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Dear Readers,

Forty-eight months and a million years ago, I outlined this prequel to ANGELBOUND. In fact, I planned to release DUTY BOUND before book one proper, but that didn’t happen for a long list of reasons. Mostly, I blame the need for sleep.

In the years since ANGELBOUND was released, I’ve been thrilled by the ongoing love for all things Lincoln and Myla. My readers even voted to have Lincoln’s story told—and since I love to make readers happy—here it is! Plus, now that this prequel is complete, who knows? Maybe one day, I’ll pen the full ANGELBOUND from Lincoln’s point of view. It’s certainly been fun writing in his voice, and I’m sure I’ll come to miss him.

In the meantime, please enjoy this tale that takes place in the months before the start of ANGELBOUND. For my part, I’m now off to drink a mocha, avoid yet more sleep, and pen a new book.

Thanks for reading,

Christina Bauer

Author


Chapter One
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I am Lincoln Vidar Osric Aquilus, High Prince of the Thrax. My people are renowned as the greatest demon hunters across Heaven, Hell, Earth, Purgatory, and the Dark Lands. At eighteen years old, I’ve killed precisely one thousand four hundred and thirty-seven demons in hand-to-hand combat, more than any other thrax in history. All of which leads to a single inescapable conclusion.

I can make it through this breakfast with my mother.

At least, I think I can.

“You haven’t touched your eggs, my son.” Mother spears a strawberry off her plate. After many years of maternal encounters, I’ve learned to keep my mouth closed in situations like this one. Mother will bring up her true concerns when she’s good and ready.

In reply, I merely maintain her stare. We’ve an odd relationship, but a close one. We’re both natural schemers, so neither wants to pass up a test of intelligence and charm.

“Perhaps you dislike formal breakfasts,” says Mother as she gestures to my tunic.

“I’m fine with wearing royal garb to meals. Rest assured, all my Batman costumes are safely packed away.” As a child, I fought hard to dress as a human superhero. Unlike demon killing, that was one battle I ultimately lost.

“So you say.” A small smile rounds Mother’s mouth. “Those tunics hide quite a lot.”

“True. I’ve a Bohemian Rhapsody T-shirt on under this thing.”

“I have no idea what that is, but I’m pleased to see you turned out so well.”

This morning, I’m dressed in a velvet tunic, leather pants, and tall boots. Meanwhile, Mother looks regal and lethal in her black velvet gown. She has porcelain skin, delicate features, and an all-knowing glare that reduces hardened warriors to mush.

Needless to say, I’m pleased that her glare has softened. I must remember to work Batman into our conversations more often.

For a few minutes, Mother and I continue our breakfast in silence. It would be pleasant, except for the setting. Our new feasting hall is located in Purgatory.

Yes, Purgatory.

This place combines the worst of a rundown human suburb with the best of a rotting Dumpster. The sky is constantly cloudy with two types of weather: rainy and about to rain. It’s part of the magic of this realm that the weather is always dreary. Plus, the sky never reveals the sun or moon, and even if it did, those celestial bodies follow different patterns than they do in other realms.

Closing my eyes, I let my thoughts return to the glittering caverns of my homeland. As a rule, thrax live underground on Earth in the realm of Antrum. For some reason, the oracle angel, Verus, has demanded the royal family—and our noble entourage—move to Purgatory for a short period of time. This wasn’t a popular idea, but the oracle’s word is law, so we arrived here three months ago. Until Verus sets us loose, our days will be spent in tents and wooden halls like this one.

I scan the empty benches around me and sigh. It’s hard being separated from the bulk of my people. Quiet breakfasts like this only make things worse. Usually our feasting hall is packed with thrax sharing breakfast at communal tables. However, today Mother insisted on having a family-only morning meal, which in this case translates into me, Mother, and a half-dozen terrified workers. Father should arrive any minute now. I can only hope he arrives before Mother’s temper returns.

As if in reply to my thoughts, Mother spears another wilted strawberry with a vengeance. Looks like her temper will resurface before Father does. Bugger.

“You never answered my question,” says Mother “You haven’t touched your food.” She spears a grape with such force the entire table wobbles.

“Careful there,” I say. “You’ll bring down the roof down.”

“One perk of being queen. I can bring down roofs and no one says a thing.”

At those words, the half-dozen servants in the room visibly shiver.

There’s no question about the general topic of Mother’s angst, either. It’s always the same issue: the House of Acca. That tribe is the largest and most troublesome of all thrax.

At this point, problems with Acca could fall into one of two categories.

One, Mother might be worried about my impending marriage contract with Acca’s most eligible noblewoman, Lady Adair. If Mother thinks there are problems on that front, she would be sorely mistaken. It’s a business arrangement, nothing more. I’d regret that, but I’m a prince. I always knew I’d never marry for love.

Two—and far more worrisome—would be if Mother discovered my ongoing scheme against Aldred, the dreaded Earl of Acca himself. I’ve many issues with the Earl, but my largest is how Aldred keeps leading his warriors into ill-planned demon attacks on the Earth’s surface. Thanks to the Earl of Acca, hundreds of good thrax meet bad ends every week. I meet with the families of the fallen, trying to provide comfort as their worlds fall apart. So many tears and ruined lives…and all so the Earl can prove his so-called prowess in battle.

It’s outrageous.

Even worse, my parents have forbidden me from doing anything to stop Aldred’s bloodshed. Per some ancient treaty, if I interfere with Aldred’s rights to lead his troops, then the Earl has the unmitigated right to execute me on the spot.

And as every royal knows, execution threats and breakfast do not mix well.

Mother narrows her eyes. Like all thrax, she has mismatched irises, one brown and the other blue. “Answer the question, child. Why aren’t you eating?”

I stare at my plate of runny scrambled eggs. “Not hungry.” I’m not much of a foodie on any occasion, but the royal menu has taken a serious nosedive ever since we moved to Purgatory. This realm doesn’t even have cable, let alone the ability to run power lines to our campground. All things considered, the royal chef’s doing wonders with mobile stoves and Bunsen burners.

Mother waves at the roomful of servants. “Leave us.” A half-dozen thrax in traditional medieval garb skitter from the room. The queen is in a mood, and they all know it.

Sadly, I can’t escape so easily.

Mother daintily pats the corners of her mouth with a white linen napkin. “I’m quite concerned about Acca.”

And here it is.

Mother is ready to confront me, and hopefully not about the topic of execution. With a force of will, I keep my features calm. “And what about Acca?”

“You…” She pins me with another withering gaze. Mother can always sense when I’m hiding something.

Unfortunately for me, I am.

“Me…” I say slowly. “You’re about to say how wonderful I am, right? Running the government, fighting demons? You couldn’t wish for a finer prince.” Normally, this reply gets me a half-smile at least.

Not this morning.

Mother leans back on her bench, and I can almost picture the gears of her mind whirring overtime. “You’re an excellent son. That’s not what concerns me.” Her nostrils flare. “You danced with Lady Adair at the ball last night.”

I shrug. “I danced with a number of noblewomen. Adair didn’t receive any special attention.”

“I wish I could believe that. Do you…” Mother inhales a shaky breath. “Do you love her, Lincoln?”

Oh, that.

My parents have always been a united front on the “no love in royal marriage” rule. For my mother’s part, I know it’s because she and father continue to battle over Acca. She sees love as her weakness; it makes her give in to Father on all things Aldred. She’s not wrong, either. That’s why I’ve never fought that particular rule. Nothing like watching years of your parents sparring to convince you to sidestep the love part of “love and marriage.”

Father is a different story. I never have been able to figure out why he’s so dead set against my falling in love. Eventually, after years of trying to suss it out, I’ve given up on the subject. I agree with them both and that’s all that matters.

“So you wish to know if I Iove Lady Adair.” I shrug. “How can I? I barely know her. By all accounts, she seems a fine woman, and I’m sure she’ll make a competent queen. We’ll grow to respect each other with time. That’s more than enough.”

This is the mantra I’ve been raised on. Still, saying the words out loud always makes something in my chest tighten. There’s nothing to be done about it, however. It’s not like I’ve met any woman who would tempt me in that regard anyway. Some men simply aren’t built for love.

Mother visibly slumps with relief. “Excellent. Emotion has no place in royal marriages, my child. You know how I adore your father, but when it comes to ruling, love only adds unnecessary levels of complexity.”

“I know, Mother. Believe me.”

I glance toward the door. Speaking of unnecessary levels of complexity, Father is late for breakfast, even by his lax standards. Every morning, my father has an early and extended walk with Aldred. Tension coils up my spine. I can only hope the Earl hasn’t discovered my secret plans. Recently, I secretly borrowed a few rather incriminating books from his library. If Aldred finds that out—and shares the news with Father—then my scheme could fall apart. More lives would be lost, including mine.

“Lincoln?”

“Yes, Mother?”

“What were you thinking of just now?”

Damn. My concern must have shown. “Nothing at all, unless you count contemplating how agreeable it is to share breakfast with my dear mother.”

“Bah. I’m being perfectly gruesome, and you know it.” Mother taps her pointer finger against the side of her teacup. “You’re hiding something from me.”

“Everyone needs to have secrets. You taught me that.”

She leans forward. “So you are developing an attachment to Adair.”

This is growing tiresome.

“No, I’m not.”

“How I wish I could be certain.”

Mother and I share yet another long look. We both have the same analytical nature. Together, she and I essentially run Antrum. Most times, the job is fatiguing but manageable…except when Father injects himself into the mix. And Father only does that when the House of Acca is involved. Quite sadly, Acca involves themselves quite a lot.

Here’s the crux of the challenge with Acca. They’re the only house not under the direct rule from the crown. It’s all because my house, Rixa, broke away from Acca and took their throne. At the time, granting Acca some autonomy seemed the gracious thing to do. That was five hundred years ago. Today, that autonomy makes Acca nothing but a pain in my backside. All of which is why a closer alliance with them is necessary. Marrying into Acca will give me more control over that unruly house.

Unfortunately, it won’t allow me to stop the Earl of Acca from leading his warriors to their doom. That’s where my scheming comes into play. In a matter of days, the waning moon rises. Acca calls it the Archer’s Moon. According to my research, there’s a rare Acca tradition associated with that occurrence, and if I work things out correctly, I can use it to break Aldred’s hold on his warriors.

Assuming I don’t die in the process, that is.

And that I make it through this breakfast.

The main door swings open, hitting the wall with a thud. Father bursts into the room, all burly chest, white hair, and jovial manner. A hive of servants buzzes in behind him. Mother’s eyes glitter as her gaze meets his.

Father races up to Mother, pulls her from her bench, and twirls her about. “Morning, Octavia.” He nibbles at her neck; she giggles.

For the umpteenth time, I wonder at how Father can promote Acca until Mother is ready to scream with frustration, and yet the next day he’s able to sidestep the entire issue with a charming good morning. Mother’s ability to forgive is a skill all in itself. For better or worse, it’s one gift that I didn’t inherit.

Most of all, that’s why my marriage will be one of convenience, nothing more. I’ve even started the royal architects on building a new Queen’s Wing for our palace. It will be regal, comfortable, and far away from the King’s Wing. No need to see one’s spouse more often than necessary.

Mother takes Father’s hand; their fingers entwine. Then her eyes narrow as she flips his arm behind his back, pinning him to the wall.

“Got you.”

“Oh, my. Octavia, you beast!”

“Please. That was far too easy.” Mother used to be quite the warrior in her day. Still is. She could kick Father’s ass any time she wanted to.

He laughs. “I’m getting soft, I won’t deny it.” Craning his neck, Father talks over his shoulder at Mother. “You should at least break my arm. Teach me a lesson.”

She chortles. “Maybe next time. We head out on our anniversary trip today. I wouldn’t want you incapacitated.”

Father winks. “How very thoughtful of you.”

This is my chance to leave. If I know these two—and I do—then they’ll be all cute and cuddly with each other for ten more minutes, minimum. That is, until Father drops his latest bomb from Acca. No doubt, after meeting with the Earl this morning, Father is ready to launch yet another long list of unreasonable demands. Hopefully that list doesn’t include any sanctions on my secret plans. Some of the books I borrowed cover obscure Acca house laws, including ones that touch on demon patrol. Talk about your red flags. If Aldred discovered those books were missing, they might piece together my true intentions.

All the more reason to exit before the topic arises.

With maximum stealth, I step toward the door, but Mother releases her captive, blocking my path. “Husband, did you notice your son at the ball last night?”

Father shoots me a look and winks once more. “Not at all, my dear. What do they say cloud-side on Earth?” He sets his hand on his chest and starts to sing. “I only had eyes for yoooooou.” He lumbers over to one of the tables and pulls a honey roll from a stack, which sends a dozen others tumbling to the floor. The host of servants who followed Father inside now race to put the bread back in place.

Father’s wink wasn’t lost on Mother. He’s had a hundred years of marriage with the Queen of the Poker Face, and yet Father still hasn’t learned how to hide a single emotion. Mother purses her lips. “Don’t bother playing games with me.” She frowns. “Lincoln was dancing overmuch with Adair, as you well know.”

Father plunks into a chair and bites into his roll. “I don’t think one dance is overmuch.”

“We should reinforce that emotion has no place in royal marriages.” Mother primly smooths back her hair. “Don’t you agree?”

Father finishes another honey roll and licks the sticky sugar off his fingers. “Please. Our son isn’t some addlebrained fool about to fall in love. That’s right, Lincoln, isn’t it?”

“Obviously.” Once more, I slip my way closer to the exit. “While I appreciate your collective concern for my emotional well-being, I promised Zachary some pointers on how to keep a good watch.”

Father taps his lips. “Zachary?”

“Ormand’s son.” Mother rattles off facts on her fingertips. “The boy’s lineage is three-fourths Rixa, one quarter Gurith. He has the heart of a warrior.” Gurith is Mother’s house. She openly favors anyone with their bloodline.

“Oh, that’s right.” Father rubs his whiskered chin. “The lad is eight now, I believe. A little flighty, isn’t that so? Draws pictures, too.”

I take another step toward the door. Not far now. “Flightiness goes along with being young and new to training.” All thrax warriors start their training at eight. “And a talent for drawing doesn’t mean he won’t be a fine warrior one day, either. If you’ll excuse me.” I wrap my fingers around the wooden handle.

So close.

That’s when Father clears his throat. My chest tightens.

No good conversation ever started with Father clearing his throat.

“One more thing,” says Father.

I slowly turn around. “Yes?”

“Aldred tells me you’ve been snooping around his archives.”

And there it is. The fact that leads to my secret schemes to keep Aldred from killing his own people. Once again, I keep my demeanor calm. “I may become heir to his house; I should get to know its history.”

“Snooping in archives?” Mother straightens her back, and that’s another warning sign if I ever saw one. “My spy network told me no such thing.”

“Even your network has limits, Octavia.” Father returns his attention to me. “You took some books, I hear.”

“On history.” And other things.

“Does that history have anything to do with Aldred and his demon patrols, my boy?”

Damn.

Of course, the books I took cover the topic of demon patrol. I won’t reveal that to Father, though. Demon patrols are a thrax way of life. Each thrax house takes turns policing the Earth’s surface. We ensure that humans are safe and unaware of the many kinds of evil that walk among them. In general, I run all of these missions, except for those led by Acca. Technically, it’s during those patrols that Aldred has the right to send his warriors into unnecessary battle.

For now, he does.

I grip my hands behind my back. “I thought we were discussing my impending marriage to Adair.”

“Nope, I’ve changed topics,” counters Father. “I don’t know what books you stole, but it seems Aldred knows you’re concerned about the warriors who perish on his patrols. He’s the only Earl who is allowed to lead his troops personally. That’s a right he’ll protect forever, and it won’t change with any marriage contract.” The lines of Father’s face tighten. “He let me know that if anyone threatens that right—anyone at all—then the law says Aldred can execute them.”

“I’m aware.” And I’m willing to take the risk.

“Please be careful,” says Mother. “Aldred is positively insane when it comes to his rights over demon patrol. Avoid the topic like the plague. We simply can’t lose you.”

“And you won’t lose me. Ever.” Behind my back, I tighten my grip on the handle so hard I’m surprised I don’t yank it off the door. “Is there nothing else?”

Mother gives me another classic from her collection of soul-searing looks. “There is, but I’ll have to suss it out on my own, it seems.” She reseats herself at the table and lifts her teacup.

“Good day to you both.” With that, I quickly leave the feasting hall without any further interruptions.

Thank Heaven.

Walking at full speed, I rush off to meet young Zachary in the stables. With every step across the yellowing grasses, my resolve hardens.

Avoid it like the plague, indeed.

Dozens of thrax perish every week due to Aldred’s incompetence.

I’m fighting him with everything I’ve got.


Chapter Two
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Here in Purgatory, the stables are arguably the finest building in the thrax compound. Mostly, thrax life in Purgatory takes place in a network of small and rustic cabins. Not so for our horses. Our stables in Purgatory are a long, low, and rectangular structure made from solid oak. A grassy fields leads up to the building’s front gates. Behind the structure, there stretches a relatively lush forest. Even the stable’s arched roof is lined with carved filigree.

We thrax love our horses.

I steal across the grounds to the main entrance, careful to open the gated doors without making a sound. Young Zachary is supposed to be on watch up in the hayloft. We’ve seen some minor demonic activity here, so cadets like Zachary have been placed on watch. It makes for a good training exercise.

Moving silently, I close the gates behind me. Zachary makes no sound, either, which means he’s either silently peering at me through the slats of wood above my head or he’s taking a nap.

Light snores sound from above me.

Taking a nap it is.

I don’t blame him for falling asleep. We put our lads through a tough training schedule. When you’re eight years old, it isn’t easy to focus for six minutes, let alone stay on watch for six hours. But the shifts are necessary parts of their training. One day, this boy will be a man who fights demons. We set high standards to keep him alive. This is one of the main differences between Acca and Rixa.

