned serious. “Aralia just ran out of here. I think she was crying. What’d you do?”
 
   Ash said nothing to Aura on the matter, but left the house immediately to go find Aralia. He had no idea where she might be, but as he brought out his wings and took to the sky he headed east, thinking the orphanage would be the best place to start looking.
 
   Flying felt nice. It had been a while since Ash really stretched out his wings. On the way all he could think about was how big a jerk he had been and how guilty he felt turning away the one person that clearly wanted to spend time with him. He just had to find her and make it up to her.
 
   Setting down outside the orphanage, there was a mixture of children running around and playing on the yard equipment. Mr. Kurdis stood leaning against the wall of the building, reading a newspaper and occasionally glancing up to yell at the children when they misbehaved.
 
   As Ash entered the yard, the first few children to spot him made a big deal and rushed over to greet him. It didn’t take long for Kurdis to spot the boy and wave him over. “Mr. Kaplan,” he said with a pleasant smile. “I don’t suppose you’ve stopped by to make a charitable donation?” he asked, wagging his donation cup.
 
   “Hi Kurdis,” Ash said as he approached the man. “Actually, I’m here for Aralia. Have you seen her?”
 
   Kurdis dropped the newspaper and frowned. “I thought she was with you,” he said.
 
   “She was,” Ash replied, looking forlorn. “I may have said some things that set her off, and… I think I should apologize.”
 
   “I see, I see,” said Kurdis. “Well come on in, you can wait for her inside. I’ll whip up some tea and- Marcus I swear I will end you if you don’t put that down!” Kurdis sighed heavily. “Come in, come in.”
 
    
 
   Inside, Mr. Kurdis poured a dark and funny-smelling tea for Ash, which he served in a dingy stained cup. Ash sipped it slowly, finding the bitter drink anything but thirst quenching. Still he drank it all to not seem rude.
 
   “So you two had your first fight, eh?” Kurdis said, taking a seat across the table from Ash. “I’m not surprised really, that girl can have quite the short fuse sometimes.”
 
   “Well technically, our first fight happened back when we met,” said Ash, thinking back to his shaky first encounter with the girl. “This wasn’t really a fight. Just me being a depressed jerk.” Ash sank a little in his seat.
 
    Kurdis shook his head. “Aralia is a very special girl, as I’m sure you’ll come to understand,” he said. “Watching her grow up has been interesting, to say the least. Tell me… what has she told you about herself?”
 
   “Not a lot,” Ash replied. “She doesn’t talk about herself much. She mostly just asks questions about me.”
 
   “I figured that might be the case,” Kurdis said with a sigh. “She doesn’t like to talk about her unusual upbringing. She was bullied constantly growing up, you see.”
 
   “I didn’t know,” said Ash, genuinely surprised. “She’s so upbeat all the time, I would have never guessed.”
 
   At this point a few small children rushed through the dining area, running between chairs playing a game of tag. After yelling at the children to calm down and take their game elsewhere, Kurdis pointed at the kids as they left. “See the clothes they’re wearing? I’ll bet you’d never guess that Aralia was the one that sewed them.”
 
   “She did?” Ash said, surprised.
 
   Kurdis nodded. “She’s become quite the talented seamstress. She makes all her own clothes, as well as fixing up the children’s, and even mine.” He pointed out a few patches and sewn up areas on his own outfit.
 
   “I could put in the good word with my tailor friend,” said Ash. “Maybe he’d give her a job.”
 
   “We’d all appreciate that. Looking for steady work has been the girl’s motivating force ever since she was of age,” said Kurdis. “It’s a big part of why she was never adopted. She was barely ever around during visiting hours, except when Mal was younger and required more constant care. She would refuse anyone unless they considered taking both of them as a package deal.”
 
   “That makes sense,” said Ash. “It would be hard to split them up.”
 
   “It worked out in the end, since she stays here and helps with the cooking, cleaning, and clothing. She brings in skorch and other resources from time to time, too. I honestly don’t know how she does it.”
 
   If she’s had to resort to violence like she did with me at the card tournament, I think you’d rather not know, thought Ash. He kept that thought to himself.
 
   “She’s one unique flower, that’s for sure,” said Kurdis, appearing lost in thought. “I don’t know what your intentions with her are, and it’s probably none of my business, but if you don’t feel the same way about her that she feels about you, try and let her down gently. Please.”
 
   Ash blushed while he fidgeted in his seat. “Oh, I uh… well I’m not sure about anything like that yet.” The boy was hesitant to lay out any plans for dating anyone just yet. Becoming romantically involved with a devil would most likely put a damper on his plans of breaking out of Hell and getting back to his old human life.
 
