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Void Domain, Book 08


Chapter 001

Broad Daylight
�How is she?�
Nurse Post blinked as she looked up from a clipboard in her hands. A number of graphs and charts covered the topmost paper.
Even if Eva had been standing at a proper angle to clearly see the papers, she doubted that she would understand most of it. A squiggly line here. A flat one there. Tons of words that were shorthand for something. One really had to be in the medical profession to understand any of it.
Which was why she had asked.
Rubbing her temple, Nurse Post shook her head with a sigh. �No change. Martina is still unconscious. We�re going to transfer her to a separate facility next week, one with better facilities to take care of her body and hopefully better facilities to wake her up.�
�I see,� Eva said, putting a thumb to her chin in thought.
A full month after the demon hunters attacked and Martina was still in a comatose state. Every day that passed was another day that Eva considered carrying out Catherine�s favor. And every day, it was slowly getting easier to stomach the idea. It was looking more and more like Martina was already dead. Her body just didn�t know it yet.
It was somewhat odd. Eva hadn�t blinked an eye when she had killed a group of criminals down in Florida. She hadn�t lost sleep over it or even thought about it much after the fact. They were far from the first people she had killed as well.
But Martina� she knew Martina. Eva couldn�t say that she liked her. At the same time, she didn�t really hate her. Worse, killing her while she was unconscious just felt wrong in general. She should at least get a fair fight for her chance to continue living.
Unless, as Eva suspected, she was already dead.
�Any reason you�re not moving her sooner? Or at some point last month?�
�Moving her has to be delicately handled. I and some other doctors who I have spoken with are concerned about shocks to her body. It�s taken a while to arrange smooth transportation.�
�You can�t have Zoe teleport her or something?�
�Don�t know what effects teleporting might have on her,� Nurse Post said with a shrug.
Eva nodded. That made perfect sense to her. She would be the first to admit that Zoe�s teleportation wasn�t suited to demons. Given the sulfur scent left behind on the rare occasions when Martina teleported, she likely used the same method that Eva did. Something that was not kind to regular mortals, even if her familiar contract with Catherine kept her safe from the worst effects.
�In your professional opinion, how would you rate her chances of recovering with the help of this other hospital?�
Nurse Post frowned. Uncrossing her legs, she pushed away from her desk and walked to the side room where Martina was sleeping. She crossed her arms as she leaned against the door frame and peeked in through the window, not opening the door.
Eva followed her up. Being aware that most people who didn�t interact with her on a daily basis found her presence to be at least somewhat off-putting, she kept a short distance. Though, she had noticed that Nurse Post had never shown any real aversion to Eva.
�To be perfectly honest, I don�t believe there is much hope. Not after a full month. Had she woken up even for a few moments at any point, I would have said that there was a chance. As it is?� She shook her head.
�That�s� unfortunate. No potions or magical treatment that might help?�
�Not that I know of. Everything that I thought might work has either been tried or been dismissed as potentially causing a worsening in her situation. The specialists we�re taking her to might know more�I�ll freely say that this is a bit out of my area of expertise. I�m a school nurse, not a brain surgeon. Most of what I�ve tried has been based off the consultation of other professionals.�
Eva sighed and backed away from the room, but paused as she peeked in the window of the room next to it.
There was a bed in the room, but no one in it. That wasn�t to say that the room was unoccupied. A pile of tentacles sat in one corner of the room, slowly twisting and turning the tendrils in the air.
�How is Lucy doing these days?�
Nurse Post moved over to stand just at Eva�s side.
�Again,� she said, �Lucy is a bit outside of what I studied in school. She seems energetic.� The nurse paused as she glanced into the room. �Well, not right now. When she does that seaweed drifting in water act, I think that is her sleeping.�
�And is that a raw steak I see in there?� Eva said, pointing towards a plate on the bedside table. A small plate held a chunk of blood-red meat.
�She hasn�t eaten anything that I�ve put in there for her. I first tried cooked meat, vegetables, fruits, and the like. She still hasn�t eaten as far as I can tell. Despite not eating, she is slowly growing in size.�
�Not as fast as I had expected,� Eva said softly. Arachne could heal an entire limb in a week or two. She had figured that Lucy would be back up and running in a similar amount of time.
When she thought about it more, it wasn�t that much of a surprise. Lucy had lost a good portion of her entire body mass. And, if she went by the Arachne metric, Lucy had lost several hundred more limbs than Arachne ever lost at once. Each limb was much thinner than Arachne�s arm, but much longer.
Not to mention, she had lost them to a magical circle constructed by demon hunters. If anyone had a way to stunt demonic healing, it would be hunters. If the room hadn�t been mostly destroyed, she could have asked Devon about the circles. Unfortunately, the time for that had long been lost.
�I wouldn�t worry about feeding her. I don�t have much hunger these days. My eating is almost purely driven by memories and the taste. Arachne hasn�t ever eaten much in my presence either.�
�Doesn�t make much sense. I don�t know how demons can function without fuel. To say nothing of how you can heal on your own.�
�Magic,� Eva said with a shrug.
With a weak chuckle, Nurse Post went back to her desk and retook her seat. �I should have known.�
�So no forming into a person at all? Or even enough to talk?�
�Not that I�ve seen. I do admit that I haven�t spent all that much time inside Lucy�s room.� Nurse Post shifted, crossing one leg over the other. �There is something a little unnerving about Lucy. I try to remain professional, but��
Eva waved a hand as the nurse trailed off, suppressing a shudder at the same time. �Oh, don�t worry. I feel the same.�
Not so much about Lucy herself. Tentacles could be creepy, but Eva felt relatively used to them. A good number of demons had tentacles. After seeing her domain, Eva had second thoughts about the whole ordeal. Lucy�s domain was disturbing. There was simply no other word for it. Every time she thought about it, she got slight shivers.
�Anyway,� Eva said, �I�ve got to run. I�ll check in again. Maybe just before Martina leaves.�
�I�m sure she would appreciate that.�
With a parting wave, Eva stepped out of the room.
Right into Arachne�s waiting arms.
�No blood on your hands?�
Eva shook her head. �Not this time.�
�The succubus will be irritated.�
�Let her be. Even if Martina can�t recover, I won�t be doing anything here. Not under the Nurse�s nose. It will be at least a week.�
Arachne curled her fingers in the air as they walked down the hallways of Brakket Academy. �Doesn�t matter to me. I�ll keep her away from you if she grows violent.�
Eva reached over and took hold of one of Arachne�s hands. She leaned just a little closer. �Thanks,� she said softly.
As the summer went on, Brakket Academy was slowly coming back to life. A surprising number of students were actually returning. Mostly in the top two years of school�they were probably thinking that they could tough out one more year. However, there had been a marginal decline in student population among the earlier years. Apparently the new first years numbered less than fifteen. Not a particularly good number.
Eva was hoping that the older students were right about nothing too dangerous going on this year.
Maybe next year would be better so long as this year went well. It would be a good thing if nothing happened.
Apart from Arachne�s mission. Eva still hadn�t talked with her about that little issue.
She really didn�t want to. Things were peaceful at the moment and Eva didn�t want to do anything to jeopardize that.
�It�s nice,� she said as a student passed by them in the hallway. He gave them their room, but otherwise didn�t so much as blink at Arachne. Eva might have expected that of someone from the diablery class, but she didn�t recognize this particular student.
�It�s nice,� she repeated. �Here we are, walking side by side in broad daylight. No one even cares.�
�And after all the pains I went through to hide around here the first year and a half,� Arachne grumbled. She left her mouth in a half-open grimace.
�Oh don�t be like that. If we would have walked around like this my first year, everyone would have freaked out.�
�Then why now?�
�Well, first, general people probably don�t know what you are. We have a zoo out there,� Eva said as she gave a vague gesture off towards the Infinite Courtyard. �It�s full of strange creatures. But that alone wouldn�t be enough to prevent panic.
�The fact is that enough crazy things have gone on around Brakket that you walking around just isn�t that strange anymore. Especially when you�re walking around without being too menacing. And you�re walking with me. Most people are at least vaguely aware of me because� well�� Eva waved a hand around. �Given that you look like me and people haven�t known me to be dangerous, they assume that you aren�t either. Despite what you look like.�
�Is that a compliment?�
�Depends. Is being scary to most mortals a compliment?�
Arachne tilted her chin up, preening. �I suppose it is.�
�You have to admit, this is much better than hiding under my shirt in your spider form.�
�There is more room out here,� she allowed slowly, stretching out an arm as she arched her back. �There are a few advantages to being more discrete.�
Eva pushed open the doors leading out of Brakket Academy, stepping out into the warm summer sunshine. The air was still for the most part, but every once in a while, a light breeze came by and ruined the warm temperature.
There wasn�t a trace of the battle left behind. Every brick glowed underneath the cloudless sky as if they had been individually waxed. What once had been an empty plaza between the dormitory buildings now held a large fountain. Benches encircled the fountain along with several beds of flowers. It was almost more like a grassless park than a plaza now.
To go along with the new park, both dormitory buildings had received a fresh paint job. Eva had attended Brakket Academy for two full years and she had no idea whether or not there were school colors. If there were, she hadn�t a clue what they were. However, the dormitory buildings were decked out almost like bees. They had a dark gray base with golden highlights around windows and doors.
The main school building hadn�t been painted over. Most of it was red brick, but it had been pressure washed. The windows had all been cleaned. It might be scheduled for a paint job, but Eva hadn�t bothered asking anyone.
One thing was certain, whatever the new dean had planned for this year, he wanted to make an impression.
Eva had heard rumors about some sort of contest or tournament, but she hadn�t paid much attention. They were merely rumors. And that was assuming that Eva even wanted to participate in it.
Probably not. She had enough on her plate with Arachne�s mission.
Letting go of Arachne�s hand, Eva skipped forwards a few steps. �Juliana!� she said as she waved an arm through the air.
A certain blond-haired woman was wheeling a wheelchair down the sidewalk towards Brakket Academy.
�And Genoa,� Eva added with a nod towards the woman actually sitting in the wheelchair.
She was looking well. Eva couldn�t see her legs with her eyes as Genoa had her lower half hidden by a quilted blanket, but they had definitely atrophied at least a small amount. Her arms might not be quite the tree trunks that Eva remembered and her cheeks might be a hair towards the gaunt side, but given that she had been sitting or bedridden for months, that was to be expected. Her eyes still held tight to the vibrant life that Eva had seen in them during some of her spars with Arachne.
Those eyes passed over Eva to stare at the spider-demon.
�Juliana told me what you said.�
Arachne stepped forward, moving up to Eva�s side. �I�d like to apologize.�
�I don�t want to hear it,� Genoa said, rubbing her chest just beneath her breast. �You did what you thought might get you out of there. I just have one thing to ask. When I get back on my feet, we�re going to fight again. No one else for distractions. No holds barred.�
�To the death?�
One corner of Genoa�s lips curled upwards. �I don�t intend to lose.�
�Mom!� Juliana smacked the back of Genoa�s head. Lightly, but hard enough to wipe the smile off the older woman�s face. �Just accept her apology and move on. Dad would kill you if you got hurt again.�
�Oh please,� Genoa said with a chuckle. �This little hole in my chest is hardly the worst I�ve had. That giant scar across my stomach and chest? I was almost chopped clean in half once. As long as Arachne�s limbs aren�t cursed, I�ll recover.�
�Unless you die!�
�Such little faith you have in your mother,� Genoa said, shaking her head and sparing no exaggeration in doing so. �I�ll be fine. You just watch.�
�I�ll be too busy covering my eyes�� Juliana trailed off as she put her palm to her forehead.
Eva just looked between the two of them, partially in disbelief. Neither one appeared to be taking Genoa�s desire to fight seriously. Glancing towards Arachne, Eva found the spider-demon to be just as confused as she was.
Head tilted to one side, Arachne had her mouth turned downwards in a confused frown. Much of her expression was difficult to tell precisely�a good portion of her face was made up of hard chitin with only the area around her mouth having plates that could slide over each other to form expressions. Eva knew her well enough to feel her confusion.
Catching Arachne�s eye, Eva gave a twitch of her head. Just a hair of a shake.
But enough to get the message across.
Whatever ended up happening, Arachne wasn�t allowed to kill Genoa without exceptionally good reason.
�I�m sure it will be entertaining, no matter what,� Eva eventually said, keeping her tone of voice flat. There was no need to agitate matters by arguing against their little duel.
So long as it went similar to their earlier spars�no real winners�Eva couldn�t care less.
Juliana snapped her eyes up, meeting Eva�s. Her eyes took on a thoughtful look for just a moment before nodding her head.
�It would be entertaining. A spectacular spectacle. We could sell tickets.� She paused just long enough to glare at Arachne and her mother, though Genoa couldn�t see while sitting in the wheelchair. �As long as you two don�t try to kill each other.� She punctuated each word with a tap of her finger on Genoa�s head.
With a great sigh, Juliana slumped her shoulders. �Anyway,� she said, drawing out the word as far as it would go. Looking back to Eva, she said, �What are you two doing out here? Out for a walk? That�s what we�re doing. A little breath of fresh air away from the men of the house.�
�Just came back from the infirmary. Visiting the long-term residents.�
�Ah. Any changes?�
Eva shook her head. �None. Martina is�� Trailing off, Eva leaned to one side, looking past Juliana and her mother.
A man was walking up the road towards Brakket Academy�straight towards Eva and the others. Eva had noticed him through her blood sight, but hadn�t thought much of it until she actually caught a glimpse of him over the top of Juliana�s head.
Walking with a slight limp, the man used a cane. It tapped into the ground with every other step. His hair came to a tight widow�s peak, from there it swept back over his head. Not like it was combed back, but more like he had just run his fingers through his hair a few times after hopping out of the shower.
His face was somewhat flat and wide, giving him a boxy appearance. Lips pressed into a thin, wide line, he didn�t react in the slightest as Eva met his eyes.
Something that had Eva instantly on guard.
Pulling out her dagger, Eva uncorked two vials of Arachne�s blood�and isn�t it nice to have Arachne�s blood again�and readied herself for fighting.
Both Arachne and Juliana noticed Eva�s actions. The former tensing her muscles, preparing to spring into combat the very moment that Eva moved. For Juliana, silvery metal flowed up around her neck and down her arms. One arm kept going, stretching out into a short sword.
Genoa didn�t miss the tension either. She reached under her blanket and withdrew a thin golden wand. It wasn�t the focus that Eva had seen her use in the past�that had been rings�but she wasn�t wearing more than a wedding ring at the moment.
Despite two orbs of blood hovering around in front of Eva, the man didn�t slow his off-beat stride.
Which only made Eva more nervous. People who acted strong typically were.
Unless they were suicidal. Eva hadn�t met too many in that second category.
Turning her wheelchair around on her own, Genoa actually set her wand down.
�Wally?� she said as the man approached.
�Genoa. Good to see you out and around.� He looked over her shoulder, looking over Eva and Arachne. �I�m not so sure about the company you keep.�
�They�re��
�I know who they are. Their appearances were described to me when Mr. Anderson called. I have to say, his proposal to enter children into a contest meant for class three mages on the verge of graduating is intriguing yet equally disturbing. I was unaware that you were a part of it.�
�I�m not.� Genoa glanced up and over her shoulder. �I�m just here to keep an eye on my daughter. She finds herself in an uncanny amount of trouble around here.�
Flicking his eyes from Genoa to Arachne, he gave a slow nod of his head. �Indeed.�
Eva still hadn�t put away her blood or her dagger. Just because Genoa seemed to be friendly with him didn�t mean that he wasn�t looking for an opportunity to attack. In fact, it was all the more likely. Genoa had to know some dangerous people.
Genoa seemed to sense the tension at least. She took in a sharp breath before speaking. �Oh, this is Wallace Redford, current director of the Royal Guild of Mage-Knights.� She turned back to face the guild leader. �You said that Governor Anderson called you in?�
�Quite so.� Wallace took a step forward, looking Arachne up and down before shifting his focus to Eva. �He�s asked me to oversee his little experiment. I can�t say that I am enthused with the prospect. Turning children into monsters?� He turned to Genoa. �I�m surprised to find you supporting this. I�m further surprised to find no bounties filed against anyone involved in this mess.�
Eva cleared her throat before Genoa could speak. �I�m not a monster. And I don�t know what Anderson has planned, but he never touched me. I�ve barely said five words to the man.�
He blinked, drawing the lines of his face down as his mouth twisted into a frown. �I think� that I had better have a word with Mr. Anderson.�
�I think we should come with you,� Genoa said, voice hard. �If he is making children into monsters�� She trailed off with a glance towards her daughter.
�Wheelchair bound or not, I shall vehemently oppose.�

Chapter 002

Meeting Adjourned
After hearing Anderson�s true plan�getting children to summon demons and either bind them within their bodies similar to what Shalise had done with Prax or contract with them�Eva was significantly less worried. If Anderson was trying to turn more humans into demons or even just amputating limbs to graft demon limbs on, she imagined that there would be no small amount of outrage from just about everyone. Parents, teachers, and plenty more would be rioting.
Not that summoning demons was much better. The two hunters who had attacked were not going to be the last ones. As soon as word spread just a bit more, Brakket would be under attack from all sides.
Anderson�s response to that had been to simply summon more demons. There were an infinite amount of demons and a limited amount of demon hunters. With a decent portion of the school summoning demons, they should be able to deter just about any attacks.
Eva had considered arguing against summoning so many demons. It hadn�t exactly worked out for Martina and that wasn�t even counting the Hell situation. They needed to summon Void without rending reality and bringing all of Hell with him.
However, Devon had been unable to summon demons since Arachne arrived. He had the carnivean and hadn�t sent the wax demon back�she was locked up in solitary confinement with several sets of shackles to keep her in place�but a few other attempts had produced nothing but enigmas.
So unless Anderson knew something Devon didn�t, she wasn�t too worried. He would fail a few times and give up as Devon had.
Genoa cleared her throat, breaking Eva out of her thoughts.
�Juliana?� she said as they traveled down the streets of Brakket City�Wally Redford had stayed behind to hash out details with the new dean.
�Yes mother?�
�You�re not allowed to participate. No more demons.� Genoa paused for just a moment before turning her head towards Eva and Arachne. �No offense.�
�None taken,� Eva said as Arachne gave a half-hearted shrug.
Juliana frowned, turning her head off to one side. For just a moment, Eva thought that she might argue. In the end, she nodded. �Alright.�
�Good. I�ll be checking in on you every now and again.�
�Moom,� Juliana said, exaggerating the word as she pushed her mother�s wheelchair. �I can take care of myself.�
�Honey?� Genoa reached a hand over her shoulder, putting it on Juliana�s hand near the wheelchair�s handles. �I love you, but I think we�ll have to wait and see whether or not you can. Your past choices haven�t exactly inspired confidence.�
Silence descended. An uncomfortable silence broken only by the sound of footsteps and wheels against the sidewalks.
�I know,� Juliana eventually said. �I will do better.�
�That�s all I can ask.� Genoa waved a hand through the air. �But enough of the heavy topics. What happened to your other friend? Is Shalise coming back to school?�
Juliana looked over towards Eva raising an eyebrow as well.
�I mentioned that she was in Switzerland the last time Nel checked in on her. Or was it Sweden?� Eva shook her head with a shrug. �I suppose Zoe could try contacting her, but given that it was her mother who kidnapped her, I doubt she�ll be back anytime soon. Lynn Cross doesn�t particularly like me, demons, or Brakket Academy. Or much of anything, really. She is kind of a grumpy woman.�
�Her sentiment is understandable. I have qualms about having Juliana here. While I�m far more willing to allow Juliana to make up her own mind than my husband and son, I can�t say that I did much to dissuade them from their mania. If it weren�t for Zagan, Juliana would be far from this school.�
Another silence fell over the group at the mention of Zagan. Juliana and Eva shared a look. Neither wanted to talk about him.
Or rather, Juliana didn�t want anyone to talk about him. Eva wasn�t quite so averse, but she was willing to respect her friend�s wishes.
No one had summoned Zagan back yet. Martina was as good as dead and either nobody else cared or nobody else was willing. Devon certainly wasn�t willing. Anderson might be, but if he hadn�t already tried, he probably wouldn�t ever. Assuming Zagan could be summoned without enigmas pouring through the portal instead.
Neither had Zagan come back himself�something Eva was certain he would do. Maybe he couldn�t, but he had somehow got back after Juliana had summoned him to Hell. Unless Martina had resummoned him, there had to be a way. Perhaps something that only the seventy-two knew about.
Juliana was getting nervous. Unless she had changed her mind from their last conversation, she was still worried about the lack of Zagan. The longer Zagan was gone, the greater the chance that her family would find out. If her family found out, they would probably force her away.
And if Zagan came back after that, something bad might happen. What, exactly, she was afraid of, Juliana had been vague about. Some agreement about staying at Brakket Academy. Whatever it was, it had her scared.
Clearing her throat, Eva decided to change the topic away from Zagan. �Maybe we should stop by with Nel. She can peek in on Shalise unless she threw away her hair. Maybe Shalise will be in great danger and we can go on a quick adventure to save her.�
�You shouldn�t hope that your friend is in danger,� Genoa said with a hint of admonishment in her tone.
Eva shrugged. �I don�t! However, trouble seems to follow us around. A lot. Unless it�s all Brakket Academy�s doing. My life never used to be this hectic.�
�Nor mine,� Juliana said.
�I doubt Shalise�s life was so crazy either. It�s settled then. We have to check in on her. For her sake.�
Turning around, Eva walked slowly until Juliana had turned her mother�s wheelchair around and caught up.
They had been walking aimlessly after meeting with Anderson. Just a nice walk around town to enjoy the fresh air and the warm summer day. Not so long ago, they had passed by the new home that housed Ylva and Zoe.
And Nel as well.
As such, it didn�t take long to return. A walk up a short path had them right at the door. The front porch wasn�t wheelchair accessible, but Arachne helped lift the chair up the two steps. As she did, Eva scanned the neighbors with her sense of blood. No one suspicious came up. No hunters living in the adjacent houses.
At least, none that she could see.
There hadn�t been any sign of the demon hunters returning so far. Nel hadn�t been able to get anything from the pieces of armor that the one hunter had left behind. Perhaps because they were broken or maybe because Juliana had used her ferrokinesis on them beforehand. Whatever the case, they weren�t tied closely enough to the hunters to get a lock on them.
With the aid of her sense of blood, Eva had been able to find blood from both hunters around the scenes of battle. Unfortunately, it had all been contaminated beyond use. Too much dirt and debris and not enough blood.
Zagan�s horn had worked out, or the blood on it. However, she kept saying that her vision just �slid off� the demon hunters. Something happened that made her mind go fuzzy when she tried to look at them.
Nel had gone back to standard augur procedure when no fetters existed and checked around the city at random, but she hadn�t found anything. Of course, the last time that Eva had checked in had been nearly a week ago. Maybe something new had happened.
Probably not. Nel didn�t have a cellphone, but Zoe did. Living in the same house, she should have gotten a message out somehow.
Before knocking, Eva performed a quick check of the interior. She didn�t want to disturb people if they were busy, after all. The only person inside Ylva�s room was Alicia�who looked to be reading a book. Nel, Ylva, Zoe, and Wayne were all inside the living room, not far from the door.
At Eva�s knock, whatever conversation they were having ceased. Everyone�s muscles tensed; Zoe�s hands curled around what could only be her dagger while Wayne held up a book. At least, that was what Eva guessed by the movement of their circulatory systems. She couldn�t actually see the dagger or tome.
The only person who remained calm was Ylva. She said a few words, �Eva� being one of them�Eva had been trying to learn to lip read through her blood, her own name had been fairly easy to figure out. As soon as Ylva finished speaking, the tension in the room died off.
Zoe stood, dagger still in hand, and approached the door. As she peeped through the peephole, Eva gave her a little wave.
Though she couldn�t see it with her own eyes, Eva didn�t miss the eye roll as Zoe unlatched and opened the door.
�Eva,� Zoe said by way of greeting. She blinked as she turned towards the rest of her guests. �Genoa, Juliana,� she said with a nod to each. There was a slight pause before she continued. �And Arachne. To what do I owe your visit?�
�Well,� Eva said, �we were actually hoping to talk with Nel. But with everyone all gathered together, what�s up? Nothing bad, I hope?�
Zoe shook her head, stepping out of the doorway to let everyone file into the room. �Not really. Or, at least nothing deadly. At the moment. Bad could be left up to interpretation. For example, you would probably think it is a good thing.�
Eva moved into the room. There wasn�t much room on the couch. Ylva had taken up a portion of it on her own. With Nel at her side and a vacant seat that Zoe had been in, there wasn�t any room unless Eva wanted to steal her spot. Wayne was leaning against one wall, glowering in Eva and Arachne�s direction as they shimmied around the room.
These apartments were really not made for six people, one of whom was in a wheelchair, and a demonic giant.
�We were discussing this upcoming school year. Dean Anderson�s idiotic plan, mostly.�
�Ah. That.�
Genoa folded her arms across her chest as Juliana found a spot for her at one end of the coffee table. �We just got out of our own meeting with Anderson. Wally was there, you remember him?�
�Director Redford? Haven�t seen him in years. It does make sense. If Anderson is going to enter Brakket into the guild�s contest, he�ll need approval from the director for these demons.�
�For the record,� Eva said, �I don�t necessarily think this is a good thing. Devon is going to throw a fit when he hears that the school is going to be summoning demons in droves. He was already quite displeased about the smaller summoning program of Martina�s.�
�He isn�t the only one,� Wayne grumbled from his corner of the room.
�We,� Zoe waved her hand towards the rest of the room as she retook her seat, �are actually more worried about the state of Hell. The whole reason Ylva closed down her domain was to help cut off ties between Earth and Hell.�
Eva shared a quick glance with Arachne. Neither had breathed a word of Arachne�s mission to anyone. Not Devon, not Zoe, not even Juliana. Even Eva, someone who was undoubtedly on Arachne�s side, wasn�t entirely enthused with the idea. While theoretically less destructive, Zoe and Wayne would vehemently�possibly violently�disagree with their summoning.
As it was, Eva was desperately hoping that Arachne was right and rumors of an apocalypse were grossly exaggerated.
Best just to change the subject.
�Not worried about a school full of children making contracts with demons?�
Zoe pressed her lips into thin lines, looking like she had licked a lemon. �That is an issue as well.� She glanced back towards Ylva and gave a shallow nod of her head. �I acknowledge that demons aren�t omnicidal.� Gripping her arm, she shivered. �But they aren�t angels. If a student wound up summoning something like those demons that assaulted me, everyone is going to have a problem.�
�Angels are not the benevolent creatures that humanity romanticizes them to be. We do not believe you would enjoy an encounter with one.�
Blinking her eyes, Zoe glanced towards Ylva. �Well� that�s� just great,� she said, kneading her forehead with both hands. �I just don�t know what we�re supposed to do about anything.�
�Unless you�re planning on a coup against Anderson�� Eva trailed off, leaving her suggestion hanging until Zoe shook her head. �Then there isn�t much you can do.�
Wayne shook his head, pushing off from the wall. �That�s not true,� he said, staring Zoe in the eyes. �Teach them yourself. Speak about your experiences, express caution. Talk to parents too.� He turned to face Genoa. �You as well. Some will still go through with it, but you might limit the damage.� He drew himself up, glancing around the room. With a short grunt, he said, �the rest of us will handle students or demons that step out of line.�
His eyes stopped at Eva. He stared for a moment before shaking his head. �It�s going to be like having a school full of Evas.�
�Hey!� Eva gave him a mock glare with her hands on her hips. After a minute, she chuckled.
Wayne didn�t seem to find the amusement, choosing instead to intensify his glower.
�But I hope it isn�t going to be like that. I�m well aware of just how much trouble finds me. Though I would like to point out that I only rarely go looking for trouble. I�m pretty sure that it is this school that causes all the problems. I just happen to go here.�
�It was peaceful before you showed up.�
Eva just shrugged. �Anyway,� she said, �Nel? Can you check up on Shalise for us?�
The augur jumped at being addressed. She blinked as she glanced up to Ylva. Giving her no response, verbal or otherwise, Nel nodded her head. �I suppose so,� she said with a half-hearted sigh. �Right now?�
�As much as I�d like to continue arguing just how much my presence has or hasn�t ruined Brakket Academy, I don�t really see the conversation going anywhere.�
Aside from that, Eva didn�t really want to argue over Anderson�s plot for the school.
Nel stood from the couch, smoothing out the front of her black robes before walking over to Eva. �Well, let�s get this over with.�
�You don�t sound so excited,� Eva said, following her out of the room. Arachne was right on her heels. Juliana was on her way as well, having left Genoa behind to continue speaking with the adults.
�I think I�m just a little bit depressed as of late. Sawyer� well, that wasn�t quite as satisfying as I was hoping it would be.� She lifted up one arm, still wrapped in a glove. �And we didn�t recover any of my eyes either. I can barely use it for anything. I�ve no grip strength. And there�s a constant dull pain. Nothing that has me screaming out at all hours of the day, but it�s there.�
Pushing open the door to Ylva�s room caused Alicia to perk up. She looked over the top of her book with a smile growing across her face. The moment she saw who was actually entering the room, the smile disappeared and she buried her nose back into her book.
Eva did her best to ignore the other nun. Though she had apparently accomplished her task of not letting anything bad happen to Juliana, Eva still didn�t like her.
�I don�t know how to help you with that,� Eva said as they slipped into the bedroom. �Although, Anderson is going to be summoning a lot of demons. I got my eyes from a demon, maybe you could shop around?�
Nel shook her head. �Eyes used by the Elysium Order aren�t just your everyday eyes. They�re rare foci, magical implements, and capable of generating their own magic. Grown, not found. Implanting one into a mundane human will allow them to use magic.�
Turning to a cabinet, Nel pulled out a small burner. Zoe had teleported the two of them back to Idaho shortly after the demon hunters had fled. They managed to recover all their belongings from the motel.
Well, most of their belongings. Devon�s truck was still out there.
Eva had no intention to return for it. Whatever vampires had survived could take it as a gift for all she cared.
�Augurs aren�t hunted down just because we can spy on just about anything�though that is part of it�the eyes implanted within my body are worth more than any other single artifact owned by the Order.�
�Your problem isn�t the eyes though. That�s the Elysium Order�s problem.�
Pausing with a small glass jar in her hand, Nel raised an eyebrow. �What do you mean by that?�
�You just want a working arm, right?� Eva held up her own hand, looking it over as she showed it off to Nel. �Arachne�s limbs have been quite handy. They don�t look human, but other demons do. Catherine�s arms look normal most of the time.�
So Eva said, but she doubted that Catherine would be willing to part with an arm. Even if she could regenerate it without much trouble.
Nel balked. Her face took on a sickly pallor. �You want me to cut off my arm?�
�You were just talking about putting eyes into your arm,� Eva said, voice flat. �Now you get all shocked?�
�Putting things in my arm is a far cry from chopping it off.�
Eva shook her head. Her own limb issue had been forced for her hands, but she had willingly taken on Arachne�s legs. Maybe her perspective was skewed.
�Your choice,� Eva eventually said with a shrug.
With a shake of her head, Nel knelt down next to an altar at the side of the room. She pulled a slightly curled brown hair from the jar and threw it up in front of her, letting it float in the air. With her gemstone focus, she sparked the frankincense.
It didn�t take long for the air to fill with piny-citrus scent that was so common around the augur.
As she settled down to perform her auguring, Eva double-checked her surroundings. She wasn�t paranoid, but if anyone had worse luck than Eva, it was Nel. Eva couldn�t dispute her claim that terrible things happened every time she left Ylva�s domain. Now that Ylva�s domain was gone, it was something of a shock that Nel hadn�t been found dead.
Everyone was still where they were supposed to be. Alicia in her half of the room and the rest in the living room. The neighbors were going about their regular business. A woman and a child playing with toys on one side. A man fixing a car out in the garage of another house. None seemed to be spying on Zoe�s house.
�Not sure what I�m seeing,� Nel said, eyes closed as she leaned over the frankincense burner. She took a few slow and careful breaths before leaning back. �Maybe nothing at all?�
�Nothing? What do you mean, nothing?�
Nel opened her eyes, glancing over to Eva. �Probably not something to worry about. Sister Cross would often disappear for hours on end.�
�The same thing that Sawyer did?�
�No. Sawyer was like he didn�t exist. The only evidence of him was a shroud of darkness. Sister Cross exists�or rather, Shalise does�but I can�t see exactly where she is.�
�So what does that mean?� Juliana asked. �You used to be able to find her, right?�
Nel held out her hands, palms up.
�No. Try again. Shrugging this off isn�t going to help it.�
�I don�t�� Nel cut herself off with a sigh. Leaning over her altar, she breathed in a deep breath. �There�s just nothing. I see where they might have been several minutes ago. A sort of campsite out in a forest. Two tents, a fire pit, a wooden bench. Nobody around though.�
Lips curling into a frown, Nel tapped a finger against her altar. �There is one thing odd. What looks like canned food is sitting out. Not near the fire, but it had to have been at one point. I can see steam coming out of the can.�
�Like it had been abandoned recently?�
�Maybe.�
�Alright. Figure out where it is. I�m going to grab Zoe. If it is a false alarm, we can leave peacefully�maybe rekidnap Shalise if she wants�otherwise, better to be safe than sorry.�

Chapter 003

Out Camping
Just as Nel had described, the camp was deserted.
Halfway around the world, a small forest held a small camp. Two small-sized tents occupied a small clearing. A fire pit in the center still had some smoldering embers amidst plenty of ash.
A bench and a makeshift table looked as if they had been fashioned from the surrounding woods. That and magic. With Shalise being an air mage, she would be able to use blades of wind in place of an axe. Eva wasn�t sure if Shalise was adept enough at magic to do so, but whoever had sliced up the trees into planks had to be an amateur.
Just looking at the bench made Eva shudder. Sitting down would probably fill her whole behind with slivers.
The least Lynn Cross could have done was to stop at a hobby shop and pick up some sandpaper.
A good portion of the forest had been cleared away. And yet there weren�t enough wooden things around to make up for the trees. Eva found herself wrinkling her nose at the makeshift latrine. It was the only other wooden structure around. It was more of a hole in the ground with some wooden boards placed over top.
The rest must have all gone into the fire.
Not a hint of actual civilization was anywhere to be found. Lynn Cross might be crazy enough to live in a place like this, but how could Shalise?
It wouldn�t surprise Eva in the slightest if Shalise had run off.
�No sign of them?�
Eva glanced up to Zoe and shook her head. �Nope. No spilled blood anywhere either, so I doubt there was a fight. What about you? Hear them?�
�I don�t hear anything that one wouldn�t expect to find in a forest.�
Eva knelt down on the ground, poking at a spider-form Arachne. The poor spider demon had yet to recover from Zoe�s teleport. Eva had only just managed to push herself to her feet when she started looking around the place.
Having only made one trip, Zoe had yet to bring anyone else along with her. Juliana and the others were still back in Brakket City. Wayne had just about come along as well, but Zoe had insisted that he remain behind. Someone needed to bail them out if they were walking into a trap.
�So what do we do? Wait around until someone comes back?� Eva asked as she stepped over to one of the tents and unzipped the door.
Shalise�s tent. At least, her clothes were lying on the floor along with a healthy helping of dirt around a sleeping bag. A good portion of the dirt was stuck to the clothes as well. Just how much were they roughing it that they couldn�t stop by a laundromat in a nearby town? Lynn Cross could teleport just as well as Zoe could. There was no excuse.
Eva winced as she realized that the two of them must be smelling awfully foul. There were no showers set up around the camp.
And the latrine�
�This has to be child cruelty or something, right? We can�t leave Shalise here no matter what.�
�Though she is her mother, Cross is still kidnapping Shalise. She doesn�t have guardianship over her. That rests with the state.� Zoe rubbed her forehead. �Really, we should have done something about it a long time ago, but everything has just been piling up.�
�Well, it�s good that we�re getting her now then. This just isn�t proper living for anyone.�
�So long as we find her,� Zoe said as she moved to the other tent. She unzipped it while Eva stopped by Arachne.
The poor spider-demon was just now stretching out into her humanoid form. She still wobbled back and forth as she got to her feet.
�Don�t worry,� Eva said, patting her on the shoulder before helping to steady her. �We�ll go back using my teleport.�
Zoe could teleport with Shalise. She would teleport back to one of her gate rooms on her own. Going through Zoe�s �Between� was the epitome of distressing. It didn�t leave any lasting effects, quite unlike Eva�s teleportation on mortals, but that didn�t mean that she wanted to be shivering on the floor for a few minutes.
�Eva,� Zoe called out, waving her over to the other tent. �What do you make of this?�
Moving over and pushing the tent flap aside, Eva found herself frowning.
At first glance, there wasn�t anything wrong inside the tent. Just as with Shalise�s tent, there was a sleeping bag, a suitcase with clothing spilling out, and plenty of dirt that had been tracked in. Lynn Cross� tent had a little broom and dustpan to one side and the floor looked as if she had made a few attempts at using it to no real success.
The tent was four-sided. Two angled panels making up the roof and two flat sides for the other two walls. The door was on one side and an unzippable window on the other.
Eva was about to dismiss the tent until she noticed the light coming through the window. Even fully zipped up, light still made it through the thin material of the tent. And the window�still zipped up�was casting a shadow to the side of the sleeping bag.
A circular shadow full of lines and designs that couldn�t be an accident. Some of the sigils and runes were easily recognizable as such.
�Well, it isn�t a summoning circle.� Eva stretched out a finger and pointed at a few of the lines along the edges. �There are elements of demonic shackles, but I don�t think it would work like this.�
She made sure to keep her distance. If it was some odd set of shackles that Lynn had come up with, Eva didn�t want to get stuck inside. Zoe would be able to slash away the window, thereby breaking the shackles, but the idea wasn�t appealing to Eva. The last time she had encountered nuns, they had taken Arachne�s head half off with a well placed lightning bolt.
The eyes connected them somehow. A sort of shared learning mind, according to Nel. If one nun learned something that advanced their own magical theory, the rest would know soon enough. While Sister Cross wasn�t a sister or part of the Elysium Order anymore, she still had her implanted eye.
�Any ideas?� Eva asked Arachne. The spider-demon had moved up, staring at the pattern from outside the tent.
�Devon might know,� she said with a disinterested shrug and shake of her head. �You would be more knowledgeable than me.�
Glancing up to Zoe, Eva said, �Arachne�s right. Take a picture and take it to Devon. Or send it to Catherine, you�ll probably get a faster response and she knows things about ritual circles.�
Popping out of the tent, Eva left Zoe to her cellphone as she checked Shalise�s tent. Doing a full circle around the outside, she didn�t find any unusual markings. Whatever the circle was, it was for Lynn only. Perhaps protections for or against something.
�Alright,� Zoe said, emerging from the tent. �Don�t have any cell service up here, but I�ve got a few pictures. I�ll take them to Catherine if we finish up here and haven�t found anything. And if she doesn�t know, I�ll head over and ask Devon.� She said his name with palpable distaste.
�So what do we do? Sit around for a while or go looking?�
�They could be anywhere. We could pick a direction�three if we split up�leading out of this camp and still have an entire forest to check through. That�s assuming that Lynn didn�t teleport them somewhere.�
�You�re saying we should stay then,� Eva said slowly.
�We have a better chance at finding them that way.�
�Unless something bad happened.�
�You have a better idea?�
Eva frowned, not quite sure what to say. No, she didn�t have a better idea. But sitting around just felt too much like she was doing nothing at all. There had to be something left around. A trail of breadcrumbs that Shalise left behind. Maybe a trail out into the woods.
With a shake of her head, Eva went out to the edge of the camp, looking for anything in the forest floor that might lead to some hint as to where Shalise went.
There were a few sets of footprints going out of the camp. Most of them ended at fallen trees or berry bushes that had been picked mostly clean.
One path led away from the camp. Eva followed it for a minute before realizing that it wasn�t going to stop anywhere soon. Blinking her way back to camp, she stopped just in front of Zoe.
�There�s a path over here. I�m going to follow it.�
�You�re going to get lost.�
Eva shrugged. �Doesn�t matter. If I get lost, I�ll teleport away and have Wayne come tell you that I�m back at Brakket.�
At least, assuming that Lynn Cross hadn�t warded against banishment. But she probably hadn�t done so. The only reason to ward against banishment is if she wanted to fight demons. Physically fight them. Or to stop them from teleporting away.
�And what if you get into trouble?�
�I�ll have Arachne with me,� Eva said, placing a hand on Arachne�s arm.
�Because you�ve never found yourself in trouble with Arachne before.�
Eva shared a quick look with Arachne. �Well, things usually work out. Except that one time.�
�Not very reassuring.�
�Unless you have a better idea?� Eva asked with a half-grin. �Someone needs to stay behind in case they come back. Are you going to go pick up Wayne? Or Genoa and Juliana?�
Zoe shook her head, frowning. �We still haven�t ruled out the possibility of this being a trap. We definitely can�t bring Genoa into this.�
�She was all ready to fight earlier when that guild guy showed up. I�m sure she�s thought about ways to defend herself while in her wheelchair.�
�Oh, I�ve no doubt about that. If Genoa doesn�t have backup plans and plots about how to avoid falling into traps, I�ll suspect that she has been replaced with a doppelganger. Especially traps related to demons,� Zoe added with only a slight glance towards Arachne. �But that�s just another reason why she should be backup and not in the thick of things if something does go down.�
�So unless you want to come with me and leave the camp unattended, I�m going to wander off for a time.�
�Just,� she started, closing her eyes and rubbing her forehead. �Just be careful.�
�My middle name,� Eva said as she turned. �Come on Arachne. Let�s go on a walk.�
While the campsite was clear of most brush and forest debris, only having some trodden down grass and flowers as its foliage, the moment Eva walked away, she found her arms and legs being almost constantly scraped by bushes. It wasn�t walking through a completely untended path. Someone had walked this way before, but not often enough to make everything smooth and flat.
Luckily for Eva, her legs and part of her arms were covered in smooth chitin armor. It was enough to brush off the stray twigs without a second thought. Using her hands, Eva could knock away anything that was in the path of more vulnerable parts of her body. Her head, for example.
Ten minutes of following the pathway had Eva wondering just where it was headed. Maybe another grove of berry bushes or other fruit. Maybe a small garden. Somewhere Shalise or Lynn would have needed to visit regularly but not often.
At least, she thought that was the case until she reached the end of the path.
�There�s nothing here,� Arachne said.
A tree stood right in the center of the path that Eva had been following. Moving around it, Eva found herself stuck in thick brush. Not the kind of stuff that anyone would drudge through on a regular basis.
The path simply ended. No gardens. No extra paths. The tree had nothing special about it. Eva wasn�t a botanist, she couldn�t name the type of tree. It had bark, was tall, and had green needles higher up. Like almost every tree in the area.
�No, wait,� Eva said, just as she was beginning to think that she had mistaken a natural formation in the forest for a human-made pathway.
Lifting a hand, Eva brushed over a portion of the bark. There was a thin line in the wood that looked somewhat unnatural. Tracing a finger over it, she turned to Arachne. �Does this look like an arrow to you?�
Bending down, Arachne got up close. �Are you sure you�re not reading too much into an odd vein on the tree?�
�It looks scratched in. Like with a fingernail,� Eva said. Using her pointer finger, Eva traced an arrow into the tree just above the existing mark. Her scratching was much deeper, more prominent as it stood out against the rest of the tree. Frowning at her own hand, Eva shook her head. �A human fingernail,� she amended.
Stepping off to the side, Eva stared. Even with the arrow�or what she believed was an arrow�she couldn�t see anything in that direction. Just more forest, brush, and trees.
Arachne stepped forwards, reaching out to a stray branch.
A broken branch, bent in the direction the arrow was facing.
Arachne looked back to Eva without speaking a word. She gave a quick shrug of her shoulders before walking on.
Keeping an eye out for any other oddities, Eva followed after her.
Every few feet, Arachne would point out another broken branch or bit of brush that had been trampled down ever so slightly. A bit of grass that had been bent in almost a footprint or a bunch of leaves that had been knocked to the forest floor.
The trail of broken plants led straight to a wall of bushes almost as high as Eva was tall. Both she and Arachne paused in front of it.
�Over the top?� Eva asked.
Jumping halfway up a nearby tree, Arachne peered over the wall of shrubberies. �I don�t see anything that might be more trail,� she said after a moment.
Frowning, Eva glanced around. There was a bent tree branch just a few feet away, so someone running through the forest must have come at least this far.
A pale lavender leaf caught Eva�s attention. It stuck out with all the greenery surrounding it. At first she thought it was a flower of some sort, but getting closer, she noticed a floral pattern on it. Eva didn�t pay attention to flowers all that often, but she was reasonably confident that most flowers didn�t have pictures of flowers on them.
Plucking up the bit of cloth from where it had been draped over a twig, Eva held it up for Arachne to see as she scanned the area around where the cloth had been.
�Another broken branch,� Eva said. She took a few careful steps, watching for any other signs of someone having passed through.
Until she had found the scrap of torn cloth, she had been thinking that this path was her imagination. Perhaps an animal�a deer or something�had passed through. That would explain the broken branches without needing a human to be around. The arrow in the tree could have just been a natural mark. She could have been searching for nothing.
Now she was almost certain that either Shalise, Lynn Cross, or their agitator would be at the end of this path.
The path wasn�t such a straight line anymore. More than once, Arachne and Eva had to stop, gather their bearings, and look for anything that looked like a clue. Ten minutes of searching and Eva came across what they had been looking for.
Sitting on the forest floor, hunched over with her head to her knees and brown hair cloaking her face, Shalise stared off into the distance.
She didn�t stay sitting for long. A twig snapped underneath Arachne�s foot, sending a loud crack through the otherwise peaceful woods. Jumping to her feet, Shalise pointed her wand with one hand.
Two fingers on her other hand pressed together, sending a bolt of lightning straight towards Arachne.
Fear settling in as a chill in Eva�s stomach, she watched the bolt move through the air as if in slow motion. Not willing to lose Arachne so soon, Eva jumped. Unfortunately, she was moving in slow motion too. Her dive didn�t make it to Arachne in time.
Electricity crackled across Arachne�s carapace, focusing on her chest before darting down into the earth. A few loose leaves caught fire around her feet. Arachne had her mouth open, twisted into a frown as she glanced down at her chest.
Eva stood, blinking in surprise and shock. The lightning hadn�t even left a mark on the chitin. It was just as shiny and black as ever.
Whipping back around, Eva immediately recognized why. Shalise�s glove was covered in runework. The same runes that she had used back when she had first started on the glove. No alterations. Not surprising, Shalise wasn�t an expert or even mildly experienced in runes. The runes that did exist were not designed for seriously harming even a human, let alone a demon. The glove had essentially been solely to surprise Zoe during one of her training seminars.
Clutching at her chest and breathing out a small sigh of relief, Eva closed her eyes for just a moment. �You scared me,� she said.
�I scared you?� Shalise clutched at her own chest as she leaned back against a tree. �I think I�m having a heart attack.�
�You aren�t,� Eva said, voice flat. Being able to see into people�s bodies had greatly increased her ability to tell truth from lies. At least in relation to exaggerations like that. Shalise�s heart was beating, and fast, but nothing out of the ordinary. �But what are you doing out here?�
�Lynn told me to run. So I ran. We already decided on what I should do if something happened. I�m to run out here, pick a direction, run around, and essentially get myself lost.�
Shalise breathed a light, relief-filled sigh. �If you are all she was worried about, I suppose I can go back before she finds me. Unless you�re here to kill me.� She gave a weak chuckle, obviously�hopefully not believing that. �Or kidnap me. Actually, please kidnap me.� Turning her head to her shoulder, Shalise breathed in a few short breaths through her nose. �I haven�t had a proper shower in forever.�
Eva took a step away with a slight wince. The forest and a light breeze was keeping any scent from Shalise away, but no need to take chances.
�I hate to break it to you, but I have no idea where Lynn Cross is. She did something to you and herself to hide the two of you from Nel. We showed up and haven�t seen her.�
�What? Where��
A crack echoed through the forest. Where it came from was almost impossible to tell by the sound alone. Unfortunately, there weren�t too many places where it could have come from.
�Zoe might be in trouble.� Eva took three steps before realizing that Shalise hadn�t moved. �Coming or not?�
�Lynn��
�Might be in trouble too. Come on.�
Eva grabbed Shalise�s arm�carefully�and dashed through the woods. Going backwards was hard, the path through the forest was barely clear and twisted more than once.
A plume of smoke rising in the distance removed all need to navigate the thick brush.
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Chapter 004