I move to stand at the ladder leading up to the loft and clear my throat. The snoring continues. Cupping my hand by my mouth, I state in a loud voice: “Report out, warrior.”

That gets a far different reaction.

A chorus of gasps and shuffles come from the hayloft. Within seconds, Zachary has scaled down the ladder and stands before me. He’s a tiny and lanky kid in his light leather body armor. All I see are knees, elbows, and big mismatched eyes. He’s panting with panic.

“My prince, I’m so sorry. About four hours ago, there were Doxy demons in the stable.”

“What class?”

“Green bodies, big heads, and spiky bat wings. These are minor Doxies, so they’re a…” Zachary screws up his tongue as he thinks things through. “Class F?”

“Quite right.” We thrax rank our demons by letter. Class A’s are the toughest. “And what did you do?”

“Since it was Class F, I just observed.”

“Right again.” So long these are only Class F demons, then we’ve asked the boys not to fight or send out an alarm. Their mission is merely to observe. You don’t get to know your enemy if you kill them within minutes of seeing them. Observing demons is an important part of training, so long as they aren’t a threat. Even then, thrax don’t kill an enemy unless directly attacked. “What did you do then?”

“I watched them, just like the commander told me to. Plus, I drew some pictures of what I saw. I got so excited and then, I just fell asleep. I’m so, so sorry. You can punish me now.” He scrubs his oversize hands down his thin face. This boy will be a tall one someday. “I should never have fallen asleep.”

The child is doing such a great job at beating himself up, I can’t add in to the mix. “You fell asleep because of the adrenaline crash. It’s natural.”

“No, it’s not natural. It’s me. I’m not like the other kids. The watch is really hard for me.”

I know what Zachary is talking about. The child is a bundle of energy when he’s awake, the kind of kid whose attention flits from one thing to the next. “Some things are harder for you. I understand.”

“There’s no way I can stand still. I want to be a fighter.” His voice cracks when he says this part. “It’s not in me, though.”

In my army, there’s always a place for this kind of passion for service, and I know just how to explain it to this child. I kneel down so I can look him straight on. “When I was your age, do you know what was hard for me?”

Zachary’s eyes widen. “Something was hard for you?”

“Surely. For me, it was moving quickly in battle.”

“But they say you’re so fast, you could catch lighting.”

My heart goes out to the lad. About ten years ago, I stood in a stable not so different from this one and had a similar conversation with my father.

“I may be the fastest now, but not when I was your age.”

“What did you do?”

“I worked harder and longer until I became as good as anyone else. And then I worked even harder until I got better than all of them. We all have gifts and deficits. The only thing we control is how hard we work. I bet you’ll stick to it when it comes to watch. In the end, I wouldn’t be surprised if you became the best watchman in your crew.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Well, are you willing to work long and hard? I’m talking years and years now.”

“Yes, my prince.”

“Then I truly believe that it will come to pass.” I straighten myself to stand upright again. “Now, I’d like to see those pictures you drew of the Doxies.”

“Well, I didn’t draw the Doxies.” He winces. “I drew the warrior.”

“Who?”

“The one who came in and led all the demons away.”

My brows lift. Leading a pack of Doxies away? That would be a rather clever trick. Not many thrax would know enough arcane demon lore to pull that one off. “Do you know who it was?”

Zachary keeps shuffling his feet. “I think it was a girl.”

“A girl thrax warrior?” The house of Gurith has some young girls who may go into training someday, but other than that, we don’t have any active female warriors in Purgatory. It’s a point of major frustration for Mother. And for me as well, as a matter of fact. I sometimes wonder if I’d take more interest in the opposite sex if some of them knew how to fight.

And now, Zachary has seen a girl warrior in the stables.

I eye him carefully. “Are you sure?”

“She was wearing ghoul robes, so it was hard to tell.”

Purgatory is ruled by ghouls, all of whom are extraordinarily tall and wear long black robes. Around here, it’s easy enough to get your hands on a set of ghoul robes, and it would be hard to tell anyone’s identity while they were wearing some. Zachary could easily mistake a boy for a girl. Or a ghoul for a thrax, for that matter. “Are you certain this warrior wasn’t ghoul-kind?”

“No, she was way too short.”

Again, he seems to be convinced the fighter was a girl. “What did she look like?”

“It was too dark to see much, but I saw a little bit. I drew a picture, too.”

“May I see it?”

Zachary pulls a scrap of paper from under his leather breastplate. I take it from his hands, unfold it, and see an image that takes my breath away. It’s a gorgeous girl, about my age, I’d guess. She wears ghoul robes, but the hood has partly fallen away. I can see her intelligent eyes, even features, and sly smile. Long locks of wavy hair frame her face. Something in my chest tightens.

My breath turns short.

The entire stables take on a hazy look, like I’ve just stepped into a dream.

I tilt my head. Am I under some kind of magic spell? Not possible. I’m scanned for enchantments regularly. No, this feeling must be a sour stomach from that ill-cooked breakfast. People don’t simply glance at a fantasy drawing of a pretend girl from an eight-year-old boy and start having feelings for her. I start handing Zachary back the image. “Thank you,” I say. “You’re relieved from your post now. You did well.”

Zachary starts to take the picture and stops. “You can keep it if you want.” He lowers his voice. “I saw how you looked at her. She’s really pretty.”

I stare at the image in my hand. Perhaps I will keep the drawing, but not because the girl is gorgeous and makes my heart palpitate. More for training purposes only. “Thank you, Zachary. You’ve a very bright imagination.”

His mouth thins. “I didn’t make her up. I swear.”

I slip the paper under my own tunic and smile. Why am I grinning? Stomach problems don’t cause smiles. Perhaps I should go and get rechecked for enchantments. “I’m sure you didn’t.”

As soon as the words leave my mouth, I wish I could take them back. There are no beautiful thrax female warriors running around stables and posing for eight-year-old artists. An idea occurs. Perhaps the boy is the one who got enchanted. Some of the young wizards from the House of Striga like to play pranks like this. That’s an item to research for later.

A low hum sounds in the air. Zachary gasps. “What’s that?”

“That’s the hum of a ghoul portal about to open.” Ghouls are incredibly tall, pasty-skinned, and fearsome looking. In general, they aren’t too tough in battle. That said, they do have the ability to open portals: door-size holes that allow them to zap from one spot to the other. We’ve locked the ghouls out of Antrum, for obvious reasons. They could portal in a demon horde if they wanted to. And some are nasty enough to do just that. Even so, here in Purgatory, the ghouls rule the land and go where they like.

“Is it an enemy?” asks Zachary.

I tilt my head and concentrate on the sound. “No.”

“How can you tell?”

“Each ghoul has their own tone when they create a portal, and this ghoul is my friend Walker. Remember him? I mentioned him before. He’s the warrior and artist.”

Zachary steps backward toward the exit archway. All this talk of ghouls definitely has the lad worried. “Did you say I was excused?”

“Ghouls look fearsome, but they’re actually rather gentle. And Walker is also the brightest engineer you’ll ever meet.”

“Oh, I forgot he was your friend.” Zachary stops his backward walk. His little knees are visibly knocking together, though. “I’ll stay if you want me to, my prince.”

What a brave and loyal lad. He’ll do well.

“I appreciate the offer, but no, thank you. Your shift is over. Please head home and get some sleep.”

Spinning about, Zachary races from the stables so quickly you’d think the place was on fire. I make a mental note to have Walker give some instructional speeches to the new lads. My young thrax warriors need to get used to ghouls in general—and Walker in particular—if they want to rise in my ranks. I trust Walker with my life. He never does anything without a purpose, and he certainly isn’t one to pop into stables unannounced for no reason. All of which means that I know one thing for certain.

Walker isn’t transporting here for a social call. Something is very wrong indeed.


Chapter Three
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The hum grows louder. A moment later, a large door-shaped black rectangle appears in the stables. Through it steps a ghoul in long black robes. He has a brush cut, white skin, emotive eyes, and stylish sideburns. A moment after the ghoul moves inside, the door-like hole behind him vanishes.

I grin. Walker is here. As my best friend, Walker is the only person I’ve trusted with the truth about my scheme against Aldred. In fact, he’s been tasked with spying on Acca and reporting if Aldred does anything too crazy. As a ghoul, Walker is a neutral party. He’s also exceptionally sneaky. The Earl still doesn’t suspect he’s being followed.

“Greetings, Your Highness.” Walker scans the stables. “Are we alone?”

“We are.” My pulse quickens. “He’s at it again, isn’t he?”

Walker nods. “The Earl of Acca has taken it upon himself to lead a rather large demon patrol into battle.” He lowers his voice. “The Archer’s Moon shines tonight on Earth.”

“I should have expected this.” When the Earth’s moon is at its thinnest, it resembles a curved-out bow. Acca are masters of archery, so they call this heavenly body the Archer’s Moon. It’s a secret tradition for Acca leaders to perform great feats of battle during the Archer’s Moon. “What’s Aldred doing?”

“He’s got a hundred thrax against a single she-demon.”

I purse my lips. “Sounds reasonable.” For once.

“He can’t get a read on the demon’s class.”

A jolt of worry shoots across my shoulders. It’s a basic rule of thrax battle training—never engage an enemy until its class is clear. With most demons, you can define their class on sight. Plus, if there’s ever a question, the wizards from the House of Striga arm us with divining charms. Even the Earl of Acca can’t be so thick as to ignore those protocols. “Let me get this straight. He doesn’t know the class, and yet he’s still planning to attack?”

“Unfortunately.” Walker has very pronounced bone structure, but I’ve never seen him look more gaunt or worried. “He’s never led this many in one charge before.”

“Let’s go then.”

“Are you certain?” Walker knows the risks.

“Execution threats be damned. I’m not letting even one more thrax die. We’re leaving.”

“Shouldn’t you change into battle armor?” Walker gestures across my formal tunic.

“No time. Can you portal us there?”

“If you’re certain.”

“Positive.”

“In that case, absolutely.”

One perk of being in Purgatory is that Walker can transport us directly to Earth. If we were in Antrum, there would be several layers of security to go through.

I take my bright spots where I can find them.

Walker lowers his head. Another low hum fills the air as a large door-like hole appears once again inside the stables. Stepping into a ghoul portal feels like tumbling through space. I suppose it must be what the humans enjoy about their skydiving. I find it gets the adrenaline pumping. I do need to stay connected to Walker while in the portal, though, or I’d never find a way out. Even I have my limits on adrenaline spikes.

Walker and I step across the stable floor, hold hands, and walk through the portal. Moments later, we emerge onto a nighttime landscape on Earth. Around me, rolling hills converge on a small valley. Hundreds of warriors line the hillcrests, their silhouettes outlined in the moonlight. Below me, the grounds are well kept; short grasses cover everything in sight. Picnic tables also dot the lower landscape, along with the odd swing set. The thin moon hangs in the night sky.

That’s it. The Archer’s Moon.

Clearly, this is a human park of some kind. Based on the fact that there are no mortals to be seen, I’m guessing this is one of those areas that closes at dusk. Which means there will be no humans around to be threatened by the demon. Good.

Speaking of the demon, she stands at the center of the valley, wearing some kind of gingham dress that reminds me of Dorothy from that human movie, The Wizard of Oz. The she-demon even has a basket and some sparkly red shoes. I’ve never seen anything like it before. Either this is a Class F Mirror Demon—they take forms they see in culture and are notoriously easy to kill—or something incredibly sinister that’s just posing as one. That’s a well-known tactic for Class A demons.

Since I can’t determine the class on sight, I pull out one of my charms from the House of Striga. This particular item looks like a stick of gum, but it’s actually a demon detection spell. I tear off the wrapper and stare at the chewy treat inside. The words demon type unknown slowly appear on the treat.

Either my charms are malfunctioning or this is a rather advanced demon. Only a handful of Class A monsters could confound one of the charms from the House of Striga. Concern charges through my nervous system.

Now I don’t merely suspect this might be a Class A—I know it with all my soul.

I need to find the Earl of Acca and soon. Attacking this she-demon is suicide.

Scanning the landscape around me, I see no sign of Aldred. I approach the nearest commander. Good thing I make a point to memorize all the names of Acca officers. “Bertram.”

“My Lord. I didn’t see you approach.”

“Where is your Earl?”

Bertram lifts his chiseled chin. “You’re not my commander when I’m on Acca demon patrol. I have to tell you nothing.”

For a man who’s about to rush into a suicide mission, Bertram has absolute faith in the Earl’s leadership. This is all because Acca does more brainwashing than real battle training. Unlike demon patrol, the Acca warrior-training schedule is one thing that I’ll absolutely be able to change when I marry into the house. It might be one of the only upsides, actually.

“Come now, Bertram. You know exactly where he is. Tell me willingly, or I’ll make life back in Antrum rather uncomfortable.” Mostly, I get the royal physicians to say the fighters aren’t fit for duty. There’s nothing worse for a warrior to be on the sidelines for a year or so.

A muscle twitches in Bertram’s heavy neck. “Fine. My Earl is about a half-league to our right, standing tall with his warriors.” The commander lowers his voice. “Don’t ruin this battle for him.” He glances up toward the sky.

Bertram doesn’t say anything, but I know exactly what he’s thinking about here. It’s what I’ve spent so much time researching as part of my secret plan.

The Archer’s Moon.

This is one of the mysteries of the initiation into becoming a full Acca warrior. None may speak of it, but with enough research, I found out the truth. When the moon is at its thinnest phase, it looks most like the drawn string of a bow. Performing great deeds under the Archer’s Moon—or even as near to it as you can get—gets your name carved on the wall of their inner sanctum. The Earl almost always tries some kind of attack at the Archer’s Moon. Which hangs overhead right now.

Last year, he got fifty warriors killed when they went up against ten Class B demons. I shudder to think what he has planned for tonight.

“Excuse me.” I march off in the direction that Bertram indicated. Walker stays close behind. Sure enough, the Earl is wearing regular infantry armor so as to blend in with his troops. However, his meaty belly makes for an unmistakable silhouette, even in the moonlight. I march right up and stand in his line of vision.

“Aldred. Call a retreat.”

“Greetings, my lad.” The Earl laughs as if I’d told a great joke. “What a sense of humor you have. Come see this latest display of my military strength.”

The muscles in my throat constrict with held-in fury. “You don’t know the class of demon.”

“Sure, I do. It’s Class F, Mirror Demon.”

“Then why kill it? Doesn’t seem too harmful. And it’s not attacking. It’s against our code to go on the offensive without provocation.”

“It provocated us before.”

“Sure it did. And it’s provoked, not provocated.”

“Whatever. It attacked us before, and it’s absolutely a noteworthy kill. A demon is a demon, my boy.”

“Class A demons are very different. And they often masquerade as a lower level entity.”

“Bollocks. That’s a Class F. You’re a coward.”

Frustration heats my bloodstream. The Earl is lying. It’s his favorite way of handling unpleasant truths. Ignore them. Insult the one who speaks the truth. “This is an order, Aldred. Call your men off.”

“I don’t need to follow your orders here.” His piggy eyes narrow to slits. “And if you continue to interfere with my demon patrol, I’ll say you’re in flagrant violation of our treaty. I have witnesses.” He steps closer. “In fact, I can execute you right now, just for walking into my patrol. What do you think of that?”

If Aldred believes that he’ll frighten me, he’s wrong. I’m committed now and beyond caring. “I think your house has demon patrol mortality rates that are three times higher than any other house.”

“Really? Three times? I wasn’t aware.”

I’ve heard the phrase seeing red. Now, I know what it means. Fury colors the world around me. “That’s simply not true. We’ve discussed this on many occasions.” I pull his dagger from its sheath. “And if you’re going to execute me, better do it now.”

“Ho, now. Don’t get hysterical. Where is your father?” Aldred stands on tiptoe, as if hoping Connor were waiting behind me. “He’d see the logic in my battle plan.”

“Father is on his anniversary trip, so you can give up on that ploy. Call off your troops. There are no humans here. Attacking a demon when we don’t know its class is suicide.”

“Gah. Look at her. She’s a Mirror Demon.”

Down in the valley, the she-demon in question looks up us and blinks innocently. I point in her direction. “Did you see that?”

“What?”

“That demon is listening to our every word. She just blinked up at us as if to say what a harmless creature I am. That’s a well-known Class A trap. She’s playing you like a fiddle. Class F demons have the IQ of pond scum. This one is Class A, no doubt about it.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” The Earl holds up his pudgy pointer finger. “But, in the interests of demonology, may I show you what happens when we call in a volley of bolts?”

“You’ve done this before?”

“All night long. I told you, she’s been provocating us.”

“Provoking.”

“Whatever. The men are nearly out of bolts for their crossbows. This she-demon has a rather interesting reaction.”

I scan the warriors more carefully. The Acca fighters all stand in neat rows. Battle formation. All of them grip a crossbow in their hands. That’s fine. If the she-demon could attack from this far, she would have already, so crossbows are a safe play. They’re also Acca’s specialty. It’s hand-to-hand combat where things get tricky.

“Then go on.” It’s always good to learn about new demonic reactions to our weapons.

The Earl steps forward, raises his arms. “Prepare for Acca Assault Plan Seven!”

I raise my hand, palm forward. “I’m not aware of that one. All assault plans are supposed to go through me.” And I only assign Greek letters to them, such as Assault Plan Alpha. Yet another example of the Earl being a pain in my backside. If you give warriors on the battlefield the wrong assault plan number, things get dangerous, fast.

“Damn those messengers of mine. Must have forgot to send the new plans your way.”

Fresh waves of rage roll through me. “Aldred, stop lying.”

“No worries, my boy. Soon we’ll be family, right? It’s all part of what fathers do for sons.”

The thought of Aldred as my father-in-law makes a nasty taste fill my mouth. I push the thought aside. The marriage is necessary simply because Adlred is so foul.