   “I won’t embarrass you any further,” Kurdis said with a chuckle. “I’ve just never seen her so interested in someone before. Both of them, Aralia and Uverstarr. I think becoming involved with you and your friends has made them both happier. I’ve barely seen them over the last couple of days, they’ve been over at your house.”
 
   “They were?” Ash asked, once again surprised. He’d been sleeping the whole time, so who knew what those two were up to while he slept. “I guess I’ve been missing out…”
 
   Something in the doorway caught Kurdis’s eye, and he smiled and motioned with his face. Ash turned and saw Aralia standing there watching them, a look of concern on her face.
 
   “Oh, hey Raley,” Ash said, jumping to his feet so quickly he almost knocked over his nearly-empty cup of tea. “I was just telling Kurdis I was looking for you.”
 
   “What else were you two talking about?” Aralia asked, shooting the question at Kurdis with what seemed like irritation.
 
   “I didn’t tell him anything you wouldn’t want me to,” Kurdis assured her. “The boy’s come to apologize for his behavior earlier.” Kurdis stood up and walked to the door. “It has nothing to do with me anymore, I was just keeping him company. I’ll give you two some privacy now.”
 
   Pushing his way past the girl, Mr. Kurdis disappeared into the living room area where he could be heard scolding the out-of-control children there.
 
   “Some privacy,” Aralia muttered, crossing her arms. She looked at Ash expectedly.
 
   “Sorry about the way I acted,” he said. “I’m just depressed about how things turned out, but I know I shouldn’t have taken that out on you. You were just trying to be a good friend, and you deserve better.”
 
   That pleased the girl, and it showed on her face. “So you don’t mind if I get attached to you?”
 
   Ash took a few steps closer and shrugged playfully. “Someone’s gotta be, right?”
 
   “May as well be me,” she replied, uncrossing her arms. “So: do you have any plans for tonight?”
 
   “Whatever you want to do, let’s do it,” Ash said eagerly. “My treat.”
 
   “I can think of a few things,” the girl said, taking another step closer.
 
   The moment was interrupted when Amalia, on the verge of tears, rushed in looking for her sister. The little girl clung to her sister’s leg. When she saw that Ash was there she got excited at the prospect of seeing her ‘Princess bro’, who of course wasn’t there. This made the girl upset, and before the tears could start flowing Ash came up with a suggestion that put a smile on both girl’s faces.
 
   


 
   
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Seven: Get Back Up
 
    
 
   It was later that same night. Ash stood at the entrance to West Hell with a nervous look about him, his eyes shifting around the area like a ping-pong spectator. Life returned to the streets as citizens continued their usual routines, the people eager to get out and about, socializing in the wake of the most recent gossipy developments. Ash tried his hardest to avoid any curious stares on the trip out. 
 
   The boy’s grinning friend stood at his side, all dressed up in his sexiest duds. Aura smiled from ear to ear, his eyes scanning the crowd on their usual task of locating hotties. But tonight was different. Tonight, Ash had promised him a double date with a “total cutie”.
 
   Naturally, Aura was all in.
 
   “Tell me again,” he said. “What is she like? The girlfriend Raley’s bringing me?”
 
   Ash smiled. “She’s the kind of girl that you can’t take your eyes off. She’s just. That. Cute. I’m totally jealous you get to spend an evening with her all to yourself.” Inside he was laughing, thinking about the trick he was playing on his friend.
 
   Aura’s eyes glazed over. “More,” he said. “Tell me more body details. Height? Bust size? Hair color? How are her teeth?”
 
   “Everything’s appropriately sized and in proportion, don’t even worry about it,” Ash said reassuringly. “You’re going to have a great time with her. Trust me.”
 
   This was enough to please Aura, and he stopped asking questions finally. Just in time, as Ash was running out of clever things to say. His surroundings started to make him anxious as the citizens of Hell slowed and stared at him as they went by. Each time he wondered: are you one of those that called for my deportation? Would you have sold me out to the demons?
 
   Ash eventually decided to lower his head, focusing instead on the individual chunks of gravel on the ground. Someone entered his field of vision coming closer to the pair of boys, but Ash avoided looking directly at her. He could tell by the lady’s clothes that it wasn’t the person he was waiting for. It wasn’t until she gently cleared her throat and Aura gave Ash a small shove that he looked directly at her.
 
   Disbelief. 
 
   For a minute, Ash couldn’t even be sure he was staring at the right girl. The dress was too nice and too new for a girl of her standing. Her hair was the giveaway though, that familiar jet-black with streaks of purple and pink dyed in. She smiled, a vision of true loveliness, and warmed the boy’s soul.
 