The Powers that Be
Coughing twice, Zoe waved a hand in front of her face. A quick order shield had been enough to deflect most of the debris. Dust still made it through. While it was possible to make a shield airtight, it generally wasn�t a good idea if she wanted to breathe for more than a few moments.
Of course, she hadn�t anticipated all the dirt being thrown up into the air, effectively blocking off her breathing anyway.
With a whip of her dagger, Zoe quickly cleared away the dirt around her, filling the space with fresh air and letting her see once again.
She almost immediately wished that she hadn�t.
Not much of the campsite remained. Shalise�s tent had been knocked over by part of the makeshift bench while Lynn�s tent was completely gone. A small crater had taken its place, as if a meteor crashed down right on the camp. A mass of tentacles attached to an oversized dog writhed from within the crater.
One of the enigmas.
Zoe didn�t know where it had come from.
At the moment, she didn�t care. She was a bit too busy to think.
Zoe jumped backwards, flinging off a few gusts of razor wind at the tentacles stretching towards her. One of her wind blades caught a tentacle right at the base, shearing it clean off. The tentacle flopped to the ground where it twitched and shook before finally falling still.
They couldn�t be killed according to Ylva, Carlos, and Eva. They could be damaged enough to resemble death. At least for a time.
Unfortunately, chopping off a single tentacle wasn�t enough to permanently hurt it.
That only angered it. It opened its rounded mouth and let out a high-pitched whine. The whine built up, growing louder to the point of sounding like a policeman�s whistle.
All at once, the whistle stopped. Zoe clamped her hands to the sides of her head as a cannon fired inside her mind. She just about skewered herself with her dagger. As it was, she was sure that her hair wound up trimmed just a tad on the one side.
Using the distraction, the enigma charged forward before Zoe could respond. It managed to get one tendril wrapped around her wrist, knocking the dagger out of her hand while yanking her towards its gaping maw.
Never one to travel without a backup, Zoe pulled out the wand that she normally used in the classroom. Another blast of razor-sharp wind sliced through the tentacle holding her wrist. Again, Zoe backed away, feeding the creature a few lightning bolts to cover her escape.
Another whistling whine started up. Zoe didn�t let it get any further. With a flurry of arm movements, Zoe sent out a wave of lightning bolts and a deluge of wind. The whistle cut off partway as the enigma was knocked clean on its back.
Six stubby legs wiggled in the air, failing to gain traction. The mass of tentacles on its back took up the position of legs. Rather than flip around, the enigma scuttled forward across the ground.
With grit teeth, Zoe unleashed a blast of fire at the enigma. Not her specialty, but the lightning and wind just didn�t have enough force behind them.
The flames surrounded the enigma, engulfing it in a bright orange ball. With a thought and a twist of her wrist, the flames collapsed inwards to both crush and burn the enigma at the same time. It took time�Zoe didn�t have the spell prepared in a tome as Wayne undoubtedly would�but the enigma was no longer charging forward. If anything, it was shrinking in on itself in an attempt to keep away from the flames.
At a critical moment, Zoe ceased channeling her magic into the flames and brought up an order shield again.
The collapsing flames exploded outwards, filling the air with fire. The explosion took with it Shalise�s tent and the rest of the wooden bench and table.
And a good portion of the enigma.
Though most of its body was still lying on the ground, the tentacles lining its back were all but gone. Vanished, turned to ash, or otherwise removed.
Breathing out a sigh of relief, Zoe quickly voided the oxygen from the surrounding air, freshened up the air again, and finally breathed back in. Fire had a tendency to consume most everything but the oxygen served as fuel. Removing it even momentarily kept everything from catching on fire. Less to put out later.
A few trees would still need a quick dousing, but Zoe was far more focused on the scene in front of her.
She waited, watching he maimed enigma. If it did jump up and start charging her, she didn�t want to get caught with her pants down.
After a full minute, nothing seemed to be happening. The enigma grew still. Perhaps entering that dormant state that could be mistaken for death. Perhaps it was setting a trap. Either way, it wasn�t attacking at this particular moment.
Finally having a moment to breathe, Zoe found herself frowning as she took her eyes off the still-writhing enigma.
Her dagger was lying on the ground, half buried in the smoking dirt. She reached down and plucked it out. The blade was still its shiny silver self. The hilt was not quite so lucky. What had once been a sleek wooden handle was now a crumbly bit of charcoal.
It could be repaired. A quick test with a lightning bolt into the enigma�s side showed that it worked just fine. The silver was the focus, the rest was just for show and a grip. But it was still disheartening to see. Her dagger had been her constant companion since she was little. A piece of her old home that she always carried with her.
A cracking of a branch behind her had Zoe whirling around, sending out a blade of wind as she moved.
The wind crashed against a black transparent shield, scattering harmlessly into the air. The shield fell, revealing Eva with her hands on her hips. Arachne and Shalise stood right behind her as an orb of blood hovered in front of her.
�You�re lucky I had a shield ready,� Eva said with a frown. She took her eyes off Zoe, looking around with a slight whistle. �Guess Shalise won�t be staying here after all.�
�What happened? Where�s Lynn?� Shalise pushed around Eva, eyes frantically darting around the camp.
Zoe let her wand fall to her side. She was still ready to whip it up at the first sign of danger, but keeping it pointed at them wouldn�t help Shalise calm down.
With a deep breath, Zoe said, �I haven�t seen her. She wasn�t around the camp when that thing showed up.�
Stepping up to the edge of the crater, Shalise stared at the enigma with an ashen face.
Zoe quickly placed a hand on Shalise�s shoulder, keeping her from going any further. Shalise had fought a number of them and would certainly recognize it on sight, even in its burned state. She definitely knew how dangerous they could be. However, if she thought that Lynn might be in danger, she might not be thinking straight.
�Why is it here? They�re supposed to be in Hell. We haven�t been summoning demons. We fought so many back there and they�re still hounding us.�
Zoe pulled out her cellphone and pulled up the picture she had taken earlier. One hand still on Shalise�s shoulder, Zoe held it out in front of her. �I don�t suppose you know the purpose of this? It was drawn on Lynn�s window, casting a shadow onto the floor of her tent,� she added after a moment. The picture she had taken was up close of the pattern and didn�t really offer much context in terms of actual location.
After glancing down for a few seconds, Shalise shook her head. �It wasn�t there a few days ago. I would have noticed. I don�t inspect the tents every single day, so it could have been drawn on more recently.�
�Has anyone visited your camp lately?�
Shalise tossed her head back and forth. �No one has ever stopped by. Not until today.�
�We only showed up a half-hour ago,� Eva said, stepping up into the conversation. �How long has it been since Lynn told you to go hide?�
�A few hours? I don�t really have a watch.�
�Maybe she saw the mark and told you to run? Or wrote it herself.�
�Why?� Zoe said with a frown. �A trap for us?�
Eva shook her head. �I didn�t even know I would be here an hour ago. If she knew, she�s been hiding some amazing abilities. And should have probably predicted and prevented both her incarceration, defeat at my hands, and Shalise�s vacation to Hell.�
�Vacation?� Shalise snorted. �Hardly.�
�Well, you got out of schoolwork.�
�Lynn�s been teaching me. I don�t want to say anything bad, but I think I would rather have had a real teacher. Especially if it meant not going to Hell in the first place.�
�Well, for now,� Zoe said, �let�s get you back to Brakket. It�s safer there. Probably.�
�But Lynn��
�I�m sure she�ll catch up with you.� Zoe rubbed her forehead. She had been doing that a lot lately, but there had been a lot going on that was headache inducing. �If we leave a message, she�ll know where you are.�
�In fact,� Eva added, �we�ll probably have to set up defenses to stall her until she calms down enough to not try to kill us all. Really says something about the one who has decided that she�s your guardian, huh?�
�She� means well.�
�She tried to kill me,� Eva said. She had a pout on, but it was obviously fake.
�Yeah,� Shalise said with a wince. �My statement still stands. She�s just a bit aggressive.�
�Uh huh.� Eva kept her voice flat. �But you still asked to be kidnapped by us.�
�Camping is fine for a day or two. A month? More? I don�t even know how long I�ve been out here.�
�Then,� Zoe broke in, �as I said, let us leave.�
�Hold on, what are we going to do about the enigma?�
Zoe glanced first to Eva then to the crater containing the enigma�s remains. �We can�t leave it to regenerate,� she said after a moment.
While it might just run around the forest without causing much trouble for a while, eventually it could find its way to civilization. Or even another group of campers. While they might be able to eventually kill it, they wouldn�t know or be prepared for it to come back to life. Even killing it a second time could lead to people thinking that they simply hadn�t critically wounded it the first, resulting in a third attack before people finally took proper measures to contain it.
�I could send it to Willie�s domain through a transference circle,� Eva offered. �I�m sure Juliana would appreciate more complications in his life.�
�Is filling Hell with essentially toxic waste really a good idea?�
�It has got to go somewhere. Might as well be with people we hate.�
�There has to be a better option. Sending them back where they came from, for instance.�
�Figuring out how to do that would be your job. And unless you have figured it out, we need a more immediate solution.�
Without hesitation, she moved up and pulled out her dagger. She dug it straight into her arm and pulled out a long ribbon of black liquid. The blood immediately twisted around into a wide circle, large enough for a human to stand up fully within. Sigils and signs filled in the inside as it moved just above the enigma.
As Eva held out her arm, the circle filled in with a deep black void. So dark that it sucked in the surrounding light, darkening most of the crater. Eva and Arachne worked together to lift and toss the enigma into the portal.
Rather than sit around and watch, Zoe cast a quick telekinesis spell. Two severed and charred tentacles flew through the air, disappearing into the darkness of Eva�s portal.
After a quick double-check around the area for any other enigma parts, Eva collapsed the portal with a clap of her hands. The blood in the air flashed white before vanishing into nothingness.
�Alright,� Zoe said, turning to face the full group. �Any other reason to stay?�
�Just Lynn.� Shalise�s voice was quiet, barely above a whisper.
�Don�t worry. I�m sure she�ll catch up with us before nightfall.�
�Even if we wish she wouldn�t.�
Zoe rolled her eyes. Tightening her grip on Shalise, she started building up her magic for a teleport. �We�ll be taking off ahead of you.�
� � �
Eva stayed behind, watching the spot Shalise and Zoe had just been occupying for a moment. She couldn�t leave just yet. Arachne still had to shrink down before she could leave. However, there was another reason she couldn�t leave just yet.
Pulling out her vials of Arachne�s blood as she turned, Eva faced a still burning portion of the forest. Zoe should have helped to put it out before she left, but apparently she forgot. The task fell to Eva, but at the moment, she was more concerned about the circulatory system lurking behind one of the less flaming trees.
�How long are you going to skulk about?� Eva shouted as the orbs of blood started orbiting her.
A certain former nun slipped around the side of the tree. Today, Lynn wasn�t wearing her nun habit. She had a pair of jeans on while being wrapped in a heavier wool jacket. Her shorter hair hung free, unkempt and unbound.
�The last time we fought in a forest didn�t go so well for you,� Eva said. Arachne moved up around her, readying for combat with her extra limbs sprouting from her back. �And I was alone then.�
Lynn eyed Eva, staring first at her before glancing towards Arachne. Her gaze was dull, half lidded and almost bored.
�Have I ever called you a monster?�
Eva tilted her head to her side, half shrugging as she did so. �Probably. I imagine a lot of people have, though I don�t consider myself one. At least not morally. Physically?�
Eva held up a hand, inspecting her carapace. Doing so had become something of a habit of hers whenever her inhuman nature was mentioned. She couldn�t say exactly how her habit had come about. Sometimes she felt like showing off for whomever she was speaking with.
Other times, she almost felt as if she were doing it for herself. Her eyes were blood-red with black sclera, her tongue could stretch a good distance and was dark in coloration, and even her teeth weren�t shaped quite like human teeth anymore.
Yet, without looking into a mirror, her hands were her most obviously inhuman elements. Things that she could use to confirm for herself that yes, she was a monster.
�Yeah, I�d say that I am physically monstrous.�
Lynn shook her head with lips curled into a disgusted sneer. �To think I ever saw you as a child.�
Eva sighed, rolling her eyes. Readying some of the blood for a shield while the rest prepared a wire ball for an attack. �Are you going to fight me or not?�
�The enigmas. I�ve been doing research on them.�
Eva paused, narrowing her eyes. �Go on��
She kept her blood at the ready, not discounting the possibility of a trick.
�They are sent by a Power. One at war with other Powers.�
Alright. Nothing new there, Eva thought as she calmed the flames using her thaumaturgy. If they weren�t fighting, there was no reason to let the forest burn down.
They had known as much since Zagan had given Nel the enigma fetter and she had scried on another plane of existence through it. They hadn�t explicitly known that it had been at war, but that was easy enough to guess.
�The Power creating the enigmas is one that has shown up in history on occasion. Every time it turns up, it manifests in some new form. Adapting or perhaps merely mutating.�
�So what? How does knowing that help us?�
�The problem is that these enigmas are not helpful towards humanity. They attack everyone without distinction. Human, demon, monster, mortal.�
�They don�t attack undead,� Eva said, thinking back to her memories of Sawyer. �Or, I know of a necromancer who tamed them. I don�t know if they tried to attack him before he tamed them.�
Eva had a whistle that she got from Sawyer. Presumably the one he had used to tame the creatures, though she hadn�t actually had a chance to test it out. Had she brought it with her, she could have tried it out on the one Zoe had incapacitated.
�Tell me, do you believe that necromancers worship Death?�
Eva rubbed the back of her head, moving her sharp fingers through her hair to massage her scalp with a practiced touch, glad she wasn�t still cutting her head. �Well, it made a certain amount of sense until you asked.�
�Seems counter-intuitive, doesn�t it? Necromancers go around killing people. But to power their constructs, they tend to use stolen souls. Either pulled directly from Death�s realm or from recent kills. Souls that haven�t been picked up by psychopomps.
�Necromancers, vampires, mummies, zombies, skeletons. The Power behind their reanimation is Life itself. To be clear, it isn�t entirely intentional. Merely a side effect of the undying nature of Life.�
�So what then?� Eva scratched her head. Knowing which Power had been attacking Void was an interesting bit of knowledge, but didn�t exactly help. No matter who Lynn named, it was still a Power. Too far above mortals or even demons to affect.
�Can something that embodies the very concept of life be killed?� Lynn shook her head. �I doubt it. And if it can be killed, is it a good idea?�
�But it must be stopped.�
�Agreed.�
�Especially if they�re going to be showing up in the mortal realm without being pulled through a demonic summoning circle.�
Lynn looked away and down towards the ground. �That might have been my fault. Shalise had been cleansed through the ritual with the obelisk. I was concerned for any taint that I had collected. I had been attempting my own ritual using natural moonlight. By the time I realized that something had gone wrong��
She held out an arm, pulling back the sleeve of her jacket. Her dark skin was covered in violet bruises. Bright enough to be almost glowing. �I�m not quite sure how this happened, but I managed to prevent it spreading.�
�Would you like an amputation?� Eva asked, forming some of her blood into a small ring. When Lynn looked to be hesitating, Eva said, �Ylva mentioned corrupting effects of enigmas. Leaving it alone could be bad.�
�I believe that they become what they consume. Being touched or�� She held up her arm. �This isn�t corrupting me.�
�You�re willing to take that chance?�

Chapter 005

Surgery
Eva popped into the gate room of the women�s ward. As Arachne hopped off her and grew back to her full height, Eva pulled out her cellphone and sent Zoe a message stating that she had put out the fires and was taking a rest at the prison.
Not entirely true, but not a lie either.
At least it would keep her from worrying when Eva didn�t end up at the apartments.
Heading out of the gate room and into her own room, Eva added a fresh bit of blood to her warding scheme. It was somewhat annoying that she had to do so. Eva had cleaned out a handful of people in the recent months�Zagan, Lynn, and half of Juliana�s family to name a few. That she was readding one of those people so soon was just a little irksome.
But things were strange. If someone who had been looking into the enigmas more than anyone else around wanted to be her friend at the moment, Eva couldn�t really deny them.
Devon didn�t care about enigmas. Especially not with his new wind on Catherine�s ritual circle�though that had hit a small snag with how decimated the demon population was at the moment. Catherine was quite picky in just who was allowed in her ritual. She kept flip-flopping over having Arachne because of her dubious demonic origins. Lucy was still out of sorts and not in any shape to participate in a ritual.
Which just left Devon�s carnivean.
To the best of Eva�s knowledge, Anderson hadn�t summoned any demons and neither had anyone else. Being able to feel demons now-a-days took a lot of guesswork out of figuring out how many demons were around.
Devon and Catherine had been planning to summon a demon. They had actually tried but wound up getting a few enigmas instead. Four separate tries ended up with them summoning nothing but enigmas. Whether that was because of the specific demons they had tried or because Hell was once again being infested with enigmas, Eva couldn�t say. And neither could they.
In regards to Catherine and Devon, the last Eva heard, they were holding off for a time before trying again.
Arms crossed in front of her chest, Eva plopped down on the couch in the common room. Lynn had said that she would be along in five minutes.
It was nearing ten.
�You shouldn�t trust her,� Arachne said as she sunk into the couch next to Eva.
Just as Eva was starting to grow impatient.
�I know. If she lies about the time to get here,� Eva said with only a slight sarcastic tone in her voice, �who knows what else she is lying about.�
�She tried to kill you. Multiple times. She will try again.�
�Probably.� Eva frowned, dropping the sarcasm in favor of a more serious tone. �The enigmas threaten life as we know it. Void, by your account, is merely bored. Potentially troublesome, but not the all-consuming horror that Nel described Life�s plane of existence as. Something that no one wants Earth to end up as.�
�You�re putting your hopes on the notion that a human will set aside their emotions because of a possible apocalypse.� Arachne paused, shifting in her seat ever so slightly closer to Eva. �In my admittedly limited experience with humans, a stressful situation will only agitate her feelings. She�ll look for an opportunity to stab you in the back. Possibly literally.�
Eva shrugged. �I�ve survived all of her attacks so far. Fought back quite decisively, as well. Sawyer�s sneak attacks have always been worse and I�ve survived all of them as well. And have come out stronger, if I may say so myself.�
Looking up at Arachne, Eva added, �I didn�t have you during any of those encounters. Circumstances always conspired against us being together. If I can help it, we won�t be separated again. Not in school or outside of it.�
Arachne stilled before a small smile grew on her face. �I appreciate that.�
�Now,� Eva said as she clapped her hands together. She didn�t clap to cause any explosions, merely for punctuation as she changed topics. �Is that woman ever going to show up?�
The moment the words were out of her mouth, Eva felt a circulatory system enter her range. She watched as it approached the front door of her women�s ward. With her real eyes, she watched a tentacle reach around the side of the door as it pushed inwards. Devon�s scraggly beard poked around next.
The rest of him soon followed.
�Good,� he said with a gravely voice, �you�re back. The carnivean mentioned feeling a demon. I was hoping it was you.�
�Did you need something?�
�The week before your school restarts, we�ll be performing both your ritual as well as Catherine�s.�
Eva nodded along. Depending on which end of the week Devon would go for, that was anywhere from three weeks away to a full month.
But he didn�t continue along. Devon started to leave.
�We still need three demons for both of us right? Arachne, Catherine and the carnivean for me, but who all for Catherine?�
�If we are unable to summon any proper demons, Arachne and you will have to suffice.�
�Me? I�m not even a full demon.�
Devon rolled his eyes. �We know,� he said with a scoff. �You�re close enough�especially after your next treatment�that it shouldn�t matter. In fact, Catherine has changed from apprehensive to excited about the prospect of having you in its circle. You represent an unknown. Something that no demon apart from yourself possesses.�
�How flattering.�
�We would still prefer a proper demon.�
�I�m sure you would.� Frankly, Eva would as well. None of the demons looked like they had been in much pain during her ritual the other month, but they were much better at hiding things like that than she was. �Was there anything else?�
His tentacle reached up, scratching through his beard. He was lucky that it wasn�t a slimy tentacle. Lucy had a constant sheen covering her face and hair while in her human form. The thin slime wasn�t too noticeable other than looking like she was sweating constantly, but that was her entire body. Just an arm would mean Devon�s face would get coated in goop every time he touched his beard.
�Can�t think of anything prominent. Don�t die. You�re almost done.�
�I�ll try not to,� Eva said, voice flat. �Not really something I�m planning��
Eva cut herself off, standing up as Lynn Cross popped into the gate room. Just because they had parted without fighting did not mean that Eva was willing to let her wander freely around her home. Arachne was right, she could be stabbed in the back at any time.
Though, in Eva�s opinion, it would be foolishness in the extreme to attack her in the middle of her home. Lynn knew that she was a blood mage. Eva had to gather a vial of Lynn�s blood before she could enter the women�s ward. If Lynn thought to attack, Eva could instantly turn the tables on her.
And Lynn had to know that fact.
�If you�ll excuse me,� Eva said to Devon, �I�ve an operation to perform.�
Devon raised an eyebrow, eyes shifting to the gate room door as Lynn stepped into the main room.
�A guest?� His eyes narrowed as he looked Lynn up and down. �A demon?�
�Worse. A nun.�
Devon took a step back, instantly on guard. His thumb idly ran over the rings of his human hand.
Though Eva had been joking, a nun was probably much worse than a demon to him. Demons could be dominated. In fact, demons were the best case scenario for Devon. Humans, vampires, and anything else couldn�t be handled by turning them to his side.
�Calm down. I�m expecting her. Or rather, I�ve been expecting her.� Eva turned to face Lynn, putting a frown on her face. �I was excepting her a good ten to fifteen minutes ago.�
�I took a moment to check around the camp, looking for anything to salvage.�
�Find anything?�
�Not what I was looking for.�
Eva shrugged. Unless it was some anti-demon or enigma weapon, Eva really didn�t care what she had been looking for.
�Very well,� she said, turning back to Devon. �Like I said, nothing to worry about. Just have to chop some arms off.�
�You ask me not to worry and then you say things like that,� he said, shaking his head. �Whatever. Do what you want. Just keep her away from me.�
Not having moved far from the door, Devon quickly moved back to it and started to leave. �And don�t get killed either,� he said before slamming the door behind him.
�Aww, he really does care,� Eva said with a roll of her eyes.
�Charming,� Lynn said. Her voice came out toneless and without any humor.
�You know, every single person I�ve talked to who isn�t named Shalise thinks that you�re going to kill me at the first possible opportunity. Or try to, at least. Even then, Shalise didn�t sound too certain of herself. It probably says something terrible about your personality.�
�I could make do without your taunts.�
�Not a taunt. Merely a comment.� Eva waved a hand around the room. �Take a seat,� she said as she made her way towards the potions room.
Arachne and Lynn glowered at each other, somewhat dancing around each other as Lynn moved towards the couch and Arachne towards the potions room door. Eventually, with a gesture of her arm, Lynn allowed Arachne to pass by, taking a seat as soon as the way was clear.
Leaving the door open as Eva started rummaging through the cabinet, she turned her head over her shoulder to call out to Lynn. �I have to say, I�ve somewhat neglected my potions upkeep. I can�t even remember the last time I brewed any. These are all at least six months old. Most older than that. Half of these �beneficial� potions are probably more poison these days.�
Lynn�s voice echoed out from the common room, derision plain in her tone. �The more you speak, the more I consider taking my chances as is. Or doing it myself.�
Despite her words, she remained seated in the common room.
Eva pulled out one certain vial from the cupboard. A muted brown color potion. Not really what it was supposed to look like, but uncapping the top and sniffing at it, Eva didn�t find anything really wrong with the light citrus scent. It probably wouldn�t kill her.
It might not work as intended, but at least she tried.
�Here,� Eva said, tossing the vial to Lynn. �Same thing I took when I amputated my legs. It should make your entire body numb for a few hours. Though I did have to take about twenty vials of it, but potions don�t work too well on me.�
Lynn caught the vial out of the air, frowning at the color as she performed the same smell test that Eva did. Unlike Eva, she wrinkled her nose, pushing the vial away from her face. She opened her mouth.
For a moment, Eva thought that she was going to complain.
Lynn brought the vial to her lips and tipped it all back in a single swig.
She shuddered as her face twisted into disgust. The disgust quickly vanished as her face regained a neutral expression.
�Well, it works on my tongue at least.�
Eva waited, watching as the nun went slack-jawed.
�And rest of my body,� she slurred after a moment.
�Excellent. Let�s get to work.�
Eva drew her dagger as Lynn started removing her shirt.
The purple blotches on her arm reached just below her shoulder�luckily for Lynn, it would be much harder to remove the corruption if it had spread onto her chest. Eva couldn�t tell that anything was odd. As far as her blood was concerned, everything was normal.
The blotches cut off below her shoulder with a sharp line. Slightly curved.
�This is where the moonlight cut off,� Lynn started, slightly slurring her words as she traced the sharp line. �I moved my arm into the light before stepping fully into it. Obviously, I didn�t follow through with the remainder of the ritual.�
�If you had finished, would the corruption have been pulled away?� Eva mused as she cut a thin line into Lynn�s arm. �Perhaps it was only temporary.�
Lynn had abjectly refused to allow demon blood anywhere near her. Even after explaining that human blood wasn�t half a strong, she hadn�t agreed.
So if it wasn�t a clean cut, it wouldn�t be Eva�s fault.
�That wasn�t something I could chance. Not with Shalise sleeping a tent over. If something had happened� if I had turned into an enigma or otherwise lost my mind��
�Probably good that you didn�t.�
Standing away from Lynn, Eva clapped her hands together right away.
The blood dripping out of the wound Eva had cut flashed white. When the spots died out from Eva�s eyes, Lynn�s arm was lying at her side, looking a whole lot more like mutilated beef than Eva had intended. However, Lynn herself didn�t look too bad.
Eva did let out a small groan as she hardened the blood around Lynn�s stump. �I should have had you move.�
Glancing down at the bleeding limb on the couch, she gave a half-smile. �Your loss,� Lynn said. �I feel��
Whatever she was going to say, she didn�t make it. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she fell over to the side.
�
Eva shifted her mask around, molding the blood over her hair to give her a smooth and solid skullcap.
Arachne wasn�t with her. She was far too recognizable for what Eva intended to do. Even Eva�s mask could be recognized by anyone who went to the Elysium Order�s cathedral. Both Zoe and Wayne as well as the nuns.
Though Eva hoped she wouldn�t be running into one of them anytime soon.
Serena could recognize it as well, but Eva hadn�t seen the vampire in forever. She had left a note stating that she was going home. After that, Wayne had disappeared for a few days before returning alone. Presumably she was fine.
Eva had been somewhat put off by the simple note as a farewell. They had a somewhat awkward situation when she had lost control after teleporting, but Eva hadn�t held it against her. It was Eva�s fault for teleporting her, if anything.
But that was all in the past. Focusing on the present, Eva had to ensure that she wouldn�t be easily recognized. She had bought an entirely new outfit specifically for tonight. Normally, Eva wore skirts and tee-shirts. She hadn�t worn shoes since her inhuman nature had been revealed to the school population.
Today, she had a long pair of suit pants with a dark button-up shirt.
And her mask.
Sitting in front of a well-lit mirror, Eva stared at herself with a frown. The mask on her face turned to a frown as well. It took a bit of practice to mimic her expressions on the mask. It wasn�t perfect. Anyone who looked too closely would realize that her mask didn�t move quite like a real face would.
But it was close enough.
�Now,� Eva said as she looked out at the array of chemicals on the desk in front of the mirror. �How do I do this?�
Reaching out, she picked up a circular container of powder that roughly matched her skin tone. Setting it down, she took hold of a jar of thicker goop. As with the powder, it matched her skin.
But Eva had no idea how to use it.
Having lived on her own since she was younger, Eva had never really gotten into makeup. People at her old school used it. Eva only rarely spoke with them. Her attending middle school had been solely to avoid any trouble involving the law coming after her for truancy that, in retrospect, had probably been wholly unnecessary.
It wasn�t like she was registered to live at the abandoned hospital.
None of her limited experience with others in school had led to an interest in makeup.
With a groan, Eva started slathering the goop over her semi-solid mask. The surface of her mask was hard enough that the makeup didn�t soak into it. Which was good for her control over the blood. If the blood became too contaminated, she would lose control and her mask would become a solid masquerade mask.
Unfortunately, the goop didn�t mesh into the mask the same way that it did with skin. Eva had to make the mask slightly porous to get it spread smoothly. There were still ridges and clumps of thicker makeup, but Eva managed to get it smoothed out for the most part.
Grabbing a brush and the powder, Eva brushed some up on her face. She had no idea what she was doing, but she was trying to give some definition to the smooth, plastic-like texture of the goop.
A bit of lipstick gave some color to her lips.
�Whatever,� Eva said with a shake of her head. It didn�t need to be perfect. It just needed to make her not look like her and not look like hardened demon blood. The makeup definitely accomplished both tasks. It didn�t really make her look like a human though.
Reaching to the side of the mirror, Eva picked up a short blond wig. Enough to cover the rest of her head that didn�t have makeup over it. It took a bit of molding of her mask to get it to stay on and not slip off, but eventually she managed.
Finally, Eva reached towards a small container. The large, full-eye contacts that Devon had gifted her long ago before she had lost her original eyes. She could have worn them earlier, but after missing eyes completely and going with the blindfold for so long, suddenly having eyes would have been strange.
And they were a nightmare to insert and remove.
She should have done so before putting on her mask, but it was easy enough to detach from the rest of her face without ruining the makeup. Not that it could really look any worse.
Eva had to pull down the lip of her eye as she slipped the edge of the contact under her eyelid. Pressing it into place, there was a bit of an air bubble on the inside. Nothing painful, but her eye would dry out if left too long.
She wasn�t planning on taking too long tonight.
�I look like a doll,� Eva said after she inserted her second contact and replaced her mask. �A doll that was left in the oven for too long.�
Whatever she looked like didn�t matter. She wasn�t planning on interacting with anyone. Her disguise only needed to function from afar. And on anyone watching on any security cameras.
Preparations complete, Eva turned to the window and blinked out onto a roof near her motel. A few quick blinks later and Eva found herself at her ultimate destination.
A hospital.
Not an extraordinary hospital by any means. Even for mages. With a simple red cross and large glass windows, Eva wouldn�t have been able to pick it out from a lineup of other hospitals.
The only thing that set this one apart was a certain patient on the third floor.
Having scoped out the building beforehand, Eva knew exactly which room to go to. Unfortunately, she wasn�t able to blink straight into the room. The curtains were closed. They had been earlier in the day as well. While she could blink into the hallway, that would be too revealing. Security cameras would suddenly see her. Even if she blinked to a blind spot, it would still be suspicious to show up on one camera but not the ones before. Not enough people could blink, doing so would narrow suspects.
So Eva walked in through a main door�not the front door, but not quite a side door either. There was a small lobby and it was still within visiting hours, so nothing should be too suspicious. Eva didn�t stop by the counter, but she did give a nod towards the attendant.
Nothing odd about that. People came in to visit all the time. So long as she acted like she knew where she was going and like she was supposed to be there, no one would look twice at her.
Even with her hideous face.
With her blood sight, Eva moved up towards the third floor without meeting anyone. It was easy to avoid them when she could see through walls.
She had to wait in the stairwell for a few moments before entering the third floor hallway. Just long enough to avoid someone walking from one of the rooms to the elevator.
She couldn�t avoid the security cameras, but no one would be staring at them until later.
If ever.
Hopefully.
Once the coast was clear, she headed into the hallway and made her way to the room.
�Hello, Martina Turner,� Eva said as she shut the door behind her.
The body of Martina Turner sat in her bed. Eyes closed, she gave no indication that she had heard anything. The only noise in the whole room was a steady beep of an electrocardiogram machine.
�I�d appreciate it if you�d respond. I truly don�t want to kill you.�
Eva walked over to the side of her bed, leaning against it. She had been hoping that there would be some reaction to her words. Even a slight heart rate increase. Something to indicate that someone was home.
�But from the looks of things,� Eva said as she pulled out her dagger, �you�re already dead. Your body just doesn�t know it yet.�
An incision of any size would be far too obvious. But all she needed was a pinprick. Removing the intravenous needle, Eva pressed her dagger to the tiny hole. She widened the hole as soon as the first bit of blood came under her control. Not much. Just enough to get a bit more blood under her spell.
As the blood coursed through the husk of Martina Turner, Eva replaced the needle. She took care to insert it exactly where it had come from.
The blood reached her heart and Eva froze it solid, blocking off a ventricle.
The electrocardiogram machine started beeping, making a great deal of noise. Eva took her leave immediately, not wanting to get caught behind.
She slipped into the stairwell just as the nurses and doctors raced down the hall towards Martina�s room.
Feeling somewhat disgusted with herself, Eva stayed behind just long enough to ensure that the doctors had stopped trying. Once they had, Eva turned the blood in Martina�s heart back to liquid before making her way out of the building.
A nearby alley had a duffel bag full of far more regular clothes. Eva removed her mask, stripped, changed, and placed her disguise clothing and wig into the shell of the mask.
With a clap of her hands, nothing was left. Wig, clothes, makeup, and duffel bag all vanished into oblivion.
Building up her magic, Eva teleported straight back to the women�s ward.
�It�s done,� Eva said, stepping into the common room.
Catherine looked up, eyes blazing red in her full demonic form. �I know. Thank you for that. I don�t pretend to care about whatever emotions you might have felt, but I know that our favors weren�t binding in the slightest. I appreciate you following through.�
�I don�t appreciate being asked.� Taking a deep breath, Eva shook her head. �But what is done is now done. What is next for you?�
�I think a position as the secretary for Brakket Academy has just opened up. I�ll be spending my time with Devon, researching. We�re so close. I can almost taste it.�
�Well, I hope that works out for you. You�re free to stay here if you want. Or pick a building. Plenty to go around. We don�t get electricity or internet out here though.�
�No time for games. Maybe after this ritual, there will be time for such things.�
�I�m looking forward to it. Both of our rituals, that is.� Forcing a yawn, Eva headed towards her room. �I�m going to turn in for the night.�
Leaving the succubus, Eva tore off her clothes and crawled into bed. She had promised herself that she wouldn�t �play the victim� after killing Martina. Not even within the confines of her own mind. Self-pity, especially over something she did intentionally and with full knowledge of what she was doing, did not become her.
And yet, she had never killed anyone she had known before. Sawyer not withstanding. Technically, he had killed himself. Or just died on his own. No one she had spoken to for more than a few instants. No one she cared about�even as little as she cared for Martina.
It left a weight in her chest. One she had trouble discerning the true cause of.
Eva found herself not getting her usual amount of sleep.