Aldred claps his hand on my shoulder. “I can be generous. I’ll not execute you for interfering with my demon patrol this time. And I’ll even make sure the plans get to you soon.” The Earl turns back to his warriors. “Begin!”

Along the hilltop, the warriors raise their crossbows. Moving as a single unit, they aim at the she-demon.

After that, they fire.

The bolts reflect moonlight as they zoom toward their target. Instead of striking the monster, the bolts pass right through her. Interesting. Mirror demons can turn transparent at will, so bolts passing through it is no surprise. However, the way they turn transparent is very particular. Weapons pass through them without seeming to have any effect. That’s not what’s happening now with this particular she-demon. As the bolts pass through her body, there are concentric ripples—like the effect of water droplets on a still pool. My mind spins through everything I know of demon lore. I can almost place the effect, but not quite. A lead weight of foreboding settles into my stomach.

“That’s quite a response,” I say. “She isn’t transparent so much as—”

The Earl grabs my shoulder. “Quiet now. Here’s the good part.”

On the battlefield, the warriors begin to race toward the demon. A chill rolls through my insides. “You said that your warriors would just fire on her.”

“Projectiles followed by hand-to-hand combat. That’s Acca Assault Plan Seven.”

Worry spikes through my limbs. “Hand-to-hand combat with a Class A? They’ll be murdered. Hold them back! Stop them now!”

Aldred rolls his eyes. “I told you, she’s not Class A. She’s a Class F mirror demon.”

But the warriors are already charging down the hillside toward the she-demon. Even worse, they’re still shooting darts as they go. My stomach drops. This is one of the critical gaps in Acca’s training. These warriors simply don’t know hand-to-hand combat, which makes racing toward a Class A demon even more dangerous.

I step forward and raise my arms. “Warriors of Antrum, your future king calls to you. Stop!”

Sadly, the Acca fighters don’t even slow down, let alone stop. If anything, the manic gleam in their eyes shines more brightly. When it comes to battle, they only follow the Earl.

This won’t end well.

Beside me, the Earl grins. “They won’t listen to you. These are my fighters, and they value their autonomy.” He rubs his meaty palms over his round belly. “I’m so glad you’re here. All this worry about mortality rates and needling me over who leads my own troops. Watch now. See how well I handle them in this battle. That one little she-demon is as good as dead.”

The warriors close in, and that’s when the she-demon changes.

What was a mirror demon now takes the form of a hulking male demon with stout legs, six arms, and a porcupine-like collection of spines along his back. Every inch of the demon is covered in dark plated armor. Its eyes flash red.

That’s bad enough. What happens next is even worse.

The demon then slices off into a series of two-dimensional cuts. These are dozens of paper-thin version of the same monster. My heart sinks.

That’s a Soul Slasher.

These Class A demons break off into paper-thin versions of themselves. After that, the two-dimensional monsters cut through their prey. Soul Slashers don’t cause any physical damage, but they do murder their target’s spirit. And without a soul, the body dies as well. Painfully.

My heart rate spikes as I turn to Walker. “Portal me in there.”

Walker sets his hand on my shoulder. “It’s already too late.”

Suddenly, the valley is covered in paper-thin versions of the Soul Slasher that cut through hundreds of warriors at once. Acca warriors crumple on the battlefield; their howls of agony reverberate through the night air. Every corner of my soul echoes with their pain.

“Take me in anyway,” I tell Walker. “Behind the first version of the Soul Slasher.”

Walker gives me the barest of nods. He’s a warrior, same as I am, which means he knows what I’m planning. Walker pulls out two daggers from his ghoul robes.

Smart move, Walker.

I pull my baculum from their holster at the base of my spine. I carry these weapons with me always. Baculum look like two small silver rods, but since I’m from the House of Rixa, I can ignite them with angelfire in order to create any kind of weapon.

And Walker is right. Daggers are the best choice for a Soul Slasher.

Walker then opens a ghoul portal, which we both step through. A moment later, we march out once again, emerging right behind the original place where the Soul Slasher first stood. Bodies of Acca warriors litter the valley around us. A hundred paper-thin versions of the Soul Slasher hover above the corpses. Moving in unison, all the versions turn toward their new target.

Walker and me.

Perfect.

This isn’t my first time in battle with Walker. On reflex, we move to stand back to back and face the oncoming horde. Some small part of me screams that this is suicide. More of me is enraged at the loss of so much life.

I will end this demon or die trying.

The paper-thin Soul Slashers rush at us in a great shimmering wave. At this angle, they seem like a hundred full-bodied Souls Slasher monsters, but if you could view from the side, you would see that each is barely there.

Doesn’t make them any less deadly.

Soul Slashers are easy to kill, but only if you strike them with a dagger at precisely a sixty-six degree angle. I ignite the baculum rods in my hands into two daggers made of white flame and wait.

Sixty-six degree angle…sixty-six degree angle.

The Soul Slashers are twenty feet away.

Ten.

Five.

The first Soul Slashers get close, and I get into battle position, arms out. Behind me, I feel Walker’s ghoul robes shift as he does the same. The Soul Slashers only need to pass through my body to kill me.

I tighten the grip on my baculum daggers.

One.

My mind clicks off. My world becomes nothing but demons, battle, and reaction. I make an upper cut. Parry. Slice. One Soul Slasher passes halfway through my body. Pain radiates through me. My breath catches while I cut it through on the opposite side, killing that version of the monster.

Too close that time.

My body is slick with sweat by the time we’ve weeded the Soul Slasher horde down to one final paper-thin version. The thing still looms massive with its spiked back and six muscular arms.

I glance over my shoulder to Walker. “Assault Plan Xi Theta?”

He nods.

With that, Walker and I race toward the paper-thin version of the demon, our every step in sync. The last Soul Slasher moves to attack as well. At the last moment, Walker and I split formation to race around each side of the two-dimensional form. As we run along, we hold out our daggers at the precise angle.

Sixty-six degrees.

The last Soul Slasher falls over, dead.

Now all the paper-thin forms rise up from the battleground, forming a great swirl of motion as they rejoin into the shape of a full three-dimensional monster. It’s the last thing this particular demon will ever do in this world or the next. Once the Soul Slasher’s body is reformed, it tumbles onto the ground, a lifeless hulk.

We killed it.

Couldn’t happen to a nicer demon.

I extinguish my baculum and set the bars back into their holster. Normally, I experience a surge of triumph after a successful fight. This time, a weight of sadness settles into my bones. The Soul Slasher is gone, but so are hundreds of Acca warriors.

On the outside, I must look calm. But inside? I’m howling with rage. Dead bodies lie around me. Their forms show no physical damage, but their souls have been cut to ribbons. They won’t even get a chance at an afterlife.

The Earl pads up to stand beside me. He gestures across the battlefield. “Now, this is a surprise.”

“You should have listened to me.” My voice drips with fury. “I want the rest of your commanders on my personal training grounds tomorrow at dawn. They desperately need coaching in hand-to-hand combat.”

“What? No one could have foreseen this kind of attack.” Aldred’s ears turn pink as his temper rises. “You can’t mean to undermine my careful work with my own warriors. You’re not my son-in-law yet.”

“You want an inquest on this?”

“Do that, and you’d be inviting your own execution.” Little bits of spittle fly from the Aldred’s mouth. “You can’t stop me. Interfering with my rights on demon patrol is a killing offense!”

“Don’t care. Don’t try me. My practice grounds. Your commanders. Tomorrow morning. A week of training in hand-to-hand combat, or I swear, I will raise an alliance of the other houses against you.”

“You can try. Your father wouldn’t allow it.”

“My father isn’t here.”

A long pause follows. Finally, Aldred steps away and forces a laugh. “Bah. What can a week of training do, anyway?” He points right at me. “And only you do the training, no one else.”

“Agreed.” I turn to Walker. “Take me back to Antrum.”

Walker bows slightly at the waist. “As you command.” He winks.

“Go on,” snarls Aldred. “Enjoy my leniency until your father returns. He’ll talk some sense into you, and I won’t be so forgiving next time!”

While Walker creates his portal, my thoughts return to my secret plan to thwart Aldred and his demon patrols, once and for all. This chance at training is a stroke of good luck. It could make all the difference when my plan does come to pass. It all hinges on the Earl of Striga, Aldred’s bloated ego, and the Archer’s Moon.

But for now, there’s nothing to do but wait…and visit more families of the fallen.

Two hundred warriors lie dead on this battlefield.

I can’t let that happen again.


Chapter Four
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The next morning, I wait for the Acca warriors to arrive on my personal practice grounds. This area is nothing special really: a wide swath of yellowing grass that’s ringed by browning woods. As always, gray skies loom overhead. In that way, Purgatory is a lot like Antrum. You’ll never see even a sliver of blue sky in either place.

I sense the Acca warriors before I see them. Through my own feet, I feel the slight rhythmic thump of their boots on the ground. Some telltale crinkling of leaves and crackling of branches as they march through the forest. My heart rate quickens.

Today is a chance I simply can’t pass up. I plan to challenge Aldred to a fight under the Archer’s Moon. If I win, I can claim any boon that I wish. Chances are, Aldred will have me battle one of his commanders instead. I don’t have long to learn their tricks.

Twenty Acca warriors march out from the tree line in two neat rows. I approach the first commander in line, a hulk of a man that I recognize instantly. “You’re Lothar, correct?”

“I am Lothar the Fierce.” His deep voice carries the heavy accent of someone who grew up on the outskirts of Acca territory. It’s a cross between the gruff sound of human German combined with an American hillbilly twang. “My Earl trains me. We should not be here.” Lothar glares. “Our house has treaty with yours. You no order me around.”

“And yet you’re here,” I say. “And on your Earl’s orders, no less.”

For a moment, Lothar’s lips hang open as he debates what to do next. Then he snaps his mouth shut.

Smart move.

I gesture toward the empty practice field. “Why don’t we start training with you, Lothar?”

“I no need training. I show you.” The hulking man reaches into a thigh pocket and pulls out a dart. “I pick it up and throw it.” With a powerful flick of the wrist, Lothar chucks the dart into the trees. Somewhere in the shadows, a small animal shrieks.

I lift my brows. “I believe you just killed a cat.”

“No cat. Squirrel.” Lothar taps his temple. “I know how to fight, get it?”

This is too rich. “Lobbing darts at squirrels does not equate to prowess in hand-to-hand combat. And close fighting, my dear Lothar, is why you’re here.”

“You no understand.” Lothar reaches for his pocket again and pulls out another dart. He carefully slips the covering off the needle-like ending. “This one has poison. I hold in my fist and punch you in the face. You die. Hand-to-hand combat is over.”

I nod, impressed, and store away that fact for the future. “I must admit, that’s one battle tactic I didn’t realize you employed.”

“Good. We go.”

“It doesn’t change the fact that hand-to-hand combat is a lot more than sneaking out a poisonous needle.” I rest my hand on Lothar’s arm and lower my voice. “You know what happened with the Soul Slasher.”

A pang of hurt flashes in Lothar’s eyes. “I do.” He recaps the dart and sets it back into a pocket on his training armor.

Good. He’s listening.

“How would you stop the next Soul Slasher?” I ask.

Lothar frowns. “I pick it up and throw it. That’s what my Earl says.” The statement lacks the mindless conviction he spoke with before, though. I consider this major progress.

“Well, Aldred is not here.” A rhythmic crunch sounds from the forest line. I don’t need to turn around to know that someone’s stepping onto the practice ground behind me—and this particular someone has a very distinct tread. “Correction, your Earl just decided to join us.” I turn to face him. “Good morning, Aldred.”

The Earl scans the practice grounds. “Where’s Connor?”

“Did you forget? It’s my parents’ anniversary. They always take a small trip to celebrate.” It’s one of my favorite times of year, actually. I get a lot of schemes completed in their absence.

“Be that as it may,” huffs the Earl. “I’m here to round up my warriors.”

Aldred is many things, and predictable is one of them. I knew this was coming, but I feign a small look of surprise. Never let your enemy know you can read them. “But the warriors only just arrived. As you recall, we agreed to a full week of training.”

“That’s far too long. I don’t remember anything like that.”

“It seems we have a disagreement of history. Shall I order the Earl of Striga here? He can cast a binding spell and hold us to our respective promises.” I step closer. “The agreement was for a week, Aldred.”

In truth, I have far better things to do than spend a week with Acca’s commanders. That said, I had to ask for a week. If I had requested a day of training, then Aldred would never shut up until I cut it down to an hour. This way, I ask for a week and get the day I actually want. Win-win.

I snap my fingers, as if an idea is just forming. “I’ll make you a bargain. How about I release your warriors after one day’s training?”

“Agreed.”

“But I have a condition.”

Aldred waves his hand. “Name it.”

“I need to make sure your commanders have retained what they’ve learned. I’d like a display of their new skills, right here.”

Aldred puffs out his jowls. That’s his classic negotiating tell. It means he’s interested but not convinced. “A display, eh?”

“Surely. I’ll hand out honorary ranks in the royal military for those that pass the tests That way, we can make it a celebration, if you like. I’ll provide the mead and roast meats.”

Aldred is nothing if not notoriously cheap. “You will?”

“You have my word.”

“In that case, yes.”

“Excellent. The festivities can start on Saturday at sundown.”

“That’s three days away. Why the wait?”

“They need time to practice, don’t they?”

“I suppose.” Aldred purses his lips. “Hard to have a display of prowess in the dark, though.”

“But better to enjoy mead and food.” And enact my plan, not that I’m sharing that part. “Besides, my parents plan to return from their trip on Saturday night. They’ll able to join us.”

“Ah, yes. Connor will be back.” Aldred rubs his rounded chin. “Yes, that’s a capital idea. I have a lot to discuss with him, you know.”

“I do know.” The thought settles on my shoulders like a lead weight. Both my parents will be less than pleased about the incident with the Soul Slasher. “Until then.” I gesture back to the tree line. “If you’ll excuse us.”

“Of course, my boy.” A sneaky gleam shines in Aldred’s mismatched eyes before he turns off to march back toward the woods. He’ll lurk in the trees and observe us, no question about it. Still, it’s the point of the thing. Lurking is where he belongs.

I return my attention to the soldiers. “Let’s get to it. We have a lot of work to do in one day.”

Before me, Lothar finally picks up a practice sword. In my heart, a choir of angels sings to celebrate the moment.

I pick up my own wooden sword and work hard not to smile. The next stage of my plan is set in motion.

Battle training is about to begin.


Chapter Five
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The day of training passes quickly. It seems like only a few hours go by before the skies in Purgatory darken. To be sure, this place is always cloudy, but I’m starting to sense that deeper hue of charcoal that means night is about to fall.

I do keep my word. Aldred and I agreed to one day of training. I dismiss the commanders. Within seconds, they are marching off the practice grounds in their neat rows. When it comes to projectiles and synchronized marching, no one is better than Acca.

Once they’re well and gone, I leave the practice grounds myself. After a full day of training the Acca commanders, every muscle in my body has that pleasant ache that only good battle training can deliver.

I march down the quickest path to return to my cabin. The browning leaves arch overhead, appearing darker against the fading light. There’s something comforting about dusk. I pull a rotted leaf off one of the trees and twist it by the stem in my fingers. Like all things in Purgatory, it’s dying. A latticework of holes has been munched through the leaf by some insect or two. The pattern is intricate, almost beautiful.

The thought makes me stop.

I might actually be starting to like it here.

All of a sudden, Zachary bounds around a turn in the path ahead. He’s wearing cotton trousers and a black tunic, so the boy isn’t on duty. He stops before me, all knobby knees and panting chest.

“Your Highness, the Doxy demons are back.”

“They come back regularly.”

“But these are Arch Doxies.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, they have red bodies and everything. I was just going to alert my commander when I saw you.”

Arch Doxies are a Class C demon, mostly because their bites can be incredibly poisonous. “You did well. Please alert your commander.”

“But I want to go with you.”

“If you were my son…” I pause, trying to picture what kind of child I’d have with Lady Adair. I don’t know her well, but I do know that house. I shake my head, forcing my thoughts back to Zachary. There’s no point thinking negative thoughts about my impending marriage. It’s an arrangement and I shall do my duty. I clear my throat. “Fighting Class C enemies is no place for a young old boy.”

Zachary’s thin shoulders slump with disappointment. “As you say, Your Highness.”

“Why don’t you go see Cook? Tell him I said you can try some of those cloud-side desserts he was able to buy. Twinkies, I think they call them.”

“Really?” Zachary works hard to hide his delight. “I mean, if you’re sure.”

“Positive. You did well, and one day you’ll be fighting Doxies, I assure you.”

“All right. Thank you, Your Highness!” He runs off a few steps and pauses. “Maybe you’ll see the girl this time.”

“The girl?” On reflex, my hand goes to my breastplate. I still keep Zachary’s drawing there.

“Yes, the one I told you about before. Maybe she’s back.”

I ignore the way my pulse speeds up. Zachary is a talented artist who drew a lovely mystery girl while under some kind of spell—not that my enchantment breakers have found any signs of magic on him yet. Still, what are the chances that there really is a phenomenal female thrax warrior in the stables right now…and one that I’ve never heard of, let alone Mother. The Queen has a keen interest in developing female warriors, along with a spy network to discover if any actually exist. The fact that one would be running around Purgatory without Mother being aware? Not likely.

“Understood. Thank you, Zachary.”

As Zachary runs off, I head toward the stables again.

No matter what fantasy Zachary drew, the realty is that it’s next to impossible for a female thrax warrior to be anywhere near this compound. And that thought makes me far sadder than it should.
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I take my time entering the stables. Night has fallen more deeply, but there’s still enough light to see by the naked eye. It’s not often that I get a chance to take on demons solo. Most of the time, I’m leading a patrol and using the mission as a way to coach other thrax.

But a chance to kill demons alone and with abandon? I plan to savor this.