   “Thanks for waiting,” Aralia said with a coy smile, batting her eyelashes seductively. “Well, how do I look?”
 
   What unfortunate timing for Ash to lose the ability to speak. The boy simply stood there and stared like a fool, his mouth hanging open in amazement. She was even wearing makeup! When he realized he should say something instead of standing there looking like an idiot, the best he could do was to say, “How…? Where…? Great! You look great!”
 
   His reaction made her laugh. She smiled even wider, the blush on her cheeks reddening, and she gave a slight half-turn to show off her outfit. Her dress had a large bow tied to the back of it like a Christmas gift. “I’ve never gotten all dressed up like this before,” she said, admiring her own fancy dress. “It ain’t half bad, actually! No pockets to put my knife in, though…”
 
   “Where did you get that dress?” Ash asked, finding his voice once more. Suddenly he felt displeased with his own choice of clothing, a plain white shirt and dark trousers. “It looks expensive…”
 
   “It was free,” she replied, beaming with pride. “I made it myself!”
 
   “That’s some talent,” Ash said in pure awe of her ability. “I have to get you together with Gio.”
 
   “Gio…” Aralia said with a scrunched face. Her features straightened out and her eyes lit up. “Oh! The guy that made our team uniforms!”
 
   “He owns his own shop,” Ash replied. “Maybe he could use a hand. I’ll recommend you to him.”
 
   Aralia flung herself with excitement at Ash, wrapping him in a warm hug. She thanked him over and over until Aura’s agitated throat clearing cut the two apart. Aralia clutched tightly onto Ash’s arm, the two of them stared at their agitated accomplice.
 
   “So where’s my date?” Aura asked, his smile gone.
 
   “Oh, right,” Aralia said. She lifted her arm and pointed. “Over there.”
 
   Across the street Aura saw the girl Raley was pointing to: tall, but not as tall as him. Long, golden hair. Fair skin. Short skirt. Perfect teeth. Larger-than-average bust. The girl had been distracted by a food stand menu, but turned around just as Raley pointed and started walking their way.
 
   Aura stood impressed with a dumbfounded grin, his arms spread open wide to envelope his date in a warm hug as she approached. But the young pretty thing strolled right past the boy, a look of polite confusion graced her face as she tried avoiding eye contact with the strange boy.
 
   The death toucher had only a brief moment to feel the shock of disappointment and confusion before someone else jumped out from behind the girl he thought was to be his date. This other person leapt into the boy’s outspread arms before he even knew what was happening. Without getting a good look at her, he knew at once who it was when her childish voice rang out with glee.
 
   “Mr. Princess!” she said, squeezing the boy tight and giggling. “I missed you!”
 
   “I felt the same way,” the boy replied with a sigh. His tone did not match his statement. He cocked his head at the chuckling couple, beaming a death glare of frustration.
 
   “Enjoy having Hell’s cutest little cutie all to yourself tonight, bro,” Ash called to his friend as his eager date pulled him ahead.
 
    
 
   The double-daters moved from the entrance and strolled casually through West Hell. The streets weren’t quite as busy as they’d been when the festival was in full-swing, but there were still more people out and about than Ash felt comfortable being around.
 
   They walked to The Fire Arcade, observing the many different game booths lined up along the dusty avenue. Distance built between the two couples as the death toucher’s toddler of a date kept pulling the boy aside every time she spotted a candy stand that was too tempting or some oversized toy prize she desired.
 
   Ash and Aralia were okay with the growing gap. Bringing her little sister along was the perfect distraction for Aura, as the death toucher spent all his efforts trying to please the child by winning her prizes. They pulled over to try a game where Aura had to maneuver a claw-like grabber over a bin of goodies using only his own flames. It took a great deal of concentration to set the claw in just the right spot above the giant fluffy unique-horn toy that Amalia stared at, wide-eyed and giddy.
 
   With the death toucher and his ‘date’ disappearing from sight, Aralia became bolder with her advances. While Ash was content to keep his distance, tense and stiff with nerves, the sly girl narrowed the gap between them until their arms brushed each other with every stride. The boy crossed his arms anxiously and made small talk as they walked.
 
   Aura could tell by his posture that something was bothering him. “What’s wrong Ash?” she asked, looking at the boy with concern in her eyes. “You’re not acting like your usual self.”
 
   Ash’s heart skipped a beat, then went into turbo-mode. “N-nothing,” he said. “Want to play a game? How about that one?” Ash pointed to the nearest arcade booth.
 