Chapter 006

Power Overwhelming
Eva snapped her eyes open. She took a deep breath, glancing around as she took in her surroundings.
She was on her back, staring up at the starry sky. Arachne, Catherine, and Qrycx the carnivean all stood around her with Arachne being the closest. Hovering over her with occasional glares at the other demons, Arachne had a protective air about her.
It couldn�t have been too long since the end of the ritual. Pre-ritual, everything had gone roughly the same as last time. Obviously Zagan wasn�t around and Arachne had taken his place, Serena wasn�t around, and Lucy was missing. None of that had actually changed the ritual itself.
Last time, however, she had been unconscious for such a long time after the ritual that Devon had moved her back into the women�s ward. That she was still lying in the center meant that so much time couldn�t have passed.
Or Arachne hadn�t let anyone approach her. Eva wouldn�t put that past the spider-demon. That theory didn�t explain why Catherine and Qrycx would have stuck around. Catherine had work to do to prepare for her own ritual while Qrycx hated everyone and would not stick around for no reason.
The strangest thing was the lack of Devon. Every time she had woken up after every other treatment, he had been hovering over her, bombarding her with questions or tugging at her tongue. Eva couldn�t even see him in range of her blood sight.
Realizing that he was missing sent a chill down Eva�s spine.
She patted herself down, feeling her skin and her body, checking her insides with assistance of her blood sight, and ensuring that nothing had gone wrong. Something going wrong with the ritual was the only reason that Eva could see why he wouldn�t be feeding her incessant questions.
There were two nubs on her forehead, just above her hairline. The beginnings of horns? A huge number of demons had horns. Eva having them wasn�t all that surprising. Doubly so if her shadow had any truth to it.
While cleansing Shalise of Prax, Shalise�s shadow had been an image of Prax. Or a muscular version of Shalise with horns and hooves. But it was probably safe to assume that it had been of Prax. Neither Zoe nor Lynn had shadows at all. Not human in appearance or demon.
Eva had cast a shadow. One with wings that dripped as if they had been made of liquid. Blood, Eva had guessed based on her magical preference. Along with those wings had been horns. Not gigantic ones like Zagan or even the moderately sized horns on Catherine�s succubus form. Eva�s shadow had just a few inches worth of horns.
But in real life, Eva could only feel a slight bump. Like a knuckle. Not even a half-inch. Interestingly, the skin on her forehead felt like it ended right around the horns. So she definitely had something poking out.
She would have to look in a mirror later on to get a better grasp of what she looked like. Just from the feel, her hair should be able to adequately hide them. So long as they didn�t grow, that was.
Another thing that Eva noticed were the bumps on her back. Unlike her forehead, the skin wasn�t broken. In fact, it might be nothing at all. Eva didn�t often feel up her backside and doing so was awkward. For all she knew, she might just be feeling her shoulder blades. The only reason she had checked in the first place was because of that shadow.
Finding nothing else abnormal or immediately alarming, Eva glanced up to Arachne. �What happened?�
�Your ritual was interrupted.�
Eva blinked, turning towards Catherine. �Interrupted? How?�
�A Void portal opened beneath your body just as the ritual was finishing.�
�Well,� Eva said, patting the ground. �I�m not in Hell.� The cement platform that the ritual circle had been drawn on was just as solid as it ever was. No sign of any portals around her at the moment.
�We thought you had died in the middle and were being drawn in. Tendrils came out, holding you in place rather than pulling you down. One touched your forehead before the entire thing vanished.�
Eva frowned. Rubbing at her forehead, she couldn�t feel anything off aside from the horns. Her fingers came away clean. No goop or muck. She didn�t think that she was thinking differently, but then, would she know if she was?
Perhaps the horns had been a gift from Void Himself. Flattering yet terrifying that she had the personal attention of a Power.
�Your thoughts?�
Catherine shook her head. �I have no idea what to think. Even though I know that you�re a weak little girl who is still partially human, I feel as though I should either be fleeing or bowing.�
�Really? Huh,� Eva said with a slight frown. She resented being called a weak little girl. At the same time, physically, Catherine was right. Partially. Hands and legs aside, Eva felt human.
Being bowed to might be nice though.
Climbing to her feet and brushing off some specks of dirt, she glanced towards Qrycx.
And watched in confusion as the carnivean flinched.
�Alright,� Eva said slowly. Disregarding the demon, she turned to Arachne. �What about you?�
�I won�t care what you become,� the spider-demon answered without hesitation. She didn�t flinch, look away, or avert her eyes.
�But you�re saying that I have become something,� Eva said slowly.
No one responded to that. They didn�t really need to. Something had obviously happened.
Glancing around with her own eyes, Eva still couldn�t spot Devon anywhere. The basketball court that had become her ritual circle had a decent sight range of everything around. It was just outside the machine shop building that Eva hadn�t bothered entering since her first tour of the place. The four cell block buildings separated the courtyard from the rest of the prison; the women�s ward, the burned out dining hall, solitary confinement, and some of the official buildings.
�Devon? He didn�t fall into the portal I hope.�
Catherine shook her head. �He ran off as soon as the portal closed, grumbling something about needing his notebook.�
�How long ago was this?�
�Five minutes?� Catherine said with a shrug. �The portal event didn�t last long at all. Maybe a full sixty seconds at the most. After that, the ritual circle expended its power.�
Eva rubbed her chin, mind churning over everything that she had already thought all over again. Unfortunately, whether or not her treatment was still on track would have to wait for Devon to return.
�What about your ritual? Still planning on it?�
�Of course,� Catherine said, suddenly a great deal more haughty than she had been. �Your troubles don�t concern me in the slightest. I shall get the ritual circle ready immediately.� An almost feral grin appeared on her face. �In fact, if Void wants to touch me, I�ll gladly accept any offering of power.�
She turned slightly, addressing the full group rather than just Eva. �Leave now unless you intend to help. Actually, no. Just leave. I�ll not have any of you sabotaging my work.�
Eva was about to protest the suspicion. She wouldn�t have done something like that. Especially not after Catherine had just helped out with her ritual.
With the glare Catherine had leveled towards Qrycx, it was clear that the comment hadn�t been intended for Eva in the first place.
Taking her leave, Eva headed off towards the cell blocks. Arachne followed along behind her. Eva only stopped for a moment at the edge of the ritual circle to collect her clothing and dagger.
Specifically, she aimed for Devon�s building. She went straight to the top floor where Devon had set up his makeshift home. A few cells had their walls knocked down to make a larger space for him. The bars blocking off the front of the cells had been melted out with Devon�s flames and had been replaced with plywood that he had probably stolen.
Not the most secure place with such weak walls, though he had put up a few wards to strengthen the wood. It was still secure enough that Eva wouldn�t want to force her way in.
So she knocked.
Devon opened the door almost immediately. Eva had expected that he would as he had been standing just on the other side, moving towards it as if he had been about to open it anyway.
�Cath��
He cut himself off as he saw who was at the door. Narrowing his eyes, he looked Eva up and down. �You�re awake.�
�Obviously.�
Reaching out, Devon�s hand immediately found the two bumps on her forehead. He hummed and hawed for a moment before snapping open a notebook and marking a few quick notes down. �I need a vial of your blood.�
It was Eva�s turn to narrow her eyes. �You�ve never asked for blood before. What are you going to use it for?�
�Tests.� He rolled his eyes. �Obviously.�
�How long will these tests take? What will you do with it after?�
�As long as I need. Might even ask for more later. We have to make sure that nothing has gone wrong.�
Eva sighed. As much as she didn�t want to place her blood in the hands of anyone else, Devon was one of the least likely people to do anything untoward with it. She pulled her dagger out and dug it into her arm.
Just as Devon held up his tentacle. �Not that blood. I�d prefer blood untouched by other magic.� He ducked back into his room, leaving Eva to heal her cut. �I have a syringe somewhere around. Just give me a minute to find it.�
�A syringe?� Eva said as she moved into the fairly spartan room. There wasn�t much to it, just a bed, a desk, and a great deal of locks on the door. While it was tidy, it wasn�t necessarily clean. �That is �somewhere around� here? How long has it been sitting around? Has it been used? Why do you even have a syringe?�
Devon paused his rummage through his desk. �You ask far too many questions, girl.�
�I think that I�d rather just cut myself with a regular knife and bleed into a vial.�
�Not an option. I want as little contamination as possible.�
�At least that means that the syringe is probably clean,� Eva mumbled.
Thankfully, Eva couldn�t sense any blood�dried or otherwise�on the glass or needle when Devon pulled the syringe from his desk. The glass looked clear and it even had a little plastic cap over the sharp point.
Eva held out her arm as Devon uncapped the needle and approached. With her main complaints apparently unfounded, she had no real excuse not to let him. Especially with how much he would grumble if she made a fuss about it all.
The blood entering the glass portion of the syringe was as black as Arachne�s. It was the first thing that Eva noticed. Even in the last few months, her blood had still had a faint red tinge to it. Just enough to signify her inferiority.
Now that tinge was entirely gone.
She needed to do some blood tests of her own. If her blood was fully demonic, she wouldn�t need to rely on bloodletting Arachne all the time. She was certain that Arachne would still offer to donate some, and Eva would accept if only to keep her own lethargy down, but being entirely made up of worthwhile reagents would help in plenty of situations where she might otherwise be in trouble.
�Catherine still wants to perform her ritual,� Eva said as Devon withdrew both the needle and the tentacle around her arm.
�After what happened with you? Foolish,� he said. However, after a moment, he shrugged his shoulders. �I suppose earlier is better. Doing so while the status quo hasn�t changed would keep any oddities from happening. And if whatever entity or Power interfered with your treatment expended energy doing so, she is less likely to have anomalies in her ritual.�
�I think that is the opposite of what she is hoping for,� Eva said. She paused for a moment as she considered his words. �Whatever entity or Power? You don�t think that it is Void?�
�Most likely, given the portal and the intention of the treatment. With all the oddities going on, I�ll hold off on ruling out anything for the moment.�
Devon set the syringe on his desk. �I�ll get back to that as soon as I initiate Catherine�s ritual.�
�So, I am going to be involved in this ritual?�
�You haven�t seen any other demons around, have you?�
�Actually, yes. The wax demon is somewhere around here right?�
�Off in solitary confinement with plenty of shackles around her cell. Not going to bring her out for the ritual. Keeping her dominated throughout would be tiring.�
Eva gave a slight nod of her head. Losing control of that one could be intensely painful at best. The headaches it delivered were not to be underestimated. �But I thought you might try one last time to summon a demon or two.�
�It is concerning that we haven�t been able to summon any demons, but not something that should interfere with the ritual. Catherine and I have taken your incomplete nature into account.� He paused in thought for a moment. �It is starting the ritual immediately?�
�As soon as she finishes the modifications to the circle.�
�I don�t know why you bothered to dress,� he said with a slight harrumph. Eyes drawing up to her forehead, he crossed his arms. �Any other changes aside from the obvious?�
Eva pulled off her shirt without hesitation. Turning to face her back towards Devon, she glanced over her shoulder. �Is there anything odd on my back?�
His hands reached out�or a hand and a tentacle�tracing a line from the small of her back up to her shoulder blades. �Is there any pain around here,� he said, moving his tentacle back down her spine.
Eva shook her head. �I feel you, but nothing hurts.�
As soon as she spoke, Devon�s fingers pinched a bit of skin, twisting slightly.
With a yelp, Eva turned, freeing herself from his assault as she swatted at his still outstretched hand. �What was that for?�
�Just ensuring that you do feel pain. Your back has bright red lines, starting from a single �trunk� at your shoulders and branching out in periodic intervals down your back.�
Eva twisted, trying to see something for herself. There might have been something at her shoulders. Without a mirror, she wouldn�t able to see much. �Red lines? What are they?�
�No idea. Physical mutations weren�t unexpected. Your tongue and teeth�� He trailed off with a frown. �Open your mouth.�
Eva complied, wondering just what had caused his frown.
As he ran his finger over her teeth, Devon actually winced and pulled his hand back. Eva watched as a droplet of blood fell to the floor.
Blinking, Eva ran her tongue over the tops of her teeth, feeling the mountains and valleys that now made up her teeth. Her tongue didn�t get cut. Even pressing it down into the sharp blades kept it whole and hearty. Clamping her mouth shut, she found her top and bottom teeth fit in neatly with each other. The triangular teeth interlocked. A smooth wall had replaced the slightly bumpy teeth that she used to have.
�How did I miss that?�
Devon shrugged. �I barely noticed and I was looking for oddities. Perhaps if you smiled more.� He waved a tentacle before Eva could complain. �We should head down and prepare for Catherine�s ritual. If we�re going to do it, best to get it started as soon as possible. I don�t want to be stuck outside all night.�
Eva sighed, but nodded and followed him out of the room. Arachne kept herself positioned close by.
They made it all the way to the bottom of the building before running into a certain carnivean. The shorter demon blocked the way out of the cell block with her hands on her hips and a glare leveled at Devon.
�This ritual was not in our agreement.�
�So you say every day,� Devon said, brushing past her without apparent concern on his face. His heart rate betrayed his nervousness.
�Last time, the Great King forced me. Not this time. I�m not going to do it.�
Devon paused, turning slightly to frown in her direction. �You will and I�ll tell you why. First, we have another demon we can use if need be,� he said, contradicting his earlier statement about not using her at all. �Second, I still have something you want. If you think that there was only the one loophole in our agreement, you�re fooling yourself.�
Qrycx opened her mouth, but Devon held up his tentacle. The same tentacle that Qrycx had hanging off the top of her head. She glared at it almost harder than she had been glaring at Devon.
�Third, you know what we have been pulling out of Hell lately. I don�t know what is going on down there. You don�t know either. But complain and I�ll banish you to figure it out for yourself.�
Without a second glance, Devon pushed past Qrycx and moved outside.
Eva gave the carnivean a sorry shrug as she moved on, but didn�t really feel bad for the demon. It wasn�t like she was losing anything. Catherine might have helped to create the ritual circle, but Devon wouldn�t have let anything happen to his precious research subject. Catherine couldn�t have changed it to kill them or drain them of their demonicness, if that was a thing. And Qrycx didn�t have anything better to do.
Qrycx didn�t respond save to shy away from Eva. That might have something to do with her newfound power�power that Eva didn�t actually feel herself, having to take Catherine�s word for it. Of course, it might also have something to do with Arachne hovering over Eva�s shoulder, glaring at the carnivean.
Arachne had killed Qrycx twice, after all.
Despite her protests, Qrycx followed along a short distance away from Eva as they made their way back to the ritual circle.
�Eva,� Catherine snapped as they approached. She stood right in the middle of one of the donor spots of the circle. �Remove those scraps of cloth and take a seat here.�
With a slight roll of her eyes, Eva proceeded to do as Catherine instructed. As she did so, Catherine went around getting both Arachne and Qrycx into position. Devon hovered about, checking the entire ritual circle.
As soon as everything was in place, Catherine sat down in the center point and Devon stepped out of the circle to stand just at the edge. �Everything ready?�
�If you didn�t find any problems,� Catherine said. As soon as Devon shook his head, she nodded her head. �Then get on with it.�
Devon glared for just a moment before kneeling down and placing his hands at the edge of the circle.
Almost immediately, Eva felt a tingle around her throat. A trickle of blood ran from major veins in her neck out towards a single point just at the nape of her neck. She quickly grabbed her hair and pulled it around her shoulders just as the blood sprayed out into the air as a fine mist.
The pain that she had been somewhat apprehensive about was nowhere to be seen.
Catherine, unfortunately, couldn�t say the same. There was a brief silence as the blood gathered overhead before Catherine started grinding her teeth. Another few seconds and she started screaming.
Eva couldn�t say for how long Catherine screamed. Sitting in one spot with nothing to do for hours while the ritual progressed had a way of messing with her sense of time.
All she knew was that at some point, Catherine�s screams stopped. She was still sitting upright. She was still awake.
And she started laughing.