I step inside the dimly lit stables. Immediately, one thing is clear. There are Arch Doxies everywhere. They have the classic look of the breed: wide faces, horned heads, bat wings, and serpentine bodies. Dozens of them fly about the main aisle of the stable. More scurry about the floor.

The horses are wide eyed and terrified; their marble eyes seem ready to pop out of their heads.

I stick to the shadows by the main doorway and consider my options. There are too many demons here for a direct assault, especially considering how I’m in training gear versus battle armor. Arch Doxies may be frightening to horses, but they are incredibly poisonous to humans. One too many bites, and I’m done for. So I need some way to group them up and get them out of here. But how?

Suddenly, I notice a long horse tail moving along the central aisle of the stables, seemingly on its own. Kneeling down, I get a closer look at the item. In fact, it’s actually a lure made from strips of horsehair fabric. Some thrax warrior is drawing the demons away. Clever. Even better, the scent of cinnamon hangs heavy in the air. That particular smell is ambrosia to any kind of Doxy.

On the opposite side of the stables, a figure moves in the shadows. It’s as Zachary said—this is someone in ghoul robes who certainly isn’t a ghoul.

The false tail winds down the main aisle. A heartbeat later, all the Arch Doxies flock to the lure, locking their clawed feet into the fabric while their wide mouths gnaw on it with gusto. The lure won’t last long at this rate, but it will still get the Arch Doxies outside. From there, the demons will be easier to fight than in a cramped space.

Another gate swings open at the opposite end of the stables; the fighter must be leading them outside.

Damn, I wish I’d thought of that.

An image pops into my mind. It’s the girl from Zachary’s drawing. What if she really is here and a warrior to boot? Wishful thinking. Aside from Mother, the desire to fight has left this generation of thrax ladies.

No point getting overly excited about this. It’s definitely a thrax man.

The thrax warrior gives the tail lure a flick, as if trying to shake the Arch Doxies off. They respond by clinging on even more tightly. Smart. After that, the warrior races out of the back of the stables, trailing the lure behind. The lure is almost gone, but the plan has worked. Dozens of Doxy demons stream out of the stables to follow the fighter into the darkness.

After hours of training noble Acca commanders on the basics of swordplay, this warrior intrigues me. I can’t wait to see how he ends these Arch Doxies.

I take off after the fighter at a run.


Chapter Six
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The warrior speeds through the darkened forest. I follow along, careful to stay hidden. The Arch Doxies give up on the lure and instead cluster around the fighter. Bat-like shrieks fill the air. My insides twist with worry. Arch Doxies only make that noise when chomping into their prey… And every bite is laced with deadly poison.

My breath catches. With that many Arch Doxies? That fighter doesn’t have long to live.

The warrior takes off at a run, the cloud of Arch Doxies following along. My throat constricts with concern. I push myself harder, trying to catch up. As I race along, I pull out my baculum from their holster.

Whatever I can do to help, I’m ready.

Suddenly, the sound of a great splash breaks the night air. There’s a lake nearby; the fighter must have jumped into it. Perhaps he was out of his mind with pain and poison.

My heart sinks. I can’t lose another warrior.

I break through the line of trees and scan the lake proper. A coppery tang fills the air. Blood. A trail of crimson drops leads up to the water’s edge. But is the blood Doxy or thrax?

Please, let it be Doxy.

I step up to the water’s edge. The lake’s surface stays unnaturally calm. That can’t be right. There was definitely a splash.

Could the warrior have drowned? With that much poison in his system, it wouldn’t have taken much to push him over the edge.

I scan the lake. It’s still. No bubbles. A weight of sadness settles into my soul. It must be as I feared. Another thrax warrior is dead. And we can’t afford to lose any fighter, let alone one with such knowledge of demon lore.

I cup my hand by my mouth. “Hello?”

No one answers.

“Anyone here?”

My only reply is the chittering of nearby insects.

I rub my neck and sigh. I’ll need to find the Earl of Striga. He has charms and spells that can levitate a dead body from the water.

What a waste.

All of a sudden, the warrior pops out of the water. It’s a girl. And not just any girl, the exact one from Zachary’s drawing. Although I thought she looked lovely in the image, now she’s even more beautiful in person. The mystery maiden is covered in demons and laughing.

My eyes widen. That’s right. It’s a little-known fact in demon lore, but water weakens all classes of Doxies, as well as nullifying their poison. How could I have forgotten? Leaping into the lake is not just clever, it’s brilliant. Who knew there was a thrax woman with such knowledge of demonic lore?

Now she takes after the Doxies. Her limbs are a ballet of movement as she crushes the demons with her bare hands.

I’ve never seen anyone like this before. She’s beautiful inside and out, and a fine warrior to boot. An electric sensation courses through my soul. How can someone like this exist, and I haven’t known about her?

The girl flips around, and I can see her eyes gleam red in the darkness as she laughs. Her tail lashes behind her. The thing is covered in dragonscales. She’s not a thrax then; she’s a demon.

And I thought her beautiful.

Demons kill my people. I just saw a Soul Slasher take down a hundred of my warriors. What would their loved ones think if they knew that I’d ogled a she-demon?

I pull out another gum charm and tear open the wrapper. Letters appear on the treat inside, reading quasi-demon. Those are the part-demon, part-human residents of Purgatory. They process souls and do the bidding of their ruler, the ghouls.

So, she’s a native of Purgatory. I suppose that’s better than being in the same general family as a Soul Slasher, but not by much. What does it mean that I still want to embrace this girl?

The mystery girl runs off. For a long time, I can only stand and stare at the spot on the lake where she’d broken through the water’s surface. One thought echoes through my mind.

Now that’s a girl I could be happy marrying.

I take a half-step backward. What is happening to me? I don’t know how long it takes, but I eventually find the strength to turn away and make the long trek back to my cabin. One there, it takes me a while to fall asleep, and when I do, my dreams are all the same: I picture that girl as she leaps from the water, covered in demons and laughing.


Chapter Seven
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The next afternoon, I wait in our official reception tent for Walker. The place is filled with tapestries, tables, and benches, along with the odd vase or sculpture. It’s supposed to be a place where nobility can socialize. That’s why I’d already scheduled some chess-time with Walker for this afternoon. However, after what happened last night with that demon girl? Now our meeting has taken on more importance.

As a ghoul, Walker knows a lot more about Purgatory than I ever will. Surely, I will make a few quick queries about my mystery girl and then put all these obsessive thoughts to rest. Someone like me has no business spending so much time contemplating anyone who’s in the slightest bit demonic. It’s even worse, considering how I’m promised to Adair. A prince’s duty is to his people.

At 2 p.m. on the nose, the hum of a ghoul portal sounds. A minute later, Walker steps through the door-size hole and into the tent itself. Spying me, he bows slightly at the waist. “Greetings, High Prince.”

“You can call me Lincoln. We’re alone, and I’m definitely casual today.” I gesture across myself. Today, I’m wearing jeans and a When Doves Cry T-shirt. “You still want to play chess?”

“Are we alone?” Walker scans the fancy tent. “Isn’t this tent normally reserved for nobles?”

“I sent them off.”

“What about your parents?” The way Walker tilts his head he already knows something is wrong here. He’s really too smart, that ghoul.

“My parents are still traveling for their anniversary.”

Walker takes the chair across from me and eyes the chessboard on the table between us. “You have something specific to discuss.”

“Not really.” Damn, why did I have to say that so quickly? It sounds incredibly suspicious.

“I’m always up for chess.” Walker tosses off his robe. Underneath, he’s wearing black jeans, funky boots, and a dark T-shirt. The pale skin gives him away as undead. Other than that, he looks somewhat goth.

Walker lifts his arm and moves a pawn. I move a pawn as well. Walker shifts another pawn. I take out my queen.

“Rather aggressive today.” Walker rubs his chin. “Sure there isn’t something on your mind?”

“Well, you’re constantly doing secret projects all over the after-realms.”

Walker chuckles. “That I am.”

“Do you know anything about these Purgatory demon girls?” I’d ask specifically about one girl, but I don’t want Walker to think I’ve gotten attached to anyone. Because I haven’t. I’m simply doing research.

Yes, that’s right. Research.

Walker pauses before moving his queen. “They’re called quasi-demons, Lincoln. KWAH-zee. And they’re mostly human.” He eyes me carefully. “Although to thrax, I suppose human is about as bad as a demon, isn’t it?”

“We don’t see the best side of humanity on demon patrol.” When thrax deal with humans, it’s because they’ve drawn some kind of demon into themselves, thanks to their own bad behavior. It’s up to the thrax to get rid of the demon before they start even more trouble. “And we don’t see the best side of demons, either.” I shiver, remembering the Soul Slasher.

“Quasis are different.”

“Those are the girls that have tails.”

“So do the men. The angel Verus is trying to put together a diplomatic ball that includes angels, demons, thrax, and quasis. Perhaps your questions can wait until you can ask the locals yourself. I’m no expert in any kind of woman.”

Walker is clearly noticing my interest in the female side of the quasi population. No point beating around the bush now.

“The girls… Do any of them fight?”

Walker’s hand falters; he doesn’t set down his knight. It’s rare for my friend to waver. Normally, Walker is an incredibly decisive player. “Depends how you define fighting.”

“You know what I’m referring to.” My pulse goes at double speed. “Are any of them warriors like the thrax?”

Walker finally sets down his knight again without saying another word. That’s a response in and of itself.

“Talk to me, Walker.”

“Yes, some quasi girls do fight.”

“Do any of those fighters have dragonscale tails?”

“How would I know?” Now it’s Walker’s turn to speak too quickly.

“In other words, you do know.”

Walker leans back in his chair and kicks out his legs. “Here’s the story. Purgatory is built to sort souls into Heaven or Hell. Most souls choose trial by jury.”

“Got it.” I make a mental note to try to schedule some Purgatory orientation training for my nobles. And myself.

“Correct, some call for trial by combat. Mostly, those are the souls who know they are bound for Hell and want to invade Heaven instead. Don’t you know any of this?”

“I’m an expert in live demons, not dead humans. Please continue.”

“Well, any soul with even a shred of goodness will ‘go angel’ once they hit Heaven. The purely evil ones won’t, and that could cause no end of destruction. So, the evil souls must be kept out at any cost.”

“That’s why the evil spirits choose trial by combat and fight quasis.”

“The battles are to the death in Purgatory’s Arena.”

“And both male and female fighters do this?”

Walker shakes his head. “I don’t like this line of questioning. How are your marriage negotiations going?”

“Moving along.” I know what Walker is hinting at: I shouldn’t be interested in other women if I’m about to sign a nuptial contract. He’s not wrong.

“Have you spent time with Lady Adair?”

“We danced once the other night.”

“Huh. Did you actually speak?”

“You can’t believe the grilling I got just for dancing. You know how my parents feel about emotion in marriage.” I can’t help the edge to my voice. Unfortunately, the more I learn about my mystery girl, the less interested I am in marriage to a virtual stranger. That’s a problem.

“They’re both very vocal on that point.” Walker folds his arms over his chest. “Have you changed your mind?”

“You know me. I’m not truly interested in any girl. I’m merely asking questions so I understand the quasi population.” It’s a lie, but all in the name of research.

Walker chuckles. “Fine. I’ll play along. What do you want to know?”

Leaning forward, I set my elbows on my knees. “What’s the ratio of men to women fighters? I’m talking at the elite level, the ones who are really good.”

“About equal between men and women.”

“Do any of those elite lady demons have dragonscale tails?”

“Again with dragonscale tails.” Walker shakes his head. “And they are quasis, not demons. I’ll ask you one more time. Are you having second thoughts about entering into a marriage contract with someone you’ve danced with once?”

“I might be.” But not because of that demon girl.

“Now there, I can’t help you. I haven’t had good luck with matters of the heart.” Walker rubs his sideburns. “Let’s get back to the game.”

Walker and I take turns moving our pieces, but I can’t process anything other than the news about quasi girls being elite warriors. I bet my mystery girl was one of those.

Walker taps his long finger on the board. “It’s your move.”

“It is?”

“It has been for some time.”

“Maybe I’m just not in the mood for chess.”

“You think?”

The image of that demon girl breaking free from the water keeps reappearing in my mind. It’s like my visual cortex is stuck on repeat mode. A question tumbles from my lips before I can stop myself. “Have you loved anyone, Walker?”

“I love many people.”

“That’s not what I mean. Have you loved a woman? Truly loved, I mean.”

“No, my history is…complicated.” His voice turns thick with despair. “Not that I wouldn’t like for that to happen, but love isn’t in the cards for me.”

“If you thought it might be possible…” I shake my head. “I don’t know why I’m babbling about this. Maybe we should just call it quits on chess.”

Walker leans forward and grabs my wrist. The look on his face turns intense. “If I thought love might be possible, I’d fight for that with everything in me. I know you see the worst of the human and demon realms. You’ve watched too many of your fellow thrax get killed. Just…try to keep an open mind while you’re here.”

“That’s the trouble. I can’t have an open mind. I’ve lost my mind. There’s this girl, okay? I keep thinking about her.”

“A girl. A specific warrior girl. And she has a dragonscale tail?” Walker scrubs his hands over his face. “Forget what I said before. Just focus on Adair. Get to know her for more than two minutes in a row. I’m sure you’ll come to care for her. In a few months, you’ll be back to Antrum.”

“So you don’t know anything.”

“Zero.” Walker seems sincere, but I also happen to know for a fact that he’s a pretty good liar.

“You swear?”

Walker chuckles. “I know a lot of things, but why would I know some random quasi girl? You’re not making any sense.”

I slump back into my chair. Walker’s right. “Apologies. I guess being here in Purgatory is making me unbalanced. I miss my home.”

“It’s fine.” Walker rises and quickly creates a ghoul portal behind him. “We’ll finish the game later, right?”

“Sure.”

Long after Walker is gone, I can’t stop staring at the chessboard. It’s as if I’m trapped in some new kind of game, and I don’t know the players, least of all my own heart.

And for a prince who prides himself on controlling his emotions, that’s a rather terrifying state of affairs.

Chapter Eight
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After Walker leaves, I start doing…things. I believe reviewing paperwork and meeting with some of the Earls is involved. It’s all a jumble because I’m still massively distracted.

My thoughts keep returning to my mystery girl.

That night, it takes me a long while to fall asleep. Once I finally do, you’d think I’d get some reprieve from my blossoming obsession. But my dreams take me right back to her as well. We are at a formal ball. I wear my crown, tunic, chainmail, and boots. She’s dressed in a red thrax grown.

And we’re dancing. With every sway and glance, more nerve endings in my body come alive. It’s unlike any dance I’ve ever shared before.

In some ways, the dream feels so real. In others, it’s far too abstract. All my sensations are heightened. I can make out the hem of her gown. Feel her rib cage expand with each breath. Watch the candlelight cast flickering shadows over her lips.

With all my heart, I want nothing more than to kiss her.

Loud booms wake me from my sleep. Based on the shadows beyond my window shades, it’s still late at night. Could there be a thunderstorm? That’s awfully extreme for Purgatory. The most they get is a steady rain.

My chest aches. I really didn’t want to wake up from that dream.

The booming sounds again, only far more clearly this time. Someone is at the door, and based on the loud sound of their knocking, that particular someone is quite agitated indeed. I shake my head, forcing the sleep from my mind.

Only one person enjoys pounding at my door at all hours. Aldred.

His voice soon echoes through the closed door. “I know you’re in there, Lincoln. It’s high time you returned my books! You’ve had them for days!”

I slip out of bed and pull on some flannel pajama bottoms. Sleeping in the nude is my norm, but there are some things it’s better for the Earl not to know. I slog over to the door and pull it open.

“Really, Aldred? Is this necessary?”

“You took those books without my permission, and now you’re refusing to return them.”

In principle, I never condone stealing anything, but lives are at stake here. I shrug. “And?”

“I want them back.”

I start to close the door. “No.”

Aldred jams his boot onto the threshold, blocking me. “Fine. Keep them.”

“How very mature of you, Aldred.”

“Know this. I figured out your little scheme. The Archer’s Moon. Anyone can ask for a duel, and it must be fulfilled. The winner can claim any boon from me.”

“You don’t say.” It’s an effort to appear calm while my heart hammers in my throat. The Archer’s Moon is indeed the crux of my entire plan. Only, I need some way to ensure Aldred will keep his word. At the very least, that means witnesses outside the House of Acca. Trapping Aldred with the Archer’s Moon has become one of my more complex plans.

“Well, I’ll have you know that the last Archer’s Moon took place on Earth when we killed the Soul Slasher.”

I raise my pointer finger. “I don’t remember you taking any part in killing the Soul Slasher.”

Aldred wags his thick finger at my nose. “I know your sneaky mind. You’re going to prevent my next achievement at the Archer’s Moon.”

“How very good of you to wake me up in the middle of the night to share that theory.”

“We just had an Archer’s Moon.”

“I remember. It was only four days ago, remember? You murdered a hundred of your people at the event.”

Aldred pulls out a small dagger from his waist. “Archer’s Moon or not, if you interfere with my command again, your life is mine. Execution, Lincoln. I will do it.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“It’s my ancient right to protect my demon hunting privileges. No one can take that from me, on pain of death. Even you. Having you marry my daughter isn’t the only way for me to gain the throne, you know.”

Aldred has a manic gleam in his eyes. He thinks he has me cornered.

Not a chance.

I slam open the door, elbow him in the windpipe, and knock Aldred to the ground. “Pull a knife on me again and you’ll regret it.”

Aldred chuckles, and there’s an unhinged edge to his laugh. “It’s over. You’re already dead, and you don’t know it. Haven’t you figured it out? You won’t be able to help yourself. You’ll keep trying to save my warriors, and you will step in one day and prevent my demon patrol rights. And that will be your downfall.”

His words send a chill across my shoulders. “You’re purposely sending good warriors to their deaths just to goad me.”