   The game booth housed a modest setup: several feet behind the countertop stood a tall pedestal. On top of it there were metallic bottles stacked in a triangle formation. The man working the booth told them the object of the game was to use a single burst of flames to try and knock over the bottles.
 
   Ash paid for Aralia to go first, and she stepped up to the counter lining up her shot. While she was very confident in her abilities, her single burst of flames was not enough to do little more than rattle the bottles. The sound was like laughter to her ears, and she cried “Again!” to which Ash promptly paid for another round.
 
   When again she failed, Ash paid the smiling booth attendant one last time. He stepped up to the counter instead, gently moving Aralia out of his way. He’d seen this same trick performed on Earth at every carnival he’d ever been to. He knew the bottles true weight. All he needed was to mix a little soul power in with his flames and…
 
   The pair left that game booth smiling. Aralia clutched a large stuffed demon that looked like a dog in one hand. Her free arm latched onto Ash’s and the couple walked arm in arm for a while. Ash was absent-minded enough to let out a yawn. His date cocked her head in confusion and then acted mock-insulted, playfully pushing the boy away.
 
   “I’d love a cup of coffee. How about we find a nice café?” He extended his hand, and she took it. Ash pulled her back in close. “I’m buying.”
 
   They added ‘getting coffee’ to their agenda, moving from one booth to the next, pausing whenever something caught their attention long enough for Ash to crack a joke and Raley to laugh and bat her eyelashes some more. Aura lagged behind them carrying a load of stuffed toys under both arms. Little Amalia pranced ahead of him, tugging on his arm to move faster.
 
   When the four reunited in a small coffee shop, Ash bought coffee for himself and Aralia, as well as an ice cream cone for Amalia and a coffee for his exhausted friend. They had only been walking around for an hour, but Aura was already drained. It took more energy than he was used to exerting to look after the hyper child. He thanked Ash sincerely for the coffee as he lit the cup on fire to activate the rich flavor of the beverage.
 
   Before leaving, Aralia and her sister found a bag to store their new prized possessions won by their dates. The group stepped outside and Aura grew concerned that they’d be splitting up once more. He tried swaying Ash to swap partners for a while, or at the very least to stick together this time. Lucky for him, Aralia spotted a new game that intrigued her and her sister. She took Ash by the hand and led him across the narrow street to one of the larger game booths at the end of The Fire Arcade.
 
   The human boy looked up at the big sign on the booth. “Tap Ball?” he read aloud. “Never heard of it.”
 
   “It looks fun!” Aralia led her sister over to a large steel fence next to the booth. On the other side there were several people already playing, and the group gathered around to see how it was done.
 
   Each player carried a long, wooden club. On the end of each club was a rounded flat section. The players would use the flattened section to tap a small ball around the game course, avoiding any obstacles in the way. The goal seemed to be to reach the end of the course before anyone else and to get the ball into a small hole in the ground.
 
   After a few minutes of watching the other players demonstrate, Ash turned to his friends and said, “Oh, I do know this game. We just call it something different on Earth.”
 
   Everyone agreed to give Tap Ball a shot, and they hopped in the short line to play.
 
    
 
   Across the street, standing behind a large mailbox, out of sight from anyone who may recognize or acknowledge her, stood the red-haired woman. She poked her head out from behind her hiding spot, observing the group on their date, incognito. She herself had never been on a date and was curious to see what all the fuss was about.
 
   Shiva decided to leave her armor at home, choosing a lightweight robe with a hood to conceal her identity better. She had no desire to be discovered by the group she was watching so she hung back until they were given their clubs and balls and admitted inside the game area. Once they were beyond the steel fence, Shiva jumped out from behind her hiding place and moved across the street.
 
   There she watched from behind the fence as her friends laughed and played Tap Ball. They looked to be enjoying themselves. Shiva watched them play through the first few rounds until they disappeared from sight behind an obstruction on the course. In a brief moment of reflection she wondered exactly what was so fun about the activity, which to her looked tedious and pointless.
 
   With her guard dropped she failed to notice the presence of a small person standing next to her, leaning against the fence. When the boy spoke, she snapped from her trance.
 
   “Doing a little spying, are we?” the sneaker asked playfully, his hood covering his eyes, his grin concealed underneath a demon-toothed bandana.
 
   Shiva spun to face him, annoyed at the boy’s incredible evasiveness. “It’s none of your business.” She turned and walked back across the street.
 
   “Hey! I’m just bored and curious, too!” he called after her, following. “Or maybe that’s not why you’re here. Maybe you’re following them around because you’re-”
 
   “Don’t say it,” Shiva warned.
 