Aldred slowly hauls himself to his feet. “I’ll win in the end, little prince. Don’t forget it.” He slogs off into the darkness. With every step, the screams of those Acca warriors echo through my mind.

So many have died just so Aldred can clear his way to the throne.

If his goal was to enrage me, Aldred had done his job well. I can only hope I keep my focus enough to enact my full plan.

I’ll save those warriors or die trying.


Chapter Nine
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The days slowly tick by, and my mood doesn’t improve. Three days have passed since I saw the demon girl, and I’m trying to get back to my routine.

And since my routine includes planning to end the Earl’s demon patrol rights, I’ve a very busy schedule. Everything will come together tonight, at the great event for the Acca warriors to show their prowess in hand-to-hand combat.

The logical move now would be to re-read my stolen book on the Archer’s Moon, but that isn’t happening. Instead, I’m running through some modern-style documents from Purgatory and—much as I hate to admit this—checking the fighting schedules of quasi Arena warriors.

In other words, the whole “focusing on my great secret scheme against Aldred” thing is a work in progress.

Plus, these Purgatory documents are illegible. The ghouls give crazy names to the fighters. I lift the top sheet. Take this one, for example. The warrior is called Sharkey’s Bane ZX-64. How am I supposed to track down someone using such an arcane filing system?

I should be more like Mother and cultivate a network of spies. Only, Mother’s spies are in Antrum, and I’d need some here in Purgatory.

What am I thinking? I won’t be staying in Purgatory long enough to cultivate anything but an end to Aldred killing his own people. And that’s if I’m lucky.

Father slams open my cabin door. On reflex, I hide the Purgatory docs and swap them out with some traditional thrax scrolls.

“Greetings, Father. How was your trip?”

“I’ve been to Heaven. Spending time with your mother is better.”

Normally, I try not to roll my eyes at such a statement. But this morning? There’s a twinge in my chest. It feels a lot like jealousy.

Father gestures to my table. “And what are you up to this morning?”

“I’m just here, checking the latest grain mill treaties. Nothing to see.” That was horrible lying, but I have no choice but to keep going. “Would you like to review some scrolls with me?”

“No, I’m sure it’s fine.” Father kicks the door shut behind him. “You’re an excellent ruler. Your tutors would be proud.” He purses his lips. “We’re to have a display of Acca warriors in close combat, I hear.”

“That’s tonight after dark.”

“There’s nothing you can do to stop Acca from taking his people on demon patrol, except risk your own life in the process.”

“I can make them better prepared.”

“Perhaps.” Father eyes me closely. “You look tired, my son. This situation with Acca must be wearing on you.”

“No, I’ve grown accustomed to Aldred.” It’s thinking about this demon girl that I’m not used to.

“Come now, my boy. Something is bothering you.”

Just like with Walker, I can’t stop myself from asking the wrong question. “What’s it like with Mother? She’s your peer, your partner. How important is that to you?”

“Octavia is my life.” A twinge of guilt darkens Father’s eyes. “But you and I are different men. In your case, you don’t care for silly romance. I raised you that way. You’re a warrior, through and through. Trust me, we all need your marriage treaty with Acca. It’s...” Father tries to say more, but the words don’t come. He does that sometimes, especially when it comes to discussing my marriage. On any other topic, I can get him to share every detail.

Normally, I trust him completely.

For the first time, I’m wondering if I trust him completely when it comes to this treaty.

Father stands and picks up the scroll once more. “Will you do your duty by your people, lad? Being in the line of succession to their throne gives us a lot more control over Acca. You won’t stop Aldred from leading demon patrols, but there are still many other things you’ll be able to change. Trade treaties. Training schedules. How and when justice is dispensed. It’s a big step forward.”

“When the time comes, you know I’ll do my duty toward my people.” Some small part of me points out that what I said wasn’t exactly a yes. “Doing my duty toward my people” could be interpreted as any number of things.

Does this have anything to do with my mystery girl?

No, I’m merely giving myself options, that’s all. People just don’t look at someone leaping out of a lake and fall in love with them. Especially not people like me. Who cares if she’s the first woman warrior I’ve met outside of my own mother? And sure, she may be beautiful and have an enchanting laugh, but that’s not enough to really catch my interest. I’m a warrior, first and foremost. Being in Purgatory has simply muddled my mind for a short period of time.

Father pats me on the shoulder, breaking up my thoughts. “You’re doing the right thing, lad.” He speeds out the cabin door, no doubt on a mission to find Aldred.

Father thinks I’ve committed to a marriage with Adair. I’ve just made plans for my marriage. So why does that thought make me feel as if I’ve planned my own funeral?


Chapter Ten
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I can’t focus on those documents anymore, so I decide to go check on Nightshade in the stables. She glares at me as if to say, I know why you’re really here.

Unfortunately, we haven’t seen any sign of Doxy demons for days. Most likely, the whole company of Doxies should return and soon. And yes, I’ll be waiting, but not really to hunt demons, even though I am a demon hunter. How crazy is that?

I’m brushing Nightshade’s coat for the tenth time when I hear Mother’s light footfall enter the stables. She pauses in the main aisle.

“Greetings, my son.”

“Welcome back, Mother.”

“Odd to find you in the stables this time of day.”

“I need a break.” With every passing day, my obsession with the mystery girl grows… And more of the color drains out of my world. I sigh. “This spot is soothing.”

Mother stares at me with such intensity I swear she can see my soul. “You’re waiting here for Adair. We talked about emotional attachments, Lincoln.”

I brush Nightshade with a little too much force. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“So someone other than Adair. That could be tricky. What house is she from?”

“Stop this, Mother. I haven’t met anyone.” And the fact that saying that makes my heart thud against my rib cage? That’s merely coincidence.

“Which means that you don’t approve of your own choice, then. Is she from one of the lesser houses? I’d have heard something.”

“I’m sure you would have.”

“It couldn’t be one of the Purgatory quasi-demons.”

I pause. “You’ve been talking to Walker, haven’t you?”

“He would never willingly share one of your confidences.”

“Emphasis on the word willingly.” No one is better at grilling people for information than Mother. I toss the brush aside. “You’ve been misled. I would never fall in love with a demon. I’m a demon hunter. Killing their kind is what I do.”

“So you do have feelings for Adair.”

“I barely know her.” I turn and focus my full attention on Mother. “You’ve just spent a romantic trip to celebrate your anniversary. That’s something I’ll never have.” Images flicker through my mind. A red dress. A full mouth. The dance of all dances. Only trouble is, it was a dream dance with a mystery girl. That’s something I’ll never have in real life. When I speak again, my voice comes out as a whisper. “I’m not made of stone, you know.”

Mother’s mouth falls open for a moment, but she catches herself quickly. “We put a lot of pressure on you.”

I pick up a brush and start re-brushing Nightshade’s already perfect coat. “I’ll be fine, Mother. I always am. Just give me a little time to sort things through.”

“Of course,” Mother turns, starts to leave, and then pauses. “One last thing. Tell me about your Acca display of prowess event tonight.”

“What about it?” I keep brushing Nightshade and avoiding eye contact. If Mother sees my face now, she’ll know I’m hiding something.

“Please. I know you’re up to something, Lincoln.”

Then again, she may figure it out without looking at my face at all.

“I’ve narrowed it down,” continues Mother. “Either you have a new romantic attachment or a possible scheme to stop Aldred from leading demon patrol.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say that Aldred lost another seven warriors last night. I just saw the reports come in not an hour ago. However, that would only confirm to Mother that I’m scheming to keep Aldred from leading his troops. Instead, I keep brushing Nightshade and not answering.

“You’re not going to give me any additional clues, are you?” asks Mother.

“I know how you like a good mystery.” My limbs tighten with worry. I can only hope she doesn’t crack this particular mystery. She’d shut my plan down on the spot.

“That I do. I’ll see you tonight, my son.”

I turn and give her a goodbye wave. “Looking forward to it, Mother.”

Mother leaves the stables, and I try to focus on tonight’s event. Everything has to go off perfectly, or I could very well end up dead. However, images of that mystery girl keep appearing in my mind, distracting me.

And for a warrior, being distracted during a mission is never a good thing.


Chapter Eleven
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After Mother leaves the stables, I give up on seeing my mystery girl again. At least, for now. Instead, I try to distract myself by returning to my cabin and attempting to review the latest set of parchments from Antrum.

As ways to pass the time go, it’s a terrible choice. My thoughts ping between my mystery girl and the upcoming show of prowess with Acca…and the final launch of my plan. Nervous energy hums through my veins.

This has to work.

I can’t accept anything else.

Finally, it’s time to hike over to my practice grounds. The light gray sky has turned a darker shade of gray, which means nighttime has fallen in Purgatory. My pulse speeds up, so I force my breathing to slow. When I walk onto the battlegrounds, it won’t do to look nervous.

My path takes me through the woods. I pause on the border between the trees and the practice grounds proper. Call it an old hunting habit. A predator doesn’t leap into the scene without sizing things up first.

Rain has fallen for the last few days, so the practice grounds are little better than a mud pit. A few patches of yellowing grass peep above the brown puddles, but they are few and far between. The space is ringed with freestanding lanterns, and the firelight reflects off the still pools of water. It’s rather lovely.

Again, I take my bright spots where I can find them.

Long wooden tables encircle the periphery as well, their surfaces overflowing with food and mead. In the center of the green, Acca commanders stand in two neat rows. All of them wear body armor with the symbol of their house embossed on the chest. The Acca crest is a gloved fist.

Thrax in medieval garb move around the edges of the fighting space, leaving the central area open for the fighting exhibition. I count my parents in the outlying crowd along with the major Earls, including the Earl of Striga.

I grin. Striga is our house of witches and wizards. That’s good.

Unfortunately, there are no women here except Mother. That grates on me. Even though the crown is paying the bill, this is technically an Acca ceremony. As such, they determine the guest list… And Acca forbids women from attending virtually every fighting event.

The thought makes my blood boil. No women allowed at fighting events? That’s yet another thing I plan to change once I’m in line to rule that house.

I step out from the line of trees. The Acca commanders stiffen their stance and cross their fists over their chests. It’s the classic Acca salute pose, but it always reminds me somewhat of a mummy from Earth’s ancient Egypt. That’s what these folks seem to me right now: just so many dead men standing. That is, until my plan succeeds.

I stomp through the mud, stopping when I stand at the end of the aisle formed by the Acca commanders. All of them have crossbows slung across their backs. As I walk down the central aisle, they whip out their bows, pointing the weapons toward the sky. This part isn’t typical Acca protocol. I suppose Aldred wanted to show off the new Earth-made composite bows, complete with hi-tech scope and some kind of mechanics to automatically reload more bolts. I shake my head. Demons carry a natural amount of havoc magic that messes with anything mechanical. That’s why guns are a waste of time. Those new bows may look impressive, but when it comes to demon-kind, they’re actually less safe than their medieval style counterparts.

Did I mention how I want to train and equip these warriors myself?

At the end of the aisle of commanders there stands Aldred. Beside him stands an Acca page who holds a silver platter.

Interesting. I don’t remember ordering any silver platters for this event. And I should know what’s included, considering how I’m paying the bill.

To the right of this silver-toting page, there stand my parents. To Aldred’s left are the Earls of the other Great Houses, namely Horus, Kamal, and Striga. Of these, I’m most pleased to see Striga here. I’m counting on that Earl, Lucas, for some impromptu help when I need it.

Marching up the aisle, I pause before Aldred. “Greetings, my Earl.”

He lifts his chin. “Lincoln.”

It takes an effort not to roll my eyes. Of course, the Earl knows perfectly well how to address me properly, but he chooses to use my name and not my title—Lincoln—at a state occasion. It’s a blatant show of disrespect. I decide to use his Grammys pet name for him. It never fails to drive him batty. “Good to know that we’re dropping formalities, Baldie Aldie.”

The other Earls suppress smiles under their hands. The Earl of Striga outright grins, but then again, he’s a master wizard, so he doesn’t need to fear much. For his part, Aldred positively shivers with rage. I do think it’s a fine look on him.

Aldred puffs out his chest. “Let’s begin the ceremony.”

I raise my pointer finger. “I thought there would be a show of fighting prowess before the ceremony part.”

A sly look enters Aldred’s piggy eyes. “Oh, I discussed this with your father. We’re dispensing with the fighting and just doing the awarding of honorary titles.” Aldred gestures to the page beside him. The young boy lowers the silver platter, showing how it’s covered with medals.

My brows lift with surprise. “Medals? Really?” I glance over to my parents. Before, they’d seemed their normal formal selves. Right now, my father decides it’s a great time to stare at his feet. Meanwhile, Mother glares at the back of his head.

“When was all this decided?” I ask.

“I was informed just a few minutes ago,” says Mother. “It seems your father and the Earl have been conversing about this while we were still on our trip.” The way Mother says the names Father and the Earl, it’s obvious she isn’t happy about this turn of events. If we had a royal doghouse, I’m fairly certain Father would be sleeping in it tonight.

I pick up one of the golden medals from the platter and turn it over in my hand. This one is covered in a pattern of rubies mixed with yellow diamonds. “Days? Metalwork of this quality takes months to create.”

“Bah,” says father quickly. “Those are just some old things we had lying about in the Rixa vaults. Thought it would be nice to put them to use.”

“I see.” I reset the medal onto the platter. Just one of these pieces would be worth a half-million in Earth dollars. And there must be fifty of them stacked high on the platter. My shoulders tighten as the frustration twists through my body.

How typical of Aldred. I commit to pay for a few mugs of mead, and he takes it as an excuse to raid the royal vaults.

“It’s the least we can do,” adds Father. “Especially considering how generous and patient the Earl has been recently.” He pins me with a meaningful stare.

There’s no question what Father is talking about: the incident with the Soul Slasher demon. “So, the Earl spared my life, and now you’re raiding the royal vaults for him. Is that what we’re saying?”

All the Earls stare at us, wide-eyed with interest. The Acca commanders are keeping in formation—eyes front and crossbows lifted—but there’s no question in my mind that they are hanging on our every word.

It’s Mother who replies this time. “That’s exactly what we’re saying. And next time, the Earl has assured us that he won’t be so generous.” If you didn’t know my mother, you’d think her the image of calm at this moment. But I catch the slight tic at the side of her mouth. She’s seething inside right now.

“It’s all settled then,” says Father. “Please continue with the ceremony.”

Aldred then starts pulling one medal off the plate after another. It seems that none of them are, in fact, for his commanders. Instead, Aldred is awarding himself prizes. For his valor in fighting Reperio demons. For strength when confronting a rogue ghoul. And my favorite: for bravery in the battle of the evil Soul Slasher. If Aldred ever decides to wear all these medals, I doubt he’d stay upright from the additional weight.

I stand silently, allowing Aldred to get up a good head of steam before I cut him off. The Earl has just finished describing how he’s receiving a medal for courage in the face of obstinate nobility, when I raise my hand again.

“Excuse me,” I say.

Aldred flashes his courage medal at my face. “Does this bother you? I didn’t say what obstinate nobility I’d faced. It could have been anyone, you know. Don’t assume I meant you, although I certainly could have.” He laughs too loudly. “And besides, your father approved all these titles.”

“That’s not what I was about to comment on.” When I speak again, I take care to use a loud voice that carries across the practice grounds. “I should like to challenge you to a battle under the Archer’s Moon. If I win, I can receive any boon of my asking.”

“Boon?” asks Aldred.

“Yes, and the boon I request would be for you to end all claims to rights over leading troops into battle in general, and demon patrols in particular.”

A long pause follows with a silence so heavy, I can almost feel it press onto my rib cage, making it hard to breathe.

“Don’t you have anything to say?” I ask.

“Archer’s Moon.” Aldred rolls his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I hitch my thumb toward my cabin. “As you know, I have the book from your archives that spells it all out. I can bring it back here, if you like. A challenge under the Archer’s Moon cannot be refused. If I win, I can request anything at all, and you have to grant it.”

Aldred puffs out his cheeks, which is a sure sign that he’s thinking things through. His eyes darken when he realizes there is no way out of this. “Come to think of it, there is such a rule about the Archer’s Moon.”

“Glad we both remember it the same way.”

Aldred points right at my nose. “But as we both know, the Archer’s Moon took place days ago, during the battle of the Soul Slasher demon. I’m afraid your opportunity to cause me trouble has passed. And I can assure you that before the next Archer’s Moon, I’ll have that silly rule changed.” Aldred returns his attention to the silver platter. “Now, for my next medal—”

“One more thing,” I interrupt.

“What now?” Aldred’s jowls jiggle with anger. “You’re being rather rude, you know. I should get another medal for having to put up with you.”

During our lives, each of us can claim very few moments of pure joy. One of mine is about to happen. My heart soars as I speak these next words. “You’re mistaken. The Archer’s Moon is above us now.”

Aldred pauses, his hand halfway to the silver platter. “No, it’s not.” He scans the gray skies, searching for the status of the moon.

He won’t see the moon, either, which is all part of my plan. Too many clouds, as always.

“Purgatory is always cloudy,” I explain. “Here, you’ll never see the status of the moon by simply checking the sky. And since the moon appears on different cycles here, it requires other means to check its status.”

Aldred frowns. “Who thinks of things like that?”

I rock a bit on my heels. “Who, indeed?”

How I love it when a plan moves forward like clockwork.

I gesture toward Lucas, the Earl of Striga. “As the leading wizard in our lands, would you mind casting a quick spell to show us the state of Purgatory’s moon?”

Lucas shares my resentment of Aldred, on the sly, of course. The Earl of Striga steps forward. “As you command, my Prince.”

Like all witches and wizards of Striga, Lucas wears long purple robes with the insignia of a pentagram woven on his chest. Long gray braids trail down his back, the length decorated with beads of spell achievement. He lifts his hands under his chin.

“One.” He releases a slow breath over his open palms.

“Two.” Another breath.

“Three.” This time when Lucas exhales, his breath comes out as rings of purple smoke. Magic. The mist congeals onto his palms, taking the form of a lilac-colored dove. Lucas lifts his arms, and the dove flies off toward the skies.

Aldred folds his arms over his chest. “Is that it?”

Lucas tilts his head, making his dreads clink together behind him. “Give it a moment.”

The magic bird soars higher, its small form disappearing into the clouds. For a moment, it seems as if nothing will happen.

Then, a single point in the sky takes on a purple hue as well. From that one spot, the affect spreads out in concentric waves until the entire sky seems to be lilac-colored.

“You’ll scare the locals,” huffs Aldred.

Lucas sniffs. “I’m not a first-time mage. Only we can see this spell.”

The clouds grow thinner, the purple color fading into a single sheet of night sky. And there, hovering above our heads, hangs a thin moon.

An Archer’s Moon.

Aldred stomps his foot. “I know the status of the Archer’s Moon on Earth, like every self-respecting member of the House of Acca. But why would I care about Purgatory? The people here are all demons that we aren’t allowed to kill. It’s a wasteland for our kind, so why would I know if its moon moves on a different cycle? This is ridiculous.”

I focus on Aldred. “So, I take it that I’ve proven this is indeed an Archer’s Moon?”

The Earl of Acca narrows his eyes for a long moment. After that, his gaze widens. I know that look on Aldred. He’s come up with some way to turn this to his advantage…or so he thinks. “Yes, I am convinced. I accept your challenge.”

“Excellent.” I turn to Lucas. “You may end the spell.”

“As you command.” Lucas claps his hands. The sky returns to a purple color before returning to its typical sheet of gray.

I pull my baculum from their holster at the base of my spine. “Shall we?”

Aldred’s mouth twitches with a grin. “What did you say to me at the battle of the Soul Slasher? I have conditions.”

This is to be expected. Aldred would never fight me directly. I scan the faces of the Acca commanders. I wonder which one he will he choose to fight in his place.

“Name them,” I say.

“You must fight my commanders.”

“Which one?”

“All of them.”

I frown. Perhaps I didn’t hear him correctly. “Did you say all of them?”

“Yes, Acca tradition allows for multiple combatants, so long as they are all in the same fighting ground. And I name all my commanders.”

My breath catches. All his commanders? I hadn’t expected that move. It can’t be legal. My mind spins through everything I know of obscure Acca house laws. “There’s no law that states you can do that.”

“True. But there’s no law that says I can’t, so I just made it up.” Aldred picks up another medal from the platter. “That’s another one of my rights, you know.”

Father pipes up. “He can make laws on the fly, so long as they don’t contradict current house legislation.”

I glare in my father’s direction. “Thank you for clarifying.” I’ve felt frustrated with my father before, but never anything like the all-consuming mixture of rage and despair that consumes me now. For his part, Father has the decency to stare at his boots once more.

How can I do this without my parents’ support? I look over to Mother. She still has that damned tic by her mouth, but she isn’t saying anything, either.

Aldred exhales a long-suffering sigh. “Let us now return to the real ceremony. If there are no further interruptions, I won’t even execute young Lincoln for trying to take away my demon patrol rights.” Looking at me, he raises his pointer and middle fingers. “That’s two times I’ll have spared your life in one month. Don’t forget it.”

I don’t know what to say. This is some kind of nightmare. Standing in front of all the Earls and Acca commanders as my family kowtows to Aldred. Perhaps I should simply give up. If the Acca commanders don’t seem to care about their own lives, why should I?

Aldred returns to awarding himself medals. The practice grounds take on a dream-like sheen. Memories from the Soul Slasher demon ricochet in my mind. I picture the innocent-looking she-demon. How Aldred summoned his warriors to charge. And the pitiful screams from the Acca warriors.

I glance over to the line of Acca commanders. Lothar is there, staring at me with a pleading look in his once-stern eyes. I can hear his thoughts in my mind, as clearly as if he were speaking them out loud.

If I give up now, his life might be next.

There’s no way I can stand by and allow this to happen.

When I say my next words, I make sure to lock with Aldred’s gaze. “I accept your challenge.”

Aldred had been droning on. When I interrupt him again, he almost chokes. “Wait, what?”

“You heard me. I will take on all your commanders.”

“And you didn’t hear all I had to say,” continues Aldred. “You will fight my commanders to the death.”

“As of this moment, you rule your commanders but not me. You can order your warriors to attempt to kill me, but I won’t do the same. As long as they are down and no longer fighting, I’ll consider it a win.”

Aldred waves his hand. “As you wish. It only makes success all the harder for you.”

Mother marches toward us. “I’ve kept my peace about this fiasco, but now? You’re actually sending in twenty warriors against my boy? And all of them have murder on their minds? You can’t be serious.”

Aldred sets his fists on his hips. “I’ve made it perfectly clear to both of you that my demon patrol rights are sacrosanct. And yet, not once, but twice I’ve let your son go. Now this is his choice. Not mine.”

Mother rounds on me. “You can’t do this, Lincoln.” Her mismatched eyes are lined with tears. The sight makes my heart feel ready to shatter.

When I speak again, I take care to keep my voice low and gentle. “Do you really think you can talk me out of it?”

Mother huffs out a long breath. “No, of course not.” She wipes her cheeks with her fingertips. “You’re nothing but a bullheaded ninny.”

“On that, we both agree.” I pull her in a hug and whisper in a voice only she can hear, “I’ve planned for this, Mother. I’ll be fine.”

Of course, I don’t add in that I planned for one warrior, not twenty.

“You better be,” she replies. “Or I’ll bathe this field in Aldred’s blood.”

I can’t help but smile. I really do have the finest mother imaginable.

Stepping away from Mother, I return my attention to Aldred. “Let’s begin.”

Aldred grins in a way that’s the definition of the word smug. “My commanders,” he calls. “Attack!”

The twenty warriors break formation, coming at me in a great mass. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I can feel part of my consciousness running through how I fought each warrior in hand-to-hand training. That section of me is weighing out the likelihood of different attacks and countermeasures based on the particular warrior.

But that stream of thought is a low hum in the background of my thoughts. What most of me can focus on is the number of warriors as they approach. My reaction to their attacks becomes instinctive response fueled by past knowledge. I can only hope it’s enough to keep me alive.

The first warriors approach.

Twenty, nineteen.

I race for them, but at the last minute fall down to my knees into the mud. My momentum keeps propelling me forward as I slide between the two fighters. Once I’m close to the ground, I ignite my baculum as a pair of short swords, stretch my arms out, and slice the fighters’ Achilles tendons. They fall to the ground. I follow up with a quick blow to the back of their heads.

Two down.

Next up: eighteen, seventeen.

This pair of fighters has pulled out their fancy metal crossbows. I transform my baculum into a pair of short whips and flick my wrists. The baculum-whips wind about the weapons, securing them to my line. Rotating my arms, I send my whips—and the attached crossbows—into a great arc that ends with the weapons slamming into the heads of their owners. The Acca warriors fall over unconscious.

Two more down.

Now, fighters sixteen to eleven come at me in a tightly-knit group. That’s six at once. I suppose they’ve figured out that attacking in pairs isn’t the smartest approach. I reignite my baculum, this time creating a fiery net between the two silver rods. I toss the net over the six warriors. It’s made of thin strands of calcified angelfire. The net may look thin, but you might as well try to shift your weight while lying under a boulder. No question about it—those warriors will stay down for the fight.

It also means I no longer can use my baculum.

The next five warriors pause at a distance. That means fighters ten to five have figured out that I’m better at hand-to-hand than they are. Clever. They line up their crossbows.

Not so long ago, Zachary said I moved fast enough to catch lightning. Now, I need to see if I can do the same with crossbow bolts. I race over to one of the unconscious warriors, pick up his crossbow, and start shooting, rapid fire. I wound each fighter in the thigh as I race toward them. Once I’m close enough, I knock them out with a series of blows to their heads.

One thing I will say for these metal crossbows, they also deliver excellent club-action when you need to smack someone unconscious.

Four, three, and two leap over their fallen comrades to come at me. One tears my crossbow-club from my hands, so I’m left with no weapons.

Fists it is.

What comes next is nothing but a traditional, hand-to-hand and mud-filled fistfight. I take a punch to the ribs. An uppercut to my chin. Someone slams me so hard in my head, my ears start to ring.

For the first time, I start to consider that I could really lose my life.

Fear and adrenaline give me new focus. Suddenly, there’s nothing but the impacts of fists and feet as I punch and knee-kick every warrior who dares to get close to me. Someone shoots a bolt through my upper arm. I don’t even notice the pain.

When the frenzy leaves my mind, there are nineteen downed warriors on the field. All of them are unconscious. Only one is left standing.

Lothar.

This is the same warrior I spent the most time training. He’s also the one who caught my gaze and inspired me to fight the nineteen others.

What will he do now?

Lothar raises his crossbow and points it directly at my chest. He seems to move in slow motion as he marches across the muddy ground. There’s a cacophony of voices behind me. I hear my parents, Aldred, and even some of the Earls. The warriors still trapped under my baculum net shout out encouragement.

“Get him, Lothar!”

“Kill!”

Even so, Lothar doesn’t shoot. He keeps his steady tread toward me. Once we’re an arm’s length apart, he stops. My upper arm and thigh burn with pain. Something in my jaw feels shattered. If Lothar decides to shoot, I’m not sure what I could do.

Lothar reaches forward, grabs my wrist, and pulls it up to his shoulder. He speaks one word in his deeply accented voice.

“Pinch.”

A sense of peace flows through my soul. After all this sacrifice, Lothar is now asking me to pinch the nerve that could make him pass out. He isn’t even going to fight me. I apply pressure to the spot, and Lothar falls over like a sack of flour.

The moment Lothar falls, the cheering stops. Everyone seems to freeze in place, their gazes locked on Lothar, and then on me.

Pain radiates down my neck and limbs. Every muscle in my body screams with hurt. It takes a conscious effort to turn around and face Aldred. “Now,” I say in a loud and clear voice. “I’d like my boon.”

“Absolutely.” That sneaky gleam is back in Aldred’s eyes, though. He’s nowhere near ready to give up. “You’re injured, my lad. Perhaps we should finish this later.”

I limp across the muddy field. Every step is a lesson in agony. I pause when I’m nose to jowls with Aldred. “We do this now.”

“You’ve bested my men.” Aldred grins a too-wide smile. “Let’s have a shake, and you can have your boon.”

Aldred reaches for me. A glint of thin metal shines from the hem of his tunic sleeve. Ah, I remember this particular move from my training with Lothar. Somehow, I find enough energy for one more round of hand-to-hand combat. I flip Aldred around, press his arm behind his back, and squeeze.

“Let me go!”

“Drop it.”

“Drop what?”

I press harder until I hear the telltale snap of a broken bone.

“Argh!” Aldred howls like an animal, but he does drop the poisoned dart he’d been hiding in his sleeve. If we had shaken hands, all he would have needed to do was scratch me, and I’d be dead. Once the dart falls into the dirt, I crush it under my boot.

“Now, my good Earl. Let’s discuss this boon. You—and every Earl of Acca after you—will give up rights to lead your army in any way, shape, or form without permission from the crown.”

“Sure, whatever you say.” Those are Aldred’s words, but I know his mind. He’ll never give up control.

“I’m glad you agree.” I gesture back to Lucas. “How fortunate that you invited the Earl of Striga here tonight. He can cast a binding spell.”

Lucas almost skips to our side, he’s so pleased to cast this particular spell. The other earls look carefully neutral. My parents are beaming. Sometimes, I wonder what kind of leverage Aldred uses on my father. Mother and I have tried for years to figure it out. Seeing the pure joy on Father’s face right now, it’s clear that he loathes Aldred as much as I do. It’s a mystery, but it’s one that’s proven unsolvable. It’s certainly nothing I’ll figure out right now.

Besides, I have far better things to do, like watch Lucas cast his binding spell. Despite the pain of my injuries, a warm sense of satisfaction spreads through my limbs.

I’m definitely going to enjoy this.

Lucas steps forward. Aldred takes a decided step away. “Come to think of it, I’m not feeling well myself.”

“Don’t worry,” says Lucas. “This won’t hurt. Much.” He reaches into the long sleeve of his wizard robes and pulls out a handful of what looks like purple confetti. Lucas sets the confetti on his palm.

I purse my lips. Magic confetti. That’s new.

Lucas exhales across the tiny bits of paper. The confetti comes alive, moving in a great whirl. Lucas snaps his fingers, and the small tornado of magical paper spins over to Aldred and plasters across him. He reminds me of a mummy wrapped in lilac-colored linen. It’s rather bizarre and fitting, all at once.

“Repeat after me,” says Lucas. “I will never lead my warriors into battle again.”

“I will never lead my warriors into battle again.”

A weight of worry and sorrow seeps from my bones. It’s over. No more Acca warriors will die needless deaths at Aldred’s hands. I exhale a long breath.

Yes.

Lucas purses his lips. “Ah, well. Might as well fix you all up while I’m at it.” He waves his hand, and some of the confetti seeps into Aldred’s broken arm. More of the enchanted paper flies at the Acca warriors, soaking into their bodies and healing them up. A final cluster zips over in my direction, where it attaches to my skin and sinks in as well. Within seconds, the wounds in my limbs are gone. My jaw has never felt better.

The Acca commanders all rise from the mud with confused looks on their faces. Lucas claps his hands, and the remainder of the purple confetti disappears.

I grin at Lucas. “Thank you.”

“Anytime.” He winks. “Care to share a cup of mead?”

I’m about to agree to the idea when Aldred starts bellowing. “Argh!” He reminds me of some kind of human pirate, only with a belly paunch and bad comb-over. “This is my celebration and it’s ruined.” Aldred marches over to one of the feasting tables and topples the thing over in the mud. “Everyone must go!”

As reactions go, I really couldn’t have hoped for more. He really is taking this poorly. Aldred marches off the practice grounds, waving his arms as he goes. “This way, Connor!”

Across the grounds, Father kisses Mother on the cheek. They share a long look that’s a mixture of sorrow, love, and forgiveness. I’ve seen it many times in my life. After that, Father stomps off to follow Aldred through the mud. No doubt, my father will spend the next few hours soothing Aldred’s ego. All the other Earls follow their king.

Mother and I are the only ones left. She’s back to being the Queen of the Poker Face. There’s no reading Mother’s expression when she crosses the grounds to give me a peck on the cheek. “You did well, my son.”

“Thank you, Mother.”

Her eyes narrow a fraction. “You know what Aldred is going to want now.”

“I do. The marriage treaty.”

“He’ll see it as a way to make your life miserable.” Mother’s mouth thins to a determined line. “I’m no longer certain that alliance is a good idea.”

“I will always do my duty.”

She shakes her head. “Sometimes, I wish you weren’t so damned noble.”

I grin. “I’ll try to expand my troublemaking skills.”

“Do that.” She straightens out the folds of her black gown. “I assume you don’t wish to join us with Aldred?”

“I’d rather have another crossbow bolt shot through my leg.”

“Well said, my son.” She turns and marches off through the mud as well.

Soon, I’m alone on the empty practice ground. I should feel happy. After all, all my plans have worked. I saved lives tonight. Months of reading and preparation have paid off.

Still, it all feels hollow somehow.

For a long moment, it’s completely quiet on the practice ground. There’s only me and the half-ruined celebration.

From the woods, I hear a girl’s voice. “Ow, ooh, ow. Freaking Doxy demons.”

My heart lightens. Can it be?

“Hells bells. Doxy demons, get over here. Enough already.” The voice gets louder. “Ow. Bitey-biter. See the nice horsehair tail? This way, stupid. Over here, ow, fuck!”

All of a sudden, a figure steps onto the practice grounds. It’s a human-ish shape covered head to toe in Doxy demons. Even more of the little monsters flutter around the body in a whirlwind of activity.

It’s my mystery girl. I know it. And Heaven help me, I could cheer for joy.

The little monsters’ wing flap as she races past me, knocks over a feasting table with a very loud ‘ow fuck,’ and then runs off into the forest again.

I nod and smile. My mystery girl is correct; that particular path through the trees is the fastest route to the lake.

After she’s gone, I stare at the spot where she disappeared. Perhaps I should follow. After all, it’s part of my duty to make sure I watch an excellent warrior do her best against a demon horde.

That’s right. That’s all I’m thinking about. Learning some demon fighting tricks, nothing more. And once I find her, I’ll merely watch her from afar. That’s all. Seeing her again will ensure that all this mushy love stuff will be out of my system forever. After all, I am Lincoln Vidar Osric Aquilus, High Prince of the Thrax and I am no slave to my heart.

I can stop obsessing about this girl.

At least, I think I can.

Her laughter sounds again, and I race off into the woods. And for the first time in ages, I rush off into the unknown and smile, picturing my mystery warrior laughing and fighting. Perhaps definitions of duty can change, after all.

The End
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It’s been one month, three days, and six hours since I last ‘got my gladiator on’ and battled in the Arena. Not that I’m obsessing or anything. Sure, I can sneak in and watch someone else fight, but that’s a snore.

I roll over on my dingy bed, scooch under the drab covers, and watch the gray drizzle outside my window. Mondays are the pits.

Mom’s voice echoes into my bedroom. “Time to get up! You don’t want to be late for school, do you, honey?”

I roll my eyes. Of course, I want to be late for school.

Raising my head, I open my mouth to say just that, and then decide against it. Instead, I bite my lower lip, yank the pillow over my head and groan. Loudly.

“Don’t make noises at me, young lady.” Mom rustles papers in the kitchen. “I’ve a letter right here. You’re on something called the Official Watch List for Unreasonable Tardiness.” Her footsteps echo down the hall and pause outside my room. “You’ll be suspended from high school at this rate. What do you think about that?”