   Uverstarr did not listen. “Jealous,” he teased, relishing the irritated expression on the girl’s face.
 
   “Why would I, a member of the Royal Family, be jealous of a couple of idiots and orphans? I could play that stupid game whenever I want, if I so cared to. But I don’t.”
 
   “You were staring at Ash, yo,” the bratty boy said with a sneer. “I think you wish you were on the date with him instead!”
 
    Shiva resisted the urge to snap at the boy as she normally would. By now she knew that was what the boy wanted. Instead of playing his little games, she stayed calm and explained, “I am watching Ash, but only to make sure he doesn’t break down again. He’s been under a lot of stress lately. A leader needs to be aware of her teammate’s status at all times. Not that you would know anything about being a leader.”
 
   Uverstarr stopped his erratic, animated movements and held still finally. “If anyone can pick him up, its Ral, yo.” The boy surprised Shiva by lifting his hood and pulling down his bandana. For once he didn’t look bored, or have a bratty smirk on his face. “She’s got a real talent for fixing broken people.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” Shiva said, turning her attention back to the Tap Ball course beyond the fence. The group was just finishing up their game and heading back to the booth entrance. “What are you doing here, anyway? Don’t tell me you’re going to follow me around now.”
 
   “I always spy on Ral’s dates,” the boy replied, undeterred.
 
   “Does she go on a lot?” Shiva asked, sounding the slightest bit concerned.
 
   Uverstarr shrugged. “Eh.”
 
   “I didn’t realize she was so… experienced.”
 
   The pair stayed hidden as the date group left the Tap Ball course and continued moving down the gravel street, leaving The Fire Arcade behind.
 
    
 
   The excited and energetic girls dragged their stiff and anxious dates deeper into West Hell, an area of the kingdom they were least familiar with. When Ash inquired as to where Aralia wanted to go next, the girl’s eyes drifted above the horizon. Dead ahead was one of the tallest rock formations in all of West Hell. The girl smiled as she laid eyes on it.
 
   “Race me to the top of that ridge,” she said with a playful shove. “And no flying! That’s cheating!”
 
   Ash put on a frown. “Ohhh, I don’t think so…”
 
   “Come on,” Aralia begged. “It’ll be fun!”
 
   “I’m still pretty tired,” Ash replied. “I really don’t think I could-” Without finishing his thought, the boy took off running, giving only a moment’s notice with a fast “three-two-one-go!”
 
   The orphan girl wasn’t expecting such a sinister playful move. She broke into a dead sprint right behind him. The pair dashed down the main drag, zooming in and out of traffic as they chased each other. Ash held back as much as he could to stay even with the girl. If he were the showing-off type, he could have easily passed her by to win the race to the top of the peak.
 
   But Ash was more of a gentleman and wanted to make a fair game of it. It turned out Aralia was a much better sprinter than she was at playing Devil’s Duel. Ash cast a quick glance behind him to see her right on his heels, with Aura lagging far behind, the toddler Amalia riding atop his shoulders. He didn’t look interested in joining the footrace. The boy turned his head in time to narrowly avoid a collision with a merchant pulling a cart full of squawking demon chickens.
 
   Dodging that little setback put Aralia in the lead, which she held onto right up until they reached the base of the slope. A narrow path ran up the side of the mountain all the way to the top. There were vendor carts of all varieties, but mostly food stands along the way. More busy foot traffic clogged the pathway, with a rancher trying to move a small herd of demon sheep down the narrow path.
 
   Aralia waded through the herd of livestock, slowing her progress up the steep hill significantly. Being slightly more capable, Ash took a small shortcut by leaping over the entire herd. He landed with a spin, took a little bow, then with a smile and a wink at his date, continued on his way.
 
   Taking a page from his book, Aralia broke free from the livestock and jumped to her next destination on a higher part of the path. Their footrace evolved into a jumping competition as they scaled the tall peak in record time. This being the most strenuous thing Ash had done in a while, he relished the challenge and let all his stored-up energy out.
 
   The girl had only made it eighty-percent up the mountain and had to pull over for a breather when Ash reached the top. Like his left-behind date, he too was winded and needed a few minutes to catch his breath. Aura was still lagging behind closer to the base of the hill with his little date. The pair had stopped to pet the herd of sheep for a while.
 
   After a little time examining his surroundings, Ash realized that this was the same peak he’d once come to with Aura over a year ago. Close to the time he first arrived in Hell. There was a small restaurant up here, along with more merchant carts. There was also a small park with some playground equipment, including a jungle gym, some swings, and a tall slide he imagined the young Amalia would enjoy.
 
   The view from the top was one of Ash’s favorites: from there he could see the entirety of the Kingdom of Hell, from the rocky gorges of West Hell all the way to the oceanic coastline of East Hell. The Royal Satan Castle divided the kingdom like a giant spike through its center.
 
   With a few minutes to spare before his date reached the summit, Ash took it upon himself to make some romantic-like preparations. When at last Aralia arrived, climbing the last slope to the top, sucking air like a vacuum, she rested a moment while she looked around for Ash.
 
   The boy sat on the ground over by the edge of the mountain lookout, gazing out over the beautiful scenery. He turned and waved her over, to which she could only smile. She started walking his way. “I guess you win the race,” she said, putting on a fake pouting face. “What do you want for winning?”
 
   “I’ll think of something later,” Ash said, motioning for her to sit down on the blanket next to him. He bought the large blanket from one of the merchant’s, figuring it would be more comfortable than the rough and rocky mountain landscape. There were two new cups of coffee there as well to replace their first cups that were abandoned during their playful contest.
 
   She took her seat next to Ash, scooting in close to the boy. There the pair sat for a while in silence, staring out at the vast kingdom landscape as the artificial sun shrank across from the Helio Star. Eventually Aralia launched into a monologue about how much fun she’d been having lately with Ash and his friends. She thanked him sincerely for so many great memories, and then went on to dominate the conversation.
 
   Ash didn’t mean to space out and ignore her, but he found himself lost in contemplation. Looking out over the kingdom, watching all the devil inhabitants scurry around on their individual business, the boy couldn’t help but feel lost in life. The fun he’d just had with his pretty date was only a mild distraction to the real problem he faced. Watching the sun rapidly deplete from the sky only reminded him that in a few short hours, he’d be once again facing an all-but-certain death.
 
   He recalled how Prince Killian had handled the tough situation he was in, boldly appearing before the entire kingdom and proclaiming his inevitable victory over the demon royalty. With only his words and reputation, the mad Prince had easily swayed the devil populace into blindly believing in him. He did this all while not actually caring what anyone thought, a trick that Ash still had yet to learn.
 
   The whole event had left a stain in Ash’s mind. He was unable to wrap his head around how an obvious madman like Killian could gain the people’s trust so easily, while a nice guy like him was made out to be public enemy number one because of the bias’s of a few. The incident changed Ash’s mindset at a time when he was finally becoming settled in Hell.
 
   “You haven’t said anything for a while,” Aralia told him, when that was the case. “I’m not losing you here, am I?”
 
   Ash inhaled a deep breath and sighed slowly. “Not at all,” he replied. “I’m just lost in my head. Sorry.”
 
   “Maybe talking about it a little will help.”
 
   “I doubt it,” Ash said. “But here goes. I just feel… hopeless. Like none of this matters anymore, since I’m most likely going to die soon anyway. You’ve all been so hopeful and confident that we’ll somehow make it out of there alive, but I just can’t realistically see that working out. It’s us four against an entire kingdom of greater demons. I don’t have to do the math to know just how boned I am.
 
   “But that’s not even the worst of my problems. Even if by some miracle I do come back, it’s going to be because of that whackjob Prince. He gets the credit. I’m just a footnote. A measly bargaining chip to retrieving a rotten King. I’ll spend the rest of my short life a social pariah, hooked on Goddard’s medicine till my body finally gives into this disease.
 
   “So if I seem a bit distracted, it’s only because all of that is on my mind.”
 
   Aralia frowned, squinting her eyes that were on the verge of tears. Before a reply from her could be uttered, Ash spotted an exhausted Aura, hauling two big bags of toys on his back, the little devil dancing excited circles around him. 
 
   The tired young man took his first step onto level ground and paused, gasping for air while. “Not… cool… you… guys,” he said between long breaths. He found a patch of grass and plopped down in exhaustion. Mal tried her best to pull him back up to his feet, cheering him on the whole time, to which Aura replied, “Mr. Princess needs a power nap.”
 
   Eventually Amalia discovered her sister and Ash standing nearby and wondered closer. Raley wiped her eyes and wrapped her arms around the little tyke that was latched onto her thigh. “I’m sorry to hear all that,” she said. “Life can be tough sometimes, believe me, I know.”
 
   “I guess that’s why we get along so well,” Ash said. “We’ve both had rough lives.”
 
   Ash though back on what Kurdis told him about Aralia, how she was bullied. Made to be an outcast, just like him. His date fidgeted with her clingy sister until little Mal spotted the playground equipment and took off.
 