I peep out from under my pillow. Mom looms in my doorway, her fist set on her hip. She’s a quasi-demon like me, so she resembles a lovely human with a curvy figure, amber skin, chocolate-brown eyes, and chestnut hair that falls in waves over her shoulders. All quasis have a tail; Mom and I both sport the long and pointed variety. The big differences between us are laugh lines, some grey hair and our opinion of what’s ‘dangerous’ for eighteen-year olds.

I fluff the pillow and slide it under my noggin. Being suspended means no school. Maybe even catching a few Arena matches on the sly. I wag my eyebrows. “And suspension would be bad because?”

“I’d make it that way.”

Ugh. She would, too.

Off go my covers. “This is me getting up.”

“Good.” Mom stomps away.

I shower, pull on some sweats, and sleepwalk into the kitchen, seeing the familiar lime-green appliances, mismatched furniture, and peeling linoleum tile. Everything looks peaceful, quiet, and empty. Another typical Monday morning before another average day at school. BO-ring. I’ll have to charm Walker into taking me to the Arena later. Until I’m called to fight again, it’s better than nothing.

A thick white envelope sits at the center of the kitchen table. I scoop up and read: “To the Quasi-Demon, Miss Myla Lewis, 666 Dante Row, Purgatory.” I lick my thumb and run it over the loopy calligraphy. Real ink. My long black tail flicks in a nervous rhythm.

Frowning, I tap the unopened letter against my palm. No one sends me fancy stuff like this. In a blur of motion, my tail darts across my torso, grips the envelope with its arrowhead-shaped end, and tries pulling it from my fingers.

“Hey now!” My tail’s always had a mind of its own. For some reason, it’s decided this letter is dangerous. I jerk the envelope out of reach, but not before one corner gets totally shredded. “Now, look what you did.” My tail slinks behind me to curl guiltily about my ankle.

I reread the outside of the letter. Nothing here to worry about. I am a quasi-demon (mostly human with a little demon DNA). I’ve spent all eighteen years of my life in Purgatory (where human souls get judged for Heaven or Hell, aka the most boring place in the history of ever). This letter’s like dozens of others that hit our doorstep each week. Why’s my tail on a mission to trash this thing? It looks like an invitation to some kind of fancy party. My tail loves to cause trouble at any kind of gathering.

I stare at the words again, feeling like they should read:

“Open this to turn your life upside-down and your heart into mush.”

Clearly, I’m having an off-morning.

I slip the envelope-slash-time-bomb into my mangy backpack. I’ll read it later at school.

Mom steps into the kitchen. “How’s my sweet baby, Myla-la?” Yes, I’m eighteen years old and Mom still uses pet names from when I was three.

“I’m good.” I open a cabinet and pull down a box of Frankenberry cereal.

Mom eyes my every movement, her forehead creasing with worry.

“Did you sleep well last night, Myla?”

Oh, no. Here it comes. I square my shoulders and mentally prepare my ‘I’m so very-very caaaaaaalm’ voice. “Absolutely.” Nailed it.

“Any bad dreams?”

“Nope.” The ‘calm voice’ isn’t working so well this time.

“Hmm.” She taps her cheek. “Met anyone lately? Made any new friends?”

I grit my teeth. All my mornings start off with maternal interrogations like this one. I find it’s best to give soothing, one-word answers. “Negative.”

“No friends at all?”

“Only the same one since first grade.” I raise my spoon for emphasis. “Cissy.”

“That’s good.” She offers me a shaky grin. “You’re safe.”

I shoot her a hearty thumbs-up. Today’s cross-examination ended relatively quickly; maybe Mom’s getting less overprotective. A grin tugs at the corner of my mouth.

“More than safe.” I speed-chop the air, karate-style. “I’m a lean, mean, Arena-fighting machine.” Wincing, I freeze mid-chop. How could I be so dumb? Mom loses her freaking mind whenever I say the word ‘Arena.’

There’s a pause that lasts a million years while Mom stares at me, her face unreadable. Finally, she moves. But, instead of jumping around in hysterics, she flips about and rifles through cabinets in search of a coffee mug.

Wait a second.

This morning Mom cut her interrogation short and she didn’t panic when I said the word ‘Arena.’ I wind my lips into an even-wider grin. Sweeeet. Things could be changing, after all.

Leaning back in my chair, I watch Mom pour coffee. I know she goes overboard because it’s just me, her, and this nasty gray ranch house. I have no brothers, sisters, or straight answers about who my father is, except that he’s some kind of diplomat. Add it all up and Mom’s a wee bit clingy.

Or, at least, she used to be. I drum my fingers on the Formica. A less overprotective Mom opens up all sorts of possibilities. I could watch more matches. I could fight in more matches. I could develop interests in things other than the Arena.

Eh, maybe it’s a ‘no’ on that last thing.

Mom slides into the chair across from mine, her large brown eyes watching me through the wisps of steam curling from her mug. “Want a ride to school today? I don’t mind waiting outside the door.” A muscle twitches at the corner of her eye. “You know, in case anything happens.”

My heart sinks to my toes. Then again, maybe Mom’s worse than ever.

“Uhhhh.” My mouth falls so far open, some Frankenberry rolls off my tongue and onto the tabletop. Did she really offer to stand outside school all day long ‘in case anything happens?’ Cissy told me how parents get extra-twitchy during senior year. A shiver rattles my spine. My Mom plus ‘extra-twitchy’ equals a huge nightmare.

I force a few deep breaths. “Thanks for the offer.” It’s getting really hard to keep my ‘calm voice’ handy. “I’ll pass this time.”

Suddenly, the air crackles with energy. A black hole seven feet high and four feet wide appears in the center of the kitchen.

Out of the void steps a ghoul.

My fingers twiddle in his direction. “Hey, Walker.” Technically, he’s named WKR-7, but I’ve called him Walker for as long as I can remember.

“Good morning.” Walker nods his skull-like head. If he were a few inches taller, the movement would knock his cranium through ceiling, and he’s on the short side for a ghoul. It’s a mystery how Walker and the rest of the undeadlies handle an eternity of being so crazy-tall.

Walker pulls back his low-hanging hood, showing pale, almost colorless skin and a strong bone structure. He sports the same hairstyle from the day he died: a brush cut with sideburns and no beard. Great black eyes peep at me from deep sockets.

I grin. It’s nice to have Walker around. Most ghouls are obsessed with rules and act irritating as Hell. But Walker? He pushes boundaries like a pro, especially when it comes to sneaking me into the Arena. Having him around is like having a cute and somewhat sneaky older brother, only one without a pulse.

“Be careful, Myla.” Walker’s thin lips droop into a frown. “That’s no way to greet your overlords. I don’t mind, but other ghouls could send you to a re-education camp.”

I roll my eyes. Purgatory is one massive bureaucracy with the charm of suburbia and the fun of a minimum-security prison. All the work’s done by unpaid quasis like me (we’re not allowed to call ourselves ‘prisoners’). Ghouls keep us in line and make sure we’re–cough, cough–super happy in our service.

I’m ready to complain about all this to Walker for the millionth time when Mom pipes into the conversation.

“Greetings, my beloved overlord.” She’s laying it on thick to make up for my sloppy hello. “Want some decaf?” She bows.

Walker nods; ghouls love java.

Mom picks up one of Walker’s loopy sleeves, rubbing the fabric between her fingertips. “This is a little threadbare. Are you here for a new one?” All quasis must perform a service; Mom sews and mends robes. It could be worse. My friend Cissy’s mom is a ghoul proctologist.

“No, thank you.” Walker eyes the coffee pot greedily.

Mom hands him a full mug marked ‘Afterlife’s Greatest Ghoul.’ Her chocolate eyes nervously scan his face. “What service do you require then?”

Walker frowns. “Myla must battle in the Arena today.”

A huge grin spreads across my face. When human souls reach Purgatory, they’re given a choice: trial by jury, or trial by combat. Based on the result, they end up either happily floating around Heaven or having their souls consumed in Hell. If the human selects a trial by jury, then it’s someone else’s problem. But if they choose combat–and the combatant in question is totally evil–then someone like Walker ends up in the kitchen of someone like me. I’m one of a few dozen quasis who kick butt. Literally.

I jump to my feet and clear off my bowl. “Now, this is what I call a Happy Monday.”

Mom steps back. “You’re sending Myla off to fight today? You can’t.” She leans against the countertop for support. “Every time she goes, she risks her life.” A muscle twitches by her mouth. “Those battles are to the death.”

I stifle a moan. Mom always focuses on the whole ‘to the death’ thing like it’s the first time she’s learned how matches work. Hell, I’ve battled in the Arena since I was twelve and have yet to get a scratch. You’d think the drama would tone down over the years.

Panting, Mom points to a tattered calendar by the door. “My little one fought a month ago. She serves once every three months, right?”

I raise my hand. “It’s not a problem. I’m up for this. Totally.”

Mom flashes me a desperate look. “I know that.” She grips the countertop like she’ll pull it out of the wall. “Please, Walker, tell me it’s a mistake.”

Walker’s black eyes fill with understanding. “Myla must serve today. There’s a spike in Arena matches; all fighters have extra battles.”

Mom stares at Walker, her jaw grinding out silent rebuttals. After a few moments, she presses her palms to her face, a low sigh escaping her lips. I frown. She’s hitting a new level of drama this morning.

Walker shoots me the barest wink. I fight the urge to smile, knowing it means one thing: there’s no across-the-boards spike in Arena matches. Purgatory must have an uber-evil soul on their hands, the worst of the absolute worst, and they need their best fighter on it.

That would be me.

Mom shakes her head from side to side. “All those demons and angels. Promise me, you’ll keep her away from ‘danger.’” She puts special emphasis on the word ‘danger.’

“I always do, Camilla.”

Mom releases her death-grip from the counter. “Of course.”

My back teeth lock. Mom’s always going on about protecting me from angels and demons. The demons I understand, but angels? Come on.

I zip up my gray hoodie. “Time to trash some evildoers.” Stepping to Walker’s side, I wait for transport to the Arena.

Mom’s hand lightly touches her throat. “Be safe!”

“I’ll be super-safe, don’t you worry.”

“And don’t be late for school.”

I slap on a smile. “On it, Mom.”

Walker bows his head. “Stand back, I’ll summon a portal.” A new black hole appears in the center of the kitchen. I glance into the darkness, feeling the Frankenberry in my belly come up for a repeat performance. Using a portal feels like tumbling through empty space with a killer case of the stomach flu. Helpful safety tip: hold a ghoul’s hand or you’ll fall forever.

Taking a deep breath, I grab Walker’s chilly fingers so tightly, I’d cut off his blood flow, if he had any. Together, we step into the portal, topple through nothingness, and walk out again onto the sandy earth of the Arena floor. I try my best to look ready-for-battle instead of ready-to-puke.

Walker offers me a sympathetic glance. “Shall we find a place to sit?”

“Nah, I’m fine, thanks.” I scan the open-air stadium around me. The Arena’s a nasty old ruin, all chipped gray rock and busted sandstone columns. How the place stays upright is a total mystery. The fighting floor is one huge uneven clod of dirt, the bleachers are basically rubble, and the entire top level looks ready to collapse.

I freaking love it here.

The stands lie open and empty, except for a few quasis. They’re all fighters like me, trying to catch someone else’s match. Mom used to attend too, but all the moaning and gasping got so out of hand, she was banned ages ago. I can’t say I was bummed. Nothing like having your Mom yell ‘Baby, don’t diiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie’ when you’re twelve and fighting a demon for the first time.

A gravelly voice echoes through the air. “Greetings, slave.” The word ‘slave’ is said with particular venom.

Every muscle in my body goes on alert. I’d know that voice anywhere, and I absolutely loathe its owner. I scrape lint from under my fingernails and pretend not to notice the seven-foot tall ghoul looming behind me.

Walker steps between us. “Greetings, SKE-12.”

My mouth winds into a mischievous grin. “Hey, Sharkie.’” SKE-12 hates his nickname, so I work it into every encounter.

Sharkie frowns. “My name is SKE-12, slave.”

Walker sets his hand on my shoulder, gently guiding me so I stand face-to-navel with Sharkie, master of Arena ceremonies and all-around dickhead. He hasn’t changed a bit since my last match, not that ghouls often do. He’s gray-skinned with large coal-black eyes, a skull-like hole for a nose, and teeth that have been filed to tiny points. His long silver robes hang in tatters; a tall black staff is gripped in his bony hand.

Walker gives my shoulder a squeeze. “Myla was just about to greet her ghoul overlord properly, weren’t you, Myla?” Standing next to Sharkie, even Walker looks vertically challenged.

“My bad.” I bow extra-low. “Greetings, SKE-12.”

His buggy black eyes narrow into slits. Sharkie always knows when I’m making fun of him, and it drives him crazy. “I’ll have no mischief from you today.”

I bow again, even lower this time. “Yes, I’m fresh out.”

Sharkie turns to Walker, his black eyes flaring bright red. “Control her.” His gaze swings back to me. “We’ve an especially evil human soul fighting today. I hope to watch you die at last.”

I pick something off my molar with my pinky. “I’m sure you do.”

Sharkie steps closer, his pointy teeth click-clacking as he speaks. “The soul you fight today is so evil, the angels have begged the Great Scala to stand by, ready to transport him to Hell the moment he’s defeated. Which will never happen.” He leans in closer. “You. Are. Doomed.”

My brows pop up. Normally, the Scala migrates tons of souls at once in what’s called an iconigration. For this guy to get solo treatment, he must be a SUPER nasty. Fun. “Bring it on, Shar–.”

Walker grabs my elbow. “Look, Myla! Your friends are here!” He points across the stadium floor. “We must depart.” He bows once more to Sharkie. “Excuse us.” As we speed-walk away, Walker whispers in my ear. “If I weren’t already dead, I’d have had a heart attack just now.”

“Eh, Sharkie’s harmless.”

“Because I placate him for you.” He shoots me a sly look. “Why must you always taunt him?”

“Not sure.” I shrug. “It’s a hobby.” A few yards ahead stands a ghoul named XP-22, and a hovering green blob that’s Sheila, the Limus demon.

I shoot Sheila a friendly wave. “Hey Shiel, how are the kids?” Sheila’s nice, so long as you don’t stand close enough for her to swallow you whole. XP-22, on the other hand, is a total drip. I don’t even glance in his direction.

“The kids are good, Myla, getting bigger every day…Just like you.” Sheila’s entire body shivers, which is a little scary since she’s six feet tall, three feet wide, and has fourteen red eyes the size of tennis balls. “It seems like yesterday you were twelve and about to fight your first demon.” Her huge gaping mouth twists into a grin. “How old are you now, honey?”

“Eighteen.”

A blob-like arm stretches out from Sheila’s side, lengthening into a gooey hand with eighteen long fingers. “Almost grown up! Have you been assigned your service yet?” ‘Assigning your service’ is ghoul-speak for locking a quasi into a life-long job after high school. We’re not allowed to call it ‘prison labor.’ I shiver. There are some mighty foul careers out there too, like the infamous anal probe development lab.

Before I can reply to Sheila’s question, Sharkie thumps his staff against the ground.

“Attention!” Sharkie raises his arms, his ragged gray robes swaying in slow, ghostly motions. Beneath his huge hood, his eyes shine as two points of red light.

Sheila waves her eighteen-fingered hand in my direction. “Well, what’ll your service be? Port-a-Potty Squad? Greeter at Ghoul-Mart?”

Pointing to Sharkie, I make a ‘sh’ face to Sheila. It’s rude to talk once the ceremony starts, plus I hate answering the whole ‘what’ll your service be’ question. Sheila nods and oozes away. Bonus.

THUD. THUD. THUD. THUD. Sharkie thumps his staff four more times. “I bring you the Oligarchy!”

Four ghouls in scarlet robes appear along the top tier of the stadium, one at each point of the compass. Called the Oligarchy, they rule Purgatory as one collective mind, and a not-so-creative mind too, based on how they name ghouls.

In one motion, the Oligarchy close their eyes, bow their gray heads, and open a series of massive portals around the lip of the stadium. Angels and demons appear in the dark openings, and then stream down the uneven stone steps in one great wave.

The angels take their seats in an orderly line, their bodies coming in many shapes, sizes and colors. All have massive white wings, floor-length linen robes, little open-toed sandals, and eyes that glow with an unearthly blue light. They can hide their wings if they want to, but they keep them out for important occasions, like watching Arena fights.

In other words, angels are cool.

On the other side of the stadium, the demons move in a frenzied pack, roaring in a mad rush for the best seats. Large, furry creatures stomp along next to small and slimy monsters. Tiny, spiked demons zoom above their heads. Eye color is all they share in common: black stands for ‘neutral’ while red means ‘run for the hills.’

As I watch them scramble over each other, my head shakes from side to side. Demons are cool too, but only when I get to kill them.

The lively hum of stadium chatter collapses into anxious silence.

She is coming.

I scan the top level of the Arena. The four great portals stand empty and dark. Acting in unison, the Oligarchy ghouls lower their heads. A low hum fills the air. Pale yellow light glimmers in the eastern portal; all eyes turn in that direction. A figure in white appears in the darkened entryway. My breath catches.

This is Verus, Queen of the Angels.

She stands willowy and tall with long black hair, high cheekbones, and exotic, almond-shaped eyes. She’s timeless, beautiful, and more than a little bit frightening. Sometimes she watches me so carefully during matches, it gives me the creeps.

Beside her stands a short-ish ghoul with a handsome face, square jaw, and large black eyes.

I elbow Walker in the ribs. “That guy could be your brother.”

He looks up, smiles. “You don’t say.”

“I did say.” I glance at him out of my right eye. “So, is he?”

“You know your mother doesn’t allow me to share personal information.” He shoots me a sympathetic smile. “Take it up with her later.” He clears his throat and rocks a bit on his heels. “When I’m not around, if you don’t mind.”

My ‘why don’t you tell me anything’ fights with Mom are nothing short of legend. I stick out my tongue at Walker. “Fine. I will.”