   “You know what I think?” Aralia asked, once again giving Ash her undivided attention. “I know how you feel. You think it’s pointless to go on, that things won’t get any better, so why bother? You’re as good as dead already, right?” 
 
   Ash said nothing, because she was right.
 
   “But the truth is, you’re not dead yet. Not even close. For the time being you have your health. You’ve got your friends, two of the toughest and most dependable people around. And as much as you dislike him, you’ve got the strongest devil in Hell on your side. 
 
   Ash rolled his eyes, trying to find some amount of comfort in the thought of a partnership with Prince Killian. Aralia gave him a playful shove in retaliation.
 
   “That’s why I think you’ll be alright,” she continued. “You’ve got more than enough going for you right now. You’re not dead; you’ve just been pushed around a lot. You may have fallen down, but I think you know what to do when you fall down.” She paused, staring at Ash expectantly.
 
   With a shrug and a casual smile, Ash said, “I get back up.”
 
   “Now you’re starting to get it,” Aralia said, slapping him playfully. Sliding in close she rested her head on his shoulder. “Everyone’s fighting their own battle. Mr. Aura’s under a lot of pressure, being the first death toucher to travel to the demon Kingdom. Big things are expected from him. And Lady Shiva’s just lost her father. It’s amazing she’s keeping herself together as well as she has.”
 
   Ash knew what it was like to lose a father. He considered the problems of his friends for the first time, realizing just how selfish he was acting in the midst of everything. Taking a step back from his own problems, he could see there was much more at stake here, including the lives of his friends.
 
   “You won’t hear any more complaints from me.” Ash slipped his arm around the girl’s waist. “The last thing anyone needs right now is to hear me whine. So like you said, I’ll just quietly get back up, and be thankful I’ve got some friends that have my back.”
 
   Nuzzling the boy’s collar, Aralia said, “I know you can do it. I hear you’re pretty tough.”
 
   The pair cuddled closely, watching Mal climb on a structure made of metal bars while Aura dozed. From the rooftop of a close by café, Shiva and Uverstarr continued their spy operation.
 
   When the artificial sun depleted, a shooting star streaked across the night sky. Behind it, a torrent of bright burning satellites soared across the horizon like snow falling on a winter day. The couple pried their eyes away from each other’s and looked up at the magnificent display decorating the nighttime sky. Never before had either of them ever seen such an amazing astral show as this.
 
   Aura let out an audible “Whoa.” Apparently his nap was over.
 
   Ash remembered something and said, “That must be the cat’s asteroid belt.”
 
   “Summer’s already half over,” Aralia said. “It really does go way by way too fast.”
 
   Amalia became distracted by all the pretty stars dancing in the sky and wandered back to her sister. Aura got up and wandered over too, not wanting to kill the romantic mood he put a little distance between him and the couple. Mal had burrowed her way in-between Ash and Aralia, so there wasn’t much of a mood to kill anymore anyway.
 
   For the most part, everyone sat in silence for a long while and watched the Sidus Asteroid Belt fly by.
 
   Up on the cafe roof, Shiva divided her attention between studying the group date and tilting her head to the sky. She eventually became distracted by Uverstarr’s snoring. The young boy looked cold, so she removed her cloak-like robe and spread it over him like a blanket.
 
   Everyone enjoyed the tranquility of the night. Most of all Ash. If it was to be his last night of peace in Hell, then he was happy with the way it turned out. Talking to Aralia had given him the awakening he needed to pull himself out of his rut. He decided he would do everything he could to make it back to her alive.
 
   And then he’d keep working on finding a way back to Earth.
 
   Their perfect evening was ruined when the demon invasion siren blared to life, stirring everyone from their most peaceful moment. Ash and Raley released each other, and Amalia instinctively clung to her sister, now tired and cranky. Aura climbed to his feet and slapped his face a few times to wake himself.
 
   “Think the greater demons are back?” Ash said, half serious.
 
   “I doubt it,” Aura replied. “I heard the asteroid belt freaks out some of the local lesser demons. Guess I should go check that out,” he said, doing some stretches to prepare himself. “Why don’t you make sure the ladies get home safely,” he said to Ash with a wink and brought out his wings. With a smile and a wave to everyone, he flew away following the sound of sirens.
 
   “I’d love to walk you home,” Ash said, staring into Aralia’s eyes.
 
   The couple walked to East Hell, a long journey by foot but neither cared. With Amalia sleeping peacefully in her sister’s arms the whole way, the pair delighted in the extra alone time.
 