Verus steps onto her balcony, a small entourage behind her. As she slips into a white stone throne, the stadium’s silence is ripped apart by howls and screeches. A new outline appears in the western portal: Armageddon, the King of Hell. He’s tall and lanky with black onyx skin that’s smooth as polished stone. A blade-like nose divides his long face, ending in a pointed chin. He scans the stadium, his eyes blazing as two searing points of scarlet light. A shiny black tuxedo hugs his wiry frame.

Unholy Hell. Every nerve ending in my body goes on alert. While Verus is a wee bit scary, Armageddon gives off a ‘greater demon’ aura. If you get too close (which has happened to me more than once), every cell in your body shudders with terror. But that’s not what really gets me about the King of Hell. Most demons are short-term thinkers. They want to kill your body and eat your soul, end of story. Not Armageddon. He planned for years to take over both Hell and Purgatory. That kind of craftiness brings evil to a new level.

Armageddon saunters away from the portal, a large entourage of gorilla-like Manus demons behind him. The Oligarchy collapse onto their knees as he passes by, their movements reminding me of marionettes whose strings are cut. Their deep voices echo through the stadium. “We praise thee, Great King.” The ghouls may rule us in name, but everyone knows who really runs the show.

Without so much as a glance toward the Oligarchy, Armageddon speeds onto the balcony across from Verus, his entourage close behind him. The King of Hell slips into his own black stone throne.

Sharkie thumps his staff again. “Ghouls, demons, and angels!” The stadium falls silent.

I glance at my watch and grin. Right now, I should be in homeroom.

With a flourish of his bony arm, Sharkie gestures to the four scarlet-robed ghouls standing along the stadium’s top level. “Today, the Oligarchy bring you a spectacle of governing efficiency: an Arena battle to the death witnessed by the magnificent leader of our joint troops in the Ghoul Wars…The acclaimed liberator of all Purgatory…Armageddon!”

The demons positively lose their freaking minds in a deafening cheer. My upper lip twists. Screw Armageddon and his fake liberation of Purgatory. He handed us over to ghouls so we’d send more souls to Hell, pure and simple. It’s only when demon DNA mixes with a human that you get different powers. On their own, demons are mindless soul-munchers. My eyes flare red. I start to make a lewd hand gesture in Armageddon’s direction, but Walker snags my wrist before I get too far. He shoots me a stern look, mouthing the words ‘put a lid on it, Lewis.’

Nodding, I grip my hands behind my back. I’m enough of a warrior to know he’s right: taunting Armageddon is a B-A-D idea. I focus on the ground, force myself to breathe slowly, and try to keep my cool. My inner demon has a mind of its own with more than my tail. When my eyes flare red, it’s my demonic side getting rowdy. Sometimes, it’s a struggle to keep it in check.

From his great stone throne, Armageddon watches the frenzied demon crowd, his thin red lips curling upwards. He scans every face, soaking in each expression and nuance, weaving them all into some complex and dark plan.

I shiver. He’s being crafty again, and damn, that makes my skin crawl.

Raising his hand, Armageddon quiets the crowd. “Today’s soul was a favorite of mine on earth. Unbelievable strength. No capacity for conscience. Pure untainted evil. When he wins this battle—which he will, make no mistake—then we’ll finally have one of our own inside the gates of Heaven.” The dark seats howl with glee while the angels collectively shiver. Grinning, Armageddon retakes his seat.

All faces turn to the Angel Verus. She slowly rises to her feet, her white wings spreading regally behind her. She shouts one word: “NEVER!” The force of her yell sets columns rattling and rubble tumbling to the ground. Her gaze turns to me, eyes flashing bright. Armageddon follows suit, his irises glowing red as he scans me from head to toe. A satisfied smirk winds the corner of his mouth. I’ve seen that look on other faces; it’s the one that says ‘that little girl? Maybe she’s won before, but against this opponent? Are you serious?’

Which pisses me off, big time.

Sharkie thumps his staff again; a human soul appears nearby. In life, this ghost was a man about six feet tall with broad shoulders and two-hundred fifty pounds of solid muscle beneath them. Now he appears as a spectral version of his mortal self: a ghostly hulk whose pale body looks ready to burst from his faded jeans and dirty white t-shirt.

Sharkie addresses the spirit. “Vincent Francis Morris, you’ve chosen trial by combat, is this true?”

“The Choker. My name’s…The Choker.” Squinting his piggish eyes, the ghost flicks a fat tongue over his full lips.

“I will ask again.” Sharkie’s irises flare bright red. “Have you chosen trial by combat?”

The ghost curls his hands into fists. “Yes, combat.”

“Select your opponent.” Sharkie grins, his knife-like teeth glimmer in the pale light. “First, we offer XP-22.”

The Choker eyes our ‘fighting ghoul.’ With barely-there skin and the muscle tone of toilet paper, anyone could crush XP-22. In fact, the Choker would probably snap him in three seconds or less, but I don’t think he’ll choose to. Ghouls look mighty terrifying, even the weak ones. Most humans avoid them.

The Choker is no different. “I’ll pass.”

Sharkie moves his thin arm to the next figure in line. “Second, we offer Sheila, the Limus demon.”

Sheila’s fourteen red eyes whip about her upper body, finally stopping to glare at the ghostly human. She stretches wide the black hole that serves as her mouth, letting out a gurgling roar. When that girl puts her game on, she’s terrifying.

“Hmm.” The Choker’s beady eyes give Sheila a long stare; the entire Arena seems to hold its breath.

I glance at Sheila and shake my head. Limus demons are almost as easy to kill as XP-22. The trick is, they’re super-flammable. One match and you turn a six-foot monster into a puddle of harmless goo. But like XP-22, they look worse than they actually fight.

The Choker frowns. “Nope.”

“And third, we offer the quasi-demon, Myla.”

The Choker’s eyes slowly scan me from head to toe, his creepy gaze lingering on the curves under my t-shirt and sweats. Rage shoots up my spine. What a scumbag. If he stopped thinking with his pants for two seconds, he’d notice my demon tail instead of my boobs and butt. Some quasis get stuck with pig- or bunny-bottoms, but I hit the jackpot: the long and thin variety with an arrowhead end. Even better, it’s coated in dragon scales, so the thing’s nearly impossible to block or cut.

But the Choker isn’t being smart. He stares into my big watery brown eyes and long lashes; I shamelessly blink in fake-terror. For trial by combat to be valid, the soul must have a chance at winning. They get three options, two of which are relatively easy to defeat. Then, there’s me, the one nobody should pick. Except they always do.

“I choose her.” His thick mouth stretches into a vicious smile. “I’ll fight Myla.” In a low voice, he adds: “You’ll find out why they call me the Choker.”

I jam my hands in my pockets and fake-shiver. And you’ll find out why they called me to fight you, dickhead.

Sharkie thumps his staff on the ground again, and the ghostly Choker turns into two-hundred fifty pounds of real human. “So be it.”

“Here are the rules,” announces Sharkie. “Upon the count of three, you shall battle onto the death. If the Choker loses, he goes to Hell.” The angels look at me with encouraging glances. “If the Choker wins, he goes to Heaven.” The demons let out a deafening roar.

I watch the demons cheer, my hands balling into fists. Those freakies would love for a purely evil soul to enter Heaven. If a spirit has even a smidgeon of good in it, they ‘go angel’ once they cross the pearly gates. A purely evil soul could cause no end of trouble for the angels, and demons love trouble.

The crowd quiets into a nervous hush. Sharkie waves his hand; Sheila, Walker, and XP-22 make a hasty exit into an obliging archway. I hop from foot to foot and crack my neck. This will be a hoot.

Sharkie raises his arms. “The battle begins in 3, 2, 1!”

If your nickname is ‘the Choker,’ it doesn’t take a genius in battle strategy to predict your first move in a fight.

“I kiiiiiiiiiiiiiill you!” Sure enough, the Choker lunges for me with both hands outstretched, aiming directly for my throat.

That gets my demon up. Anger spikes along my spine as my attacker speeds toward me. Each step goes in what feels like slow motion. I look around helplessly as if I’m cornered instead of surrounded by an empty arena the size of a football field.

The Choker’s fingers brush my neck. My rage boils over. Jumping super-high, I haul up my knees, then kick my opponent squarely in the chest with both feet. The Choker falls flat on his back with a satisfying thud. Meanwhile, I use the momentum from my chest-kick to flip backwards into a somersault, landing right by his head.

Twisting my hips, I send my tail whipping toward my attacker’s boots, careful to loop the length around his ankles. Stepping backwards, I tighten my tail around the Choker’s feet and haul them up to his waist-level. The movement makes him curl his body so his hands rest right beside his ankles, which is exactly where I want them.

Shaking my hips again, I loop my tail around the Choker’s wrists, cinching together his ankles and hands.

I grin. This scumbag’s now hogtied.

The Choker’s face flushes red as he rocks on his back, trying to wriggle free from my tail’s grip. Not going to happen, buddy.

Tapping his boot with one finger, I whisper: “I beeeeeeeeeeat you.”

The Choker struggles in a losing battle against my tail. Sharkie raises his bony arms. “The human loses!”

The angels cheer while the demons act like someone knocked their collective ice cream cones on the pavement. Boos and hisses erupt from the dark seats. Turning to the angelic side of the stadium, I wave to my cheering fans.

Sharkie glares at me, his eyes flaring red. “How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t dawdle.”

Sharkie hates it when I get any positive attention, so I always drag my winning cheers out as long as possible. The emcee keeps glaring at me, his eyes glowing ever brighter. Meanwhile, I scratch my neck as the Choker struggles with my tail. I’m not ending this for another minute, minimum. Sharkie can kiss my butt.

Raising his staff, Sharkie brings the long handle down on the Choker’s chest, spiking it straight through his heart. The human twitches, then falls slack. A ghostly version of the Choker appears above his lifeless body.

Sharkie turns to me, his beady black eyes flaring bright red. “Next time, my staff skewers your heart, too.”

I open my yap, ready to tell Sharkie exactly what he can do with his staff, when the hairs on my neck prickle. Raising my head, I scan the stadium. Every face is focused on me. Verus’s eyes glow bright turquoise while a satisfied smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. Armageddon watches me with a curious interest, his right eyebrow cocked.

Time to vamoose. I don’t need any attention from those two.

“Excuse me. It’s time to call the Great Scala.” I bow low, turn on my heel, and jog into a nearby archway.

Walker waits there for me in the shadows. “Nice work.” He winks. “Hogtied is new.”

I bow slightly. “I’m trying to mix it up a bit.”

“On behalf of your audience, I appreciate the creativity.” He rubs his hands together. “Shall we depart?”

“Hmm.” Right now, I fall into the category of ‘incredibly late for school.’ I might as well make it count. “Nah.” I peep around the edge of the stone archway. “I want to see the Scala move a soul.” We don’t get monster truck rallies or boy band tours in Purgatory, so this is the closest to a spectacle that I ever get. No way am I missing it.

A muscle twitches along Walker’s jaw. “I promised to keep you out of danger.”

I roll my eyes. “Every time I finish a fight, you pull out the old ‘I promised your Mom I’d keep you safe’ speech, and try to talk me into going home. And every freaking time I talk you into letting me stay.” I elbow him in the arm. “You need some new shtick, my friend.”

Walker chuckles. “I’ll take it under advisement.”

Sharkie’s staff thuds on the ground, the noise echoing through the stadium. I peek toward the Arena floor. Sharkie stands alone on the grounds, his gray-skinned head bowed. “Bring him out.” In this case, ‘him’ is the Scala, the only creature that can permanently move a soul to Heaven or Hell. Otherwise, they can (and mostly do) escape.

The Arena falls silent, the air thickening with anticipation. My heart rate quickens. We’ve had the same Scala for hundreds of years now. He’s like the human’s Easter Bunny, Santa Claus, and Tooth Fairy all rolled into one. Seeing him is a huge deal. Picture the oldest, most wrinkly guy possible, then add a hundred years, a white robe and mind-boggling levels of power. That’s the Scala.

The sandy floor trembles beneath my feet. In the center of the Arena, a group of eight ghouls appear through a large portal, carrying an old man on what’s basically a fancy stretcher. The dude is ancient, crinkly, and only five feet tall. His white beard winds around his entire body.

Armageddon leans back into his dark throne, his eyes narrowing. Pure hatred rolls off him in waves. The King of Hell fathered the Scala, but the child chose to embrace his mother’s heritage as a thrax demon fighter. Armageddon never got over it.

Bit by bit, the Scala opens his eyes. Angels and demons alike fall silent. In a reedy voice that somehow carries throughout the stadium, the Scala asks in Latin: “Qui turbat Scala?”

A ghoul beside the Scala translates: “Who disturbs the Scala?”

The ghostly Choker looks still and disinterested, although beads of sweat glisten on his spectral cheek.

Sharkie bows low. “This soul has been defeated in a fair fight.” He gestures to the Choker. “We ask he be sentenced to Hell.”

The handler translates the response. The Scala nods feebly, raising his hand. Small bolts of lightning dance about his three-knuckled fingers.

“Parare ad ad infernum,” whispers the Scala.

“Prepare for Hell,” comes the translation.

Dozens of tiny lightning bolts whirl about the Scala’s withered hand. Igni. Miniscule elements of power that only he can summon.

So. Badass.

I lean against the stonewall and hug my elbows. “I love this bit.”

A smile sounds in Walker’s voice. “Me too.”

More igni appear, whirling about into a shaft of light about two feet high. A soul column. The pillar of brightness slides off the Scala’s stretcher, growing wider as it spins across the Arena floor.

The soul column surrounds the Choker’s ghostly legs. The spirit stands stunned as igni slowly climb up his body, each tiny lightning bolt swirling and diving around its neighbors like so many silver fish. For a moment the igni flare bright about the Choker’s body, then they all disappear. The damned soul vanishes to Hell.

I brush-slap my hands together in a gesture that says ‘my work here is done.’

Walker taps my shoulder. I turn my attention away from the Arena floor.

“Time to get you home, Myla.”

“Not so fast, mister.”

Walker grins. “Is this the part where you won’t leave until I agree to sneak you in to see some matches?”

He’s got me there. “Why, yes it is.” I purse my lips. My encyclopedic knowledge of demons and the Arena comes in super-handy during conversations like this one. “Some Cellula demons are being brought to the Arena next week. Suuuuuper-rare. They’re supposed to be semi-transparent and lit from within.” I twiddle my fingers on my belly as a visual aid. Walker’s a really good artist. Sometimes, he lets me keep his demon sketches too.

“Cellula, you say?”

Pay dirt. He must never have drawn these before. “Yup.”

“Deal.” He offers me his hand. “Now, I should get you to school.”

“I need to go home, actually. I still have to change and grab my stuff.” Which means I have more time-suck to enjoy before I actually have to get to class. Nice.

Walker lets out a dramatic sigh. “I’ll get an earful about you and the Tardy List.”

“You and me both.” I take his hand. “Let’s hit it.”

Walker bows his head, creating a portal nearby. My stomach turns queasy just looking at it. Together, we leave the Arena’s dirt floor, tumble through the portal’s darkness and then land on the ratty carpet in my living room. I stifle my puke reflex. Stupid portals.

Walker leans over, examining my face. “Are you alright, Myla?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I take a few deep breaths and clear my head. “Thanks.”

“Until next time.” He turns toward the open portal; I grab his sleeve.

“What?” My mouth winds with a crafty smile. “You won’t hang out with me and Mom while we discuss my awesome morning in the Arena?”

He shoots me a level stare. “Ah, no.”

“Chicken.”

“And proud.” He steps back through the opened portal and disappears.

I wish I could escape so easily. Straightening my shoulders, I prepare myself for the maternal inquisition, part deux. Usually, this flavor of interrogation starts with rapid-fire questions followed by slow hugs, sloppy tears, and loud exclamations of ‘I almost lost you, baby.’ If I’m lucky, I get homemade brownies out of it, too.

I grin. I’m feeling lucky.

End of Sample
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Dear Readers,

There’s a new ANGELBOUND OFFSPRING release coming! I am so freaking excited about this one, I can’t even TELL YOU! For those of you who have been following the series, this book tells the story of Portia and Tempest’s kids and YEAH YEAH YEAH! Check out the description below...

ZINNIA (Angelbound Offspring #3)

As the last dragon shifter, I live alone, hiding in one of Earth’s sacred deserts. My human handlers tell me that I have no parents, no name, and no purpose other than to train for battle and one day become a vessel for the reincarnation of Chimera, the greatest dragon shifter of all. Sadly, Chimera’s rebirth will mean my own death. But my handlers say this sacrifice is a noble fate that will rebuild the dragon shifter world.

I shall die on my seventeenth birthday. That’s five days from now.

Then I hear music thumping across the desert. I take my mortal form, follow the sound, and find humans dancing in what they call a rave. There is a stage and a rock band. One thing quickly becomes clear: Unlike the audience, the musicians are dragon shifters, just like me. And one of them, the guitar player Rhodes, makes my knees turn watery. The lead singer, Kaps, has something strangely familiar about her.

It all adds up to one conclusion: My handlers lied to me. I’m not the last of my kind. Memories reappear. I had parents once. Portia and Tempest. I even had a name. Zinnia. Perhaps I have a reason to live as well. I step past the dancing humans to confront the players.

I will find out the full truth, no matter what.

Order your copy of Zinnia today
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Christina Bauer thinks that fantasy books are like bacon: they just make life better. All of which is why she writes romance novels that feature demons, dragons, wizards, witches, elves, elementals, and a bunch of random stuff that she brainstorms while riding the Boston T. Oh, and she includes lots of humor and kick-ass chicks, too. Christina lives in Newton, MA with her husband, son, and semi-insane golden retriever, Ruby.
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Web site: http://monsterhousebooks.com/authors/cbauer
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