   With everyone gone from the West Hell peak, Shiva and Uverstarr were finally able to get down from the restaurant roof without being spotted. Shiva was anxious to get going to fight some demons, but the orphan boy was slow and sluggish. The hot-headed Princess didn’t want to leave him alone in that state.
 
   Before the café closed for the night, Shiva bought two cups of coffee. One for her, and one for Uverstarr. She lit the containers on fire for a few seconds to pull out all the flavor, then handed the drink to the boy. He sniffed it a few times, unimpressed.
 
   Uverstarr plugged his nose and took a swig of the steaming hot brown liquid. It did the trick for him, jolting the boy awake in an instant. Wide-eyed and smiling, he asked, “What’s in this?”
 
   “Liquid energy,” Shiva told him. “Now go straight home. I’ve got some demons need fighting.”
 
   “No way, yo!” the boy replied, flipping his hood down over his eyes and pulling his bandana up over his face. “I wanna go see the demons! Demons, yo!” Lowering the bandana, he took another sip of coffee.
 
   Shiva turned away and groaned. “Okay kid. But don’t you dare die on me!”
 
   She brought out her wings and Uverstarr followed suit. With a final order, “Let’s go!” the pair took off into the night.
 
    
 
   Ash bid Aralia goodnight at the front gates of the orphanage. The light on inside meant that a worried Mr. Kurdis was probably waiting inside. The two said their goodbyes, and Raley leaned in close and shut her eyes.
 
   Ash leaned forward slowly, his heart racing, and kissed her soft lips. After a few seconds he pulled away. Satisfied, they shared a smile.
 
   “There’s more of that when you come back alive,” she said with a playful wink.
 
   “Now there’s the motivation I’ve been needing,” Ash replied happily.
 
   After another short embrace, the two parted for the evening as Aralia disappeared back into the orphanage. Ash traveled home by flight, feeling much stronger now. 
 
   Amidst a backdrop of faintly glowing asteroids tumbling by the lonely planet Hell, the half-human half-devil felt, for the first time in months, strangely at ease.
 
   Tomorrow, that would surely change.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



Epilogue: Blood of a Satan
 
    
 
   Scores of demons, some greater and some lesser, gathered near the entrance to Jirosek’s palace in the heart of the demon kingdom. The scent of the Prince and his companion Moskazek was on the wind, meaning the demon infiltration team would be returning soon. More importantly, the addition of another scent sent most of the amassing demons into a frenzy.
 
   The scent of a devil.
 
   When Prince Otozek returned sporting a devil body with only one of his most trusted minions in tow, most demons didn’t know what to think. As the pair approached their home, the demons waited on edge, prepared to lash out at the approaching devil.
 
   When he was close enough to feel their malicious intent, Prince Otozek called out, “Your Prince has returned!” He paused, letting his demonic aura flow from the devil’s body before proceeding. The gathered masses trembled and parted to allow their demon royalty through.
 
   No one asked about the missing members of his team.
 
   Otozek returned at once to his father’s side. The familiar and delicious smelling devil flesh was enough to stir the slumbering demon, if only slightly. Otozek used his host body’s fingernails to tear a cut across his flesh. He held the wound over his father’s mouth.
 
   After a few drips, Lord Jirosek smiled wide. His massive eyes snapped open.
 
   “The blood…” he whispered, his voice dry and raspy. “… of a Satan!”
 
   The color started to return in Jirosek’s face. The ancient demon gripped the devil and pulled the wound closer to his mouth, sucking the blood from him like a juice box.
 
   Otozek had to pull away. “Not too much, father,” he said, taking a cautionary step back. King Al’s eyes went white and his lips parted. The thin black tip of Prince Otozek’s tail emerged, followed shortly by the rest of the demon royalty’s expanding body. When the familiar blue shape of Otozek solidified, standing before his father, and the limp unconscious body of King Satan dropped to the floor like dead weight, Prince Otozek approached his reeling father.
 
   “We must bleed this one slowly so we don’t kill it,” he said, referring to the devil King. Lesser demons moved in on the unconscious devil, but Moskazek kept them away.
 
   Jirosek thrashed madly, so much so that a few demons lurking nearby had to step in to restrain him. After a few minutes of his blood-fueled rampage he finally lost power and cooled down. Already his skin turned a darker shade of purple.
 
   “Do not worry, father,” said Otozek. “We will have even more Satan blood soon, and something even better.”
 
   “More Satan blood would be good,” the demon King said dreamily, turning over onto his side to return to slumber. “But… what could be better than blood of a Satan?”
 
   Prince Otozek put his hand on his father’s shoulder. “A very special guest is coming to meet you. His name is Ash Kaplan.”
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