Chapter 007

Uncomfortable Attentions
�Welcome. To some of you, this will be a welcome back. To others, an initial greeting.
�This year, we will be making history with our students and among other schools around the country. We will be blah blah blah.�
Eva filled in her own words in place of the new dean�s speech. She already knew what was happening. For the most part, at least. Really, she didn�t know why she had bothered attending. Beginning of the year speeches were never interesting, this one least of all because of her foreknowledge.
And yet, Juliana and Shalise had dragged her into the auditorium for the assembly.
There was one thing that might get her to listen. If he started explaining how he was planning on summoning demons while Devon couldn�t, she would start paying attention. That seemed far too specific for a speech like this.
No new demons had popped up around the academy since Martina Turner�s demise. If he had success in summoning any, he had sent them back while Eva was off at the prison or otherwise gone. More likely than him having any success was that he was either hoping to get lucky or hadn�t even tried yet. Eva was leaning more towards the second option of him simply not having tried in a while.
While there weren�t any new demons, there also weren�t as many professors sitting up alongside the dean. Zoe and Wayne were there of course. Bradley Twillie, the magizoologist was there as well. But Yuria and Alari Carr were nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they had resigned. Whether because of fear or because they didn�t want to support Anderson�s plan, Eva couldn�t say without asking.
At least, Eva assumed that Anderson had told the staff what was going on. It was possible that he hadn�t, but hopefully he had planned for more resignations when he revealed it all.
To her sides, Juliana and Shalise were paying a great deal more attention than she was despite Eva having explained this year�s �contest� and new demons to them. Dean Anderson hadn�t actually mentioned demons yet. He had barely touched on the contest, choosing to start with a far more generic greeting.
More of Eva�s friends sat slightly farther away. Irene was next to her sister, chewing on her thumb as she glanced between the dean, Jordan, and Shelby. For her part, Shelby appeared at ease. Far less worried than Irene at the very least.
Eva�s eyes met with Irene�s for just a moment. For a bit of reassurance to the obviously distressed girl, she gave a closed-lip smile�something she had taken to doing since the treatment.
No one had mentioned her teeth. Or her mouth, for that matter. Eva was still not sure if they were being polite, too scared to say anything, or honestly hadn�t noticed.
Irene shook her head before looking back to the front of the room.
Next to her, Jordan was sleeping. Leaning back in his chair, he had his eyes closed as he took in deep breaths.
Eva wasn�t the only one looking around. They were sitting as far back as possible which gave her a decent view of everyone. And everyone had a decent view of her. If she had to guess, hardly anyone was actually paying attention to the dean.
It probably had something to do with Arachne and how she leaned against the wall with her arms crossed just behind Eva. She was only in her humanoid form, so it wasn�t like she was a gigantic spider hogging all the attention.
No one was particularly fearful. A few, obviously. That was to be expected given Arachne�s look and the look Arachne gave people who stared too long. The simple fact of the matter was that all the squeamish people had been filtered out. They were all off attending different schools.
Which made it somewhat amusing that this contest was starting up. They would be meeting with schools�hosting events even�where former Brakket Academy students who had fled or who been pulled out of school would be forced to confront their fears.
Another portion of the student body was staring at the figure next to Arachne. Specifically the figure. Eva doubted that anyone even realized that she was a demon. And that was in spite of the horns, wings, and tail. Catherine�s physical appearance hadn�t changed. It didn�t really need to in order to draw the eyes of pubescent humans.
Eva wasn�t sure what she was doing at the school. Showing off, perhaps. Anderson had to know that Martina was dead and Catherine unbound by her familiar bond.
Now that Eva thought about it, Lucy�s contract had likely terminated with Martina�s death as well. Something should probably be done about her. While Eva doubted that she would go on a rampage, it couldn�t hurt to be safe. But such a thing could probably wait. Lucy wasn�t the malicious type. She was just curious about the world outside her domain.
The real question was whether or not Anderson realized that anything was different about Catherine. She didn�t look different.
She felt different.
Before her ritual the other night, Catherine had had a presence to Eva�s senses. Nothing big. Eva could pick her out from the other demons so long as Zagan wasn�t too close. Now she was different. Bigger. Zagan would still overpower her entirely. Even Ylva was far greater than Catherine.
But Catherine was crisp and clear. A sort of sultry presence filling the auditorium.
While there hadn�t been any physical alterations like Eva had gained, Catherine had certainly not come out of her ritual unchanged. Even discounting her new emanating presence.
Catherine stood against the back of the room, chin high as she drank in the attention the students were giving her. She kept a haughty air about her, never quite glancing at any one student in particular.
Her attitude wasn�t anything new. Ever since the completion of her ritual, Catherine had been absolutely insufferable.
Being unable to sense her own presence, Eva couldn�t say how she stacked up to Catherine. Arachne insisted that Eva was far higher than Catherine in terms of power, but Eva wasn�t sure how far she could trust her friend not to exaggerate. Catherine hadn�t shown off any greatly enhanced abilities, so Eva wasn�t sure what she was acting superior over.
Initially, Eva had been somewhat put off by Catherine�s new haughty attitude. After thinking about it more, perhaps even a slight change was worthy of celebration after an eternity of stagnation. Because of that thought, Eva had decided not to complain too loudly. Catherine could have her moment of happiness.
For a while at least. Insufferable Catherine could only last so long before Eva took the word literally. If she kept it up� well, supposedly Eva was kneel-worthy now. Getting Catherine to kneel might be enough to knock the smug superiority out of her.
As for Eva herself, she didn�t really know if she had any new special abilities, but walls had bled around her multiple times in the past. Trying to consciously make that happen was her current project and an ability that still eluded her.
Arachne saying that she had been stuck in her largest form for a hundred years before figuring out how to shrink into a humanoid form hadn�t helped Eva�s mood.
�They are demons.�
Eva�s attention snapped to the dean, breaking her out of her thoughts. Whereas before only the few rows in the back had been facing in Arachne and Catherine�s direction, the entire auditorium swiveled around to gawk at Anderson�s words.
It wasn�t hard to guess what he had been saying immediately before, but Eva still wished she had heard what he had said. Probably just pointing out their guests to anyone who hadn�t noticed. The ones who had already been seated and forward facing when Eva, Catherine, and Arachne had come in towards the end of the seating.
�You need not fear,� Dean Anderson said, voice extra loud through the microphone to talk over the crowd�s growing noise. �Demon is a poor word filled with all sorts of negative connotations. They are beings from another plane of existence, true, but not necessarily evil and certainly not about to steal souls.�
Eva rolled her eyes. Most of the faces still turned in her direction paled at his words, turning all sorts of sickly colors.
More than a few gazes went from Arachne and Catherine straight to Eva.
Great job reassuring them, she thought, glancing off to one side to avoid all the eyes.
�In addition to the interscholastic contest of ability, we will be taking this year to assist in integrating a number of demons into human society around Brakket. Some as students. Others merely as residents. A few have expressed interest in more� contractual bonds with students who have the permission of their parents.� He added the last line after a brief glance towards Zoe.
The theory professor gave a firm nod of her head.
Eva frowned, staring at Anderson as he went on to quell more fears of the student body. Or attempting to, at least. He even took a few questions from the front row.
She didn�t need her fears quelled. She just needed to think for a few moments.
Maybe he didn�t need to summon demons at all. His words sounded like he already had a warehouse full of them that he�d be distributing around the city later on. Which, now that she was considering it, might make a great deal of sense.
It would be foolish in the extreme to just summon up a host of demons and expect them all to play nice. If he summoned them in advance, it would have given him time to watch them. Any that seemed unstable or overly hostile towards humans could have been sent back before even bringing them to Brakket. Assuming he didn�t want to kill the entire student body. But as long as he was careful in picking demons and had warehouses full of Lucys and Catherines, it wouldn�t be much of a problem.
Were they all under contract to not harm anyone?
But Eva wouldn�t like to see an assortment of Arachnes running around. One Arachne was fine. Eva trusted her not to act out against people. However, that likely depended on Eva. If Eva were gone or were to say that she didn�t care, Arachne might not be so kind to those around. She would probably still ignore humans for the most part, but ones that particularly got on her nerves might find themselves in the infirmary.
If they were lucky.
Zagans would be even worse. Hopefully Anderson wasn�t so foolish as to summon more pillars of Hell.
Some demons that Eva had summoned in the past weren�t ones she would like to see around regular people. Some she wouldn�t want to be around herself. The haunter, for instance. Just about anything that Devon summoned as well. If Anderson was planning on having a dozen of those waxy demons running around the place, Eva might just skip school for the rest of the year.
�Lynn wouldn�t be happy about this,� Shalise said in a near whisper.
Eva glanced to her side but didn�t say anything. Shalise was right, most likely. Eva could ask after school if she really felt like having a conversation with the former nun.
To the best of Eva�s knowledge, Lynn hadn�t actually gone to visit Shalise even once after her little rescue from the forest. A simple letter to say that she was alright was the extent of their communication. She had spent the rest of the time around the prison.
Much to Eva�s chagrin.
Lynn had decided to be useful by continuing her research into enigmas and Life itself�as strange as that sounded. Though cordial at the moment, neither liked or got along with the other. Eva tried to avoid her as much as possible and, judging by the fact that Eva had barely seen Lynn since chopping off her arm, Lynn was doing the same.
�Just wait until my family hears about it. I�m going to be grounded for sure. Or have dad escort me everywhere. He already threatened to do so, you know.�
This time, Eva raised an eyebrow as Juliana groaned. �They already know, don�t they? That was the whole point in having a meeting with Anderson and your mom.�
�He didn�t mention a word about �integrating� demons into society. There are going to be demons everywhere. It�s going to be impossible to hide it from them.�
�Maybe he means only one or two,� Shalise said, voice lacking any sort of conviction.
�There are twelve.�
As one, everyone turned their heads to glance at Jordan. Even Irene and Shelby turned to look.
�Though seven are looking to find a suitable master for a familiar bond. Eagerly looking.�
�You�ve met them then?� Eva asked. �Any that seem� troublesome?�
�I can�t say for sure. None have been homicidal in my presence. Most were content if given tasks by my father. Busy work, things to pass the time. Of course, they might be deceiving me for all I know. Father has a contract with each of them at the moment to dictate their behavior while around the academy, so we shouldn�t have to worry too much.�
�At least until one manages to get out of its contract.�
Arachne had managed to get out of her contract with Devon and create one with Eva thanks to a wording error on Devon�s part. If Devon, the master of demonology, could make an error like that, who was to say that Anderson couldn�t?
Of course, Devon had likely been lax in his vigilance. Arachne was a demon who he had frequently summoned in the past for more than just Eva�s treatment. She was the only demon that Eva had known him to have summoned, allowed out of the shackles, and not dominated. At least until the carnivean. Had he used another demon that night, he would have probably been more careful about the wording of the contract.
Jordan didn�t respond to Eva�s suspicion. He just shrugged his shoulders before looking back to his father up on the stage.
�None of them are named Willie,� Juliana said after a few moments, �right?�
�Not that I know of.�
�Good. Then I�m fine with it.�
Anderson continued his speech, never quite giving out enough information to interest Eva while still allaying fears of the rest of the students. It took a while, but he eventually moved off the subject of demons. The rest of his speech consisted of simple announcements and notifications that would be standard for any school. Changes in staff and important dates.
Whatever was happening with the interscholastic contest was still to be decided.
The only thing that immediately stood out to Eva was the date the demons were arriving.
Two weeks from now. Halfway through September.
� � �
Catherine grit her teeth together. The moment Anderson�s speech had ended, swarms of mortals encircled her, blocking off any and all avenues of escape as they invaded her personal space. Their mouths opened, spilling forth inane questions and comments.
None were showing her the proper fear and respect that she deserved.
Even Arachne had taken on a more respectful tone while speaking to her. Somewhat. Probably.
It was really hard to say. They didn�t speak all that much. Before or since.
Glancing to her side, she found Arachne gritting her teeth almost as much as Catherine was. Maybe more.
The children were mostly avoiding the armored spider. That was to be expected. Even before the ritual, few demons could hope to attract as much attention as a succubus. Even one as lowly as Catherine had been. It was only natural that she be the center of attention.
But whatever Arachne�s opinions towards Catherine were, they barely mattered. The ritual had worked. Catherine could feel it deep within her chest. A swelling of something more than she had been before.
The thing that did matter was Arachne�s slowly clenching and unclenching fists. She was about to tear somebody apart. While Catherine really didn�t care what happened to most of the mortal children, she really didn�t want to get into a fight. She had ritual circles to improve and maybe a game or two to play.
Now that this first ritual was complete, she felt like she deserved a little bit of unwinding downtime.
Letting out just a hair of that swell within her chest had the entire auditorium falling silent. The children looked at her with lovestruck eyes, mouths still gaping open yet silent.
�Do me a favor,� Catherine said, injecting just a hair of magic into her voice. �Go to your classrooms and leave me alone.�
A few vacant nods followed before the children started scrambling off to follow her orders.
Catherine started chuckling. She couldn�t help it. The spell would wear off after a few minutes, but she had just charmed an entire auditorium full of mortals like it was nothing.
The adults at the far end of the room were still around. Catherine had specifically excluded them from her spell. Some were staring at her with mild disapproval. Others were the opposite; perhaps because she hadn�t killed anyone.
Really, it was absurdly easy to exceed expectations when expectations couldn�t possibly be any lower.
Zoe had her lips pressed thin. Despite her obvious disapproval, she gave Catherine a brief nod of her head.
Catherine rolled her eyes. She didn�t need the professor�s approval.
There were a few others in the auditorium. A couple of the students who had participated in the diablery class the previous year. They would have spent enough time around Catherine to understand what she had done and were able to resist it. Catherine had no doubts that she could ensnare them should she wish. All it would take was a little more power.
Eva and her group of friends hadn�t moved either. Catherine had not expected her spell to work on Eva and wasn�t sure that more power would be the answer. Though Catherine had become stronger, Eva felt stronger still. Even if the girl didn�t act like it.
More worrying was that Devon said that there were still treatments to undergo. At least one though possibly as many as three. His original schedule had been thrown off with the death of Arachne. He hadn�t locked down the exact functions or limitations of the new one just yet.
And if Eva decided to perform more rituals of the type that Catherine was doing�
Catherine shuddered. She didn�t want to think of what might result. There had to be a limit to the power one could gain. But where was that limit? For all Catherine knew, it was far enough out that it wouldn�t really matter that there was a limit because nothing but a Power would be able to stand up to Eva.
Of course, if Catherine continued with her rituals, maybe that would be her instead.
Whatever the future held, Catherine was still just a little giddy at the moment. She walked up to Eva and glanced around.
Jordan, Irene, and Eva had all come out of that unaffected. Irene had her arm clamped around her sister�s shoulder, keeping her from wandering off to class. Eva�s blond friend was rubbing her forehead while Eva had an arm on the other�s shoulder, similar to Irene.
Catherine didn�t much care for any of them. She looked right towards Eva and grinned. �Did you see that? The whole room fell under my sway in an instant.�
�You couldn�t do something like that before?�
�Maybe to a small group of people. This was a whole auditorium. At least a hundred people, right?�
Eva glanced over to her friends before she shrugged. �No idea. Do that many people even attend Brakket?�
�They do. Trust me. I used to be the secretary here.�
�You never even did your job. You just played games the whole time.�
�She did enough of her job to cause trouble now that she is gone.�
Catherine scowled as she turned to Anderson. He had left the stage and was walking straight towards her. Or as straight as he could walk with all the auditorium seats in the way.
�Are you sure you don�t want to come back?�
�Quite certain,� Catherine said. �Replacing me cannot be that difficult. A monkey could do the job.�
�Even monkeys get nervous when hearing about demons around. Truly an unfortunate name for your species. Imagine if you were named �hoogoozlaps� instead of demons. No one would fear you or take you seriously in the least.�
Catherine, and the children still around, stared. Anderson wasn�t one to make a joke. At least, Catherine hadn�t known him to. Perhaps he had always been so ticked off with Martina that his humor had fled.
That was something that Catherine could understand.
But if this was his sense of humor, perhaps he should have left it alone.
�I think I will stick with demon,� she said after a moment of awkward silence.
�Very well. Anyway, thank you for coming. I know you don�t have to follow my directions at the moment.�
Catherine narrowed her eyes. She didn�t much like his phrasing. At the moment sounded like he intended to get her under his thumb. �I don�t appreciate being made into a zoo animal for your students. I came solely because you offered a computer.�
�Don�t worry. You served your purpose well enough. Dismissing the students as you did helped immensely as well. It calmed a great deal of my professors, though I did hear a comment demeaning mind control. But I can see that this does not interest you,� he said as Catherine just glared. �If you�ll follow me, I can get the computer I promised you.�
Finally, Catherine smiled. She took a single step before a thought crossed her mind.
�Eva,� Catherine said, �if you and Arachne would accompany me. Perhaps along with your mortal friends.�
The semi-demon in question blinked before slowly nodding her head. �I don�t have a problem with that. Zoe is my first class and I�m sure that she would understand. Why?�
�Computers have many small components. I�m strong enough to carry just about anything, but carrying so much can be tedious. A few extra hands would be appreciated.�
So Catherine said. In truth, she did not want to be alone with Anderson after that comment of his. It might be completely innocuous, but Catherine was unwilling to take chances.
Anderson didn�t look upset in the slightest, lending credence to the idea that it had been an innocent comment.
Their entourage had made it through the school and into the offices area unmolested. With the classes starting, the hallways were empty.
There was a cardboard box on top of Catherine�s old secretary desk. From a brief glance inside, she found it to be full of her the secretary computer. That suited her just fine. Everything was already customized for her.
Though her excuse for having Eva come along with her now sounded somewhat weak, but Catherine really didn�t care what they thought so long as she was left free.
�The other reason I asked you here was to ask a favor,� Anderson said. �I wanted to ask if you might meet with the demons I have coming in. Address a few questions and concerns.�
�Demons have concerns?� Catherine didn�t believe it. A nervous demon? Preposterous.
�This is something of a special batch. Selected specifically with the help of Zagan before his untimely disappearance.�
That had Catherine on edge. Anything Zagan came up with had to have some catch.
But maybe some of them would work well for her next ritual. Zagan had been the initiator for her ritual research. Perhaps he had thrown in a few demons that had special characteristics.
�What would I have to do?�

Chapter 008

New Arrivals
Eva�s forehead throbbed.
Not horribly. She had suffered through worse headaches before. The ritual to share Sawyer�s senses for one and anytime enigmas were around for another. And this current headache was already subsiding to unnoticeable levels.
The only reason the headache was special at all was the cause.
A dozen demons were making their way from the outskirts of town towards Brakket Academy. Altogether, they weren�t so bad. It was just that they had all come into Eva�s range at the same time.
Each of them had their own feel. None Eva could really place as anything specific.
All the demons that Eva knew had their own distinct feel. Zagan was power. Ylva had a chill to her aura. Catherine felt a bit sultry. Lucy, Prax, Qrycx, and all the others were easy to separate as well. However, the only reason that Eva knew which feel went with who was because she knew all the demons.
As such, even if she could feel a certain slime from one or a feathery floating from another, Eva couldn�t tell who or even what they were. Maybe in describing them to Devon, he would be able to tell their species. Except they would be in town long before Eva had a chance to run off to Devon. It would be far easier to meet them in person.
But they were still a ways away. Eva didn�t know precisely how far her range extended. And a good portion of that also depended on the relative power of the demons she was sensing. Zagan could be felt in the city while she was all the way out at the prison.
That she felt one or two of the new demons a great deal before the others all made it into her range meant that some of them were stronger than others.
They were all together though. All traveling at the same speed. A bus perhaps. Maybe a shipping container if Anderson was feeling a bit inhumane.
�Are you alright?�
Eva blinked, glancing over towards Shalise. She had a spoonful of� whatever Brakket Academy was serving for lunch today. Some gravy-like slop that made Eva extraordinarily grateful that she didn�t need as much food as regular mortals.
Juliana, Irene, Jordan, and Shelby were all gathered around as well. All eating lunch together for the first time since forever. At least, it felt like forever. Between Shalise and Juliana being gone and school taking a major back-seat to other events, Eva could barely remember the last time that everyone had a bit of downtime for regular school activities.
The only real difference was the lack of Max. He had stopped sitting with them a long while ago. Since before Shalise and Juliana�s trip to Hell. Looking around the cafeteria, Eva couldn�t spot him at all. Come to think of it, I don�t think I�ve seen him since the year started.
Maybe he had decided that Brakket was just too exciting for his tastes.
Arachne had taken his seat at the table. Sitting directly across from Eva, she drew the eyes of everyone around even after a week. Of course, anyone who stared too long or got too close got a glare and maybe a growl, but she hadn�t actually done anything to anyone.
Hopefully, people would just learn to ignore her.
Still waiting for an answer, Shalise gave a slight cough as she raised an eyebrow. �Eva?�
�Oh. I�m fine. I was just a bit distracted by all the demons currently on their way to school. Trying to get a feel for them all.�
Everyone stilled, including people not sitting at her table. Eva hadn�t thought that she had spoken too loudly, but nearby forks clattered to their plates catching the attention of people at more distant tables. In short order, the entire room was nearly silent. The only sound was the faint wisp of whispers explaining Eva�s words to those farther away.
Soon enough, even the whispers stopped.
The entire room sat and stared at Eva.
Eva just rolled her eyes. There had been a definite tension among the student body over the last few days. Ever since Anderson�s introductory speech. To have him effectively confirm all the rumors that had been circulating beforehand, especially those about the fight with the demon hunters over the summer, had only served to keep people a little paranoid.
Really, if they were so worried, they should have just left the school.
�They�re on their way,� Eva said, ignoring everyone not sitting at her table. �Maybe fifteen minutes? Twenty? Unless they stop somewhere else for some reason. I sort of just assumed that they�d be housed in the dorm buildings and that they would be heading straight there.�
�What�what are we going to do?� Irene all but whispered. She had hunched over, leaning half past Juliana in an attempt to get a better view of Eva.
Eva had no idea why she was so concerned. Out of all of the people in the school, Irene knew more about shackles and how to at least stop demons from approaching.
Barring Eva, of course. And maybe Juliana. Eva hadn�t actually discussed how much she knew in terms of summoning circles and shackles. Enough to summon Zagan, at least.
But shackles had been one of the things that Irene was most interested in studying during the diablery class. Eva doubted that she would have let her studies slide over the summer. Not to mention all the lessons she had been given on demons in general.
In comparison, her sister was entirely blas� about the whole thing. Maybe she had spoken to Jordan more. Maybe she just didn�t view demons as being all that scary.
She was sitting immediately adjacent to Arachne. The only reaction Shelby had to Eva�s words had been to shrug and continue to eat.
�Maybe we should go say hello,� Eva said. �Missing out on Wayne�s class wouldn�t be so bad.�
Eva didn�t know why she had bothered signing up for it again in the first place. Potions barely did anything for her.
�Though,� Eva added, �I do want to be back before golemancy. That class has actually been enjoyable.�
Shelby frowned, putting her spoon down. �I like alchemy.�
�We don�t all have to go. But I think I will.�
�Me too,� Juliana said. �It would be better to get a view on who is going to be around early on so that I can come up with explanations for my family.�
�Alright.� Eva gave a pointed glance towards Irene. �Anyone else?�
The girl in question hung her head with a long sigh. �They�re not going to hurt us, right?�
�I doubt it. Arachne and I will be there. I�ve been told that I�m quite intimidating towards demons.� Eva paused, feeling out some of the more familiar demons around. �Besides,� she said with a smile, �Catherine will be there. That should make you happy, right?�
�Not really,� Irene said with another sigh.
�Well, I think Ylva might be there. Though I�m not sure if you�ve actually met her or not��
Eva shook her head with a shrug. It didn�t really matter. None of the approaching demons were on Ylva�s level, let alone that of Zagan.
�I�ve already met them,� Jordan said. �And I don�t really want to anger Professor Lurcher by skipping his class.�
�Probably for the best.� Eva raised her voice ever so slightly�she didn�t want to be obvious in her machinations, but she wanted to get a message out to all the nosy students who were pretending not to listen in. �We shouldn�t crowd them. Making demons feel like they are zoo animals might disturb them.�
Another moment of silence descended on the cafeteria after a brief whisper session to transfer her message around the room. Eva watched with a barely concealed smile as half the room lost a good deal of blood from their faces. Many had probably been planning on following along. Whether they would have kept a distance or walked right up alongside her didn�t really matter. She would have been annoyed with their presence.
Eva didn�t really care whether or not the approaching demons would feel the same. Maybe they wanted to meet a bunch of mortals. If all of them were like Lucy and hadn�t ever been summoned before, they might find it exciting.
Though, some of the paling faces had Eva worrying. A few people almost looked sick�at least as far as she could tell through blood sight alone. Hopefully her words weren�t being too distorted as they made the rounds. The last thing she needed was to have the people farthest away thinking that she was going to kill anyone who followed her.
�In that case,� Shalise said, �I think I�ll stay here. I�ve had enough of demons to last a lifetime or two.�
�They are going to be around the school. You�re going to meet them anyway, most likely. You know that right?�
�Well� yeah, but�� Shalise trailed off into a short sigh. �I wouldn�t mind one year of school that was just nice and normal. No zombies. No trips to Hell. No camping out in the woods.�
Eva shrugged. �You picked the wrong school.�
�But I didn�t pick it. Professor Baxter came and found me.�
�Anyway,� Eva said with a wave of her hand in Shalise�s direction. She glanced between Irene and Juliana. �You guys ready to go?�
�I suppose.�
Juliana shoveled in one more spoonful of whatever was for lunch before she nodded her head.
�Great,� Eva said, standing. She nodded to the others. �We�ll see you guys later then.�
�
�Hello Ylva,� Eva said as she walked up to the demon. �And Catherine.�
Both were standing around the center of the plaza between the dormitory buildings. They weren�t really together, just near enough to speak if they wanted to.
Which created the perfect opening for Eva to slip in.
Catherine didn�t respond save for a shallow nod. She, as always, was absorbed in her cellphone. Peeking over her shoulder, Eva found a lack of a game on the screen. A series of nonsensical scribbles covered the screen. It took Eva a moment to puzzle out just what they were. Catherine zooming out was the clue that Eva needed.
It was section of a ritual circle. Likely a new version of what she had already done.
In contrast to Catherine�s lack of response, Ylva turned to face Eva fully.
�Greetings.�
�I know I technically visited you just the other day when Nel helped to find Shalise, but we didn�t really talk. How have you been? Keeping busy with anything interesting?�
Ylva�s cold eyes stared, forcing memories to surface in Eva.
She suddenly recalled just why she had been avoiding Ylva. Perhaps it was subconscious. Eva didn�t think that she had been thinking much of anything while in Ylva�s presence. At least not towards avoiding her.
But Ylva had killed her�or came close enough so as to be indistinguishable�not so long ago.
�We have been ruminating on the idea of Life being Our opponent. Though the motivations of a Power are difficult to pierce, We believe that We have come to a conclusion.�
�Oh?
�Our mother is a primary target. Hel, being a servant of Death first and foremost, is a direct opponent of Life. Aosoth would be another target as another demon touched by Death. Life is targeting Void because of Void�s alliance with Death. An attempt to weaken Death�s influence and power base.�
�But Death has other, non-demonic� uh, servants?� Eva wasn�t entirely sure what the proper terminology was and Ylva had used the word �servant�. She had always called them gods. �The Baron isn�t a demon. He was�or is�a human.�
�And the enigmas have made attempts at breaking into the mortal realm as well. Some through Hell�the issue with your dormitory room was not caused by you, therefore the enigmas caused it. Who is to say that the Baron is not a target?�
Eva fell silent, considering. Ylva was probably right. Life was attacking Death and going through both Earth and Hell to do so. When she had agreed to become a guinea pig for Devon�s demonic treatments, he had failed to mention all the politicking between Powers.
Granted, he probably didn�t know. If he had known, they wouldn�t have been so surprised when the enigmas had appeared in the first place.
As they talked, the demons continued to get closer. Eva had been about to ask Ylva another question.
The question died before she could voice it as she caught sight of the approaching vehicle.
Eva wasn�t sure what she had expected.
No. That wasn�t true.
She had expected a shipping container or a bus. Something large enough to carry a dozen demons comfortably. In that sense, she had guessed perfectly.
A bus rolled up to the edge of the plaza. One of the larger charter buses that would look more at home in Florida than around Brakket City despite the bold text on its side stating the name of the academy. Eva could see and sense a number of demons inside.
What she hadn�t expected was for the bus to look like something out of a junkyard. The sides were dented inwards as if someone had taken a shovel all up and down the length. The windows weren�t faring much better. Not a single one was unbroken. Most were missing entirely.
The top of the bus had been peeled back like the lid of a sardine can. Shards of metal, fiberglass, plastic, and whatever else went into the making of bus roofs all stuck out at odd angles. A portion was gone, but the rest looked as if it had been through a blender.
�I hope they have insurance.�
Eva glanced over to Irene and just shook her head.
�Probably best to sell it for scrap at this point.�
Despite the condition of the bus, none of the demons inside appeared alarmed in the slightest. Their heart rates were calm and their gazes around were cool and collected.
Most of them, anyway.
The poor driver�the only person on the bus with an elevated heart rate�was unable to open the door. Whatever mechanisms opened it had been damaged enough that there was only a slim crack. The first demon to the door just turned into a misty form and slipped through, reforming on the other side.
One demon objected to being forced through the small opening and took matters into his own hands. He tore the door from its hinges, tossing it out to the ground before stepping out of the bus as if nothing had happened.
Three demons elected not to take the door at all. One phased through a shattered window, gliding down to the ground. He solidified, brushing off some imagined dust from his shoulder as another used leathery wings to fly up and out of the bus. She landed with enough grace to make Eva think that she was a succubus of some type. Another demon hopped through the hole in the roof, following after the succubus and landing with a heavy thud against the ground.
At least she didn�t crack the bricks making up the ground when she landed. All the effort gone into restoring the dormitory and plaza area would have gone to waste.
As the rest of the demons filed out of the bus, Eva started to notice something.
Every single demon paused for a moment after getting out to stare at Eva. At first, she thought that they were merely looking in her direction. Idle curiosity at the group of humans and demons that had come to greet them.
She quickly decided that idle curiosity was not the reason for their stares.
They were staring at Eva and no one else. Not Ylva. Not even Arachne or Catherine.
Really, she should have expected as much given how Catherine, Qrycx, and Arachne acted around her. But it was still somewhat shocking to see.
And she didn�t quite know how to react to it. Should she go up and say hello? What would they say in response? Surely they wouldn�t try attacking her. If they did, Arachne would jump in without a doubt. Maybe Ylva and Catherine as well, though with how they left Daru out to hang while the demon hunters were around, Eva wasn�t too sure about them.
The last of the demons made it off the bus. They were quickly joined by Anderson, who gave a light pat on the shoulder of the bus driver before stepping through the doorway. He looked around, passing straight over the group of humans and demons as he searched the area. Whatever he was looking for, he didn�t find it. Which seemed to please him for some reason, if the smile he turned towards Eva was any indication.
Catherine stepped forwards first and Eva followed after. Arachne, Juliana, and Irene took a minute but followed along as well. Ylva stayed where she was, not moving forwards or away.
�Trouble on the way?� Catherine asked as soon as they were close enough.
�Demon hunters.� Anderson glanced back to the bus with a sorry sigh. Before Eva could ask who the demon hunters were, he responded as if he had known her question was coming. �A small group of four, not the same ones that attacked earlier in the summer.�
That was somewhat disappointing. Eva hadn�t seen any evidence that the two hunters were still around. If the female had even survived, that was. If she hadn�t, then perhaps the armored knight would run off.
Which, every passing day, was looking all the more likely.
Of course, Eva wasn�t letting her guard down. She had shown up to ruin Sawyer�s day completely unannounced and entirely successfully. The demon hunter might be planning the same.
�I take it you fended them off without issue?�
�They are dead. Though, I expect that they won�t be the last group to come after us in the coming months. How they found out about the bus schedule is a much more interesting question.�
�Obviously they knew about Brakket Academy. They may have just been watching for our buses to move out and collect someone.�
�Possibly,� Anderson allowed with a nod of his head. He placed his hands on the shoulders of one of the demons. �Srey believes that they had been watching them for weeks now at their apartment.�
The demon narrowed his eyes at the touch, but otherwise didn�t protest the contact.
�Now then,� Anderson said, addressing the gathered demons. �This is Catherine. She will be in charge of finding you suitable rooms. If you require any accommodations outside what is offered by default, simply ask her and she will get you what you need. I�ll be back to meet with you all later this evening.�
With that said, Anderson walked off towards the direction of the main school building.
�I have so many better things to do with my time,� Catherine mumbled to herself. �Why did I agree to this?�
Eva shifted, somewhat uncomfortable with the stares that she was receiving. Now that Anderson was gone and everyone else was closer, it was plain to see just how much they were staring at her and not at anyone else.
Catherine, in an act that unintentionally saved her from further scrutiny, led off the majority of the group towards the Rickenbacker dormitory building.
One stayed behind.
A shorter demon with eyes just a bit too large for his head. He walked right up to Eva despite Arachne posturing for defense.
As he approached, Eva watched him and felt him out with her sense for demons.
All she got was a blank spot. She could sense him, feel a demon in front of her, but there wasn�t anything to that feel. No sultriness or slime. No feeling of power. Just a demon.
�I am here to help,� he said, voice toneless and face lacking any emotion.
Before Eva could say a word, he turned and followed the rest of the group towards the Rickenbacker.
�Well, that happened,� Irene said, sounding much more confident than she had during lunch. �I thought we might talk with them a bit more. They didn�t even glance at me. If that is how they act around school, I�ll be fine with it.�
Juliana stepped up beside Eva. �What did he mean by that?�
�Not sure,� Eva said. Glancing over Juliana�s shoulder, she met Arachne�s eyes for just a moment before focusing back on her friend. �I�ll have to ask when I see him next.�

Chapter 009

Vektul
�When he said help, he was talking about Void, right?�
Arachne shrugged. �What else would it be?�
�Well, I don�t know. He was obviously talking to me and not you. You�re the one who has been given the mission, not me.�
�Is there something you need help with?� Arachne paused in her weaving, looking straight at Eva. �You know you only need to ask me.�
Flopping down on the women�s ward couch, Eva shook her head. �I don�t think I need help with anything. Not right now. But he might have been talking about something else. Helping with the tournament?�
�You�re overthinking this.�
Eva stood up, paced back and forth a few times, and stopped. �You�re right. I should just go and ask him.�
Arachne took a breath. She finished the row of the square sheet of cloth she was working on before setting it to the side. �Not without me. There are a dozen demons of unknown temperaments and allegiances. Any one of them could have been convinced through power or prestige�or even the promise of more summonings�to tear you apart.�
�You really think that is likely? It would probably go against whatever contracts Anderson has them bound to.�
�We can�t know unless they told us their exact wording. Even then, they could be lying.�
Eva shook her head. �I can�t hide out here forever. Might as well find out sooner rather than later.�
�It could still be later. They might be waiting for an opportune moment.�
�Well aren�t you paranoid.�
�I would prefer to see you safely through the remainder of your treatments. After that, well, I still would see you safe. However, at least I can rest assured knowing that you won�t be gone permanently.�
�Thanks, I think. Shall we get going?�
Arachne let out a small sigh as her carapace cracked and morphed, shrinking down to her smallest form. She skittered across the floor before leaping up and perching herself right on Eva�s shoulder.
Everything ready, Eva built up a bit of magic and teleported straight into the Rickenbacker dormitory building.
The demons had been lodged down on the first floor. Normally, the first years took over the floor left behind by the graduating class. As a large number of students had chosen not to return and the largest class had graduated at the end of the last year, there had been a bit of reshuffling with the students. As of now, demons lived on the first floor alone while first years lived on the second floor alongside the few students who would be graduating in the spring.
As soon as Eva teleported in, she could feel every single one of them. None had wandered off anywhere. She could tell through subtle movements in their positions that every single demon noticed her arrival as well. Some stilled. Others moved ever so slightly in her direction.
�I still don�t like them doing this,� Eva said as Arachne grew back to her normal size. �This treating me with reverence.�
�They would do it to Zagan.�
�I am not Zagan.�
�No. And if they sensed him next to you, I doubt that they would react as they do. At the moment, you and Ylva are the most powerful things they�ve ever sensed. Don�t throw away that fear and respect.�
�Not planning on it. I have to say, being able to sense them is handy. Even if you weren�t here, I would be able to pick out which room that demon was in.�
Before she left, Eva took a look around the dormitory room. �Where are Shalise and Juliana though?�
After watching Catherine lead off the demons, Juliana, Irene, and Eva had all finished skipping alchemy before heading on to their next class. None of them had wanted to barge into Wayne�s class partway through even though they hadn�t spent as much time with the demons as Eva had been expecting.
Juliana had been intending to visit her family after school had ended, so she might still be gone doing that. Since it was a weekend, she would probably be staying the night there. As she had every weekend since school started.
Shalise had nowhere else to be as far as Eva could tell. She couldn�t think of anywhere Shalise might have gone unless she had gone to seek help from Zoe in some matter or other. Whatever the case, Eva couldn�t see her anywhere nearby through her sense of blood.
Slightly concerning, but Shalise knew how to handle herself.
Somewhat.
Eva bit a lip. Shalise knew better than anyone the dangers of demons. She had shared her mind with one for months. But actually handling herself? Probably not.
At least she wasn�t downstairs with the demons. Eva could see most of them with her sense of blood.
Which was almost worse. At least the demons were a known quantity. If she was off with demon hunters�
Well, hopefully they wouldn�t kidnap some random student. Though all were in a human guise, none of the demons were trying very hard to hide. The way they moved as they got off the bus was enough to know that those weren�t regular school children.
Regular school children couldn�t phase through walls, jump high enough to clear the bus� roof, and didn�t possess wings to allow them to fly through said roof.
That one might not be hiding her inhumanity quite as well as the others.
Eva sent a quick text message off to Zoe and Juliana, asking if either of them knew where Shalise was. At the same time, she started heading downstairs along with Arachne.
The demon who had spoken with them earlier started moving. As Eva reached the second floor, he reached it as well from a different staircase. Eva stopped just off the stairwell and waited, watching as the otherwise unassuming boy walked up to her.
Neither spoke. They stood and stared, eying each other. Arachne was all but forgotten behind Eva.
�Are you ready to begin?�
Eva blinked with a frown. �Why don�t we talk for a moment first.�
�What could we have to discuss?�
�You,� Eva said simply. She didn�t like this demon already. Every word lacked inflection. His eyes were too still and he didn�t seem to breathe or even move. His heart was beating beneath his chest, carrying blood around his body, but he was otherwise still. Serena was more alive than this demon.
And she still didn�t know his name.
�Your goals,� Eva added. �What you hope to achieve by� helping me.�
�Was there a misunderstanding? I aim to achieve your goals. That is what helping you means, is it not? I apologize for any confusion in my language.�
Behind Eva, Arachne�s arms dropped to her sides. Her hands clenched before releasing into open claws. She let out a small growl as she bared her teeth.
The demon took no notice. He kept his overlarge eyes glued to Eva.
�Look,� Eva said, rubbing her forehead. �Why don�t we start with your name.�
�I have been called Vektul.�
�Great. Now we�re getting somewhere.�
Vektul glanced around. His face was as expressionless as ever, but there was something off about how he looked. Almost as if he was confused.
Eva sighed. �It is just an expression, an idiom. We�re not physically moving anywhere.�
�I assumed as such.�
Rolling her eyes, Eva shook her head. If he really was here to help pull Void into the mortal realm, couldn�t Void have sent someone else? Anyone else, really. Catherine was normalish. Ylva as well, even if Ylva was somewhat obtuse in her speech and mannerisms.
Even Zagan would be better than this Vektul person. And Zagan had a habit of forcing everything onto Eva and not doing anything himself.
�Second question: What kind of demon are you?�
�I do not believe that one of my kind has been summoned before. We have been given no names by mortals.�
�And you don�t call yourselves something?�
�We are, simply, demons.�
�Alright. Fair enough. Do you always look like this?� Eva waved a hand towards him. �Or is this a disguise?�
He glanced around, looking up at the ceiling before shaking his head. �I�ve been told not to damage the facilities or the students here.�
Eva had to suppress taking a step back. If his real form was dangerous enough that simply changing into it could violate his contract, she wasn�t sure how close to him she wanted to be. Though it was good to note at least a few elements of his contract. Eva assumed that all the demons had been given the same contract.
Thinking of the other demons brought a new question to mind. �Are any of the other demons here aware of what you�re doing?�
He opened his mouth, but Eva held up a hand.
�Let me rephrase.� Based on her conversation with him so far, he would say something like �no, none of the demons know I�m on the second floor of this building talking to you.� Or maybe, �yes, you and Arachne are aware.� Some literal and technically correct answer that told Eva nothing in the end.
�You�re here to help me. With what, we�ll determine in a minute. But first, are any of the other demons here to help me in the same way that you mean?�
Unlike every other question Eva had asked, Vektul did not respond instantly. He took a moment to think and consider with the occasional glance towards the rooms other demons were staying in, as if he were looking straight at his kin.
�Not to my knowledge,� he eventually said.
�Are any here to hinder me, acting against your help?�
�Not to my knowledge.�
Eva moved slightly, going to lean against the wall of the hallway. Standing in one spot was somewhat tedious. More importantly, it blocked off the stairwell. Eva moved to the side just in time for the door leading to the staircase to open.
A girl, younger but unfamiliar to Eva, stepped out. She spotted Eva first, but her eyes only lingered for a moment. Arachne stole her attention right out.
She stopped and stared.
Eva was about to ask if she was alright before the girl�s eyes rolled back in her head.
Blinking behind the girl, Eva managed to catch her before she fell all the way to the ground.
�Great,� Eva groaned, slowly lowering the girl to the ground. �Now what?�
�It isn�t dead,� Vektul said.
Eva shook her head with another mental sigh. �Obviously.�
�Poison?�
�Fainting. She�s just unconscious. In fact��
Eva gently used the back of her hand to pat against the girl�s face. Really, she shouldn�t be doing this. If she did rouse the girl, the first thing that she would see would be Eva�s eyes. Or her hands. Or even Arachne standing over Eva�s shoulder. She would just pass out again.
Or worse, start screaming.
But before Eva could reconsider her actions, the girl�s eyes fluttered open.
The girl blinked twice and stiffened like a board. For a moment, Eva thought that she was going to scream. She didn�t.
She did start shaking.
�Don�t worry. We�re not going to hurt you.�
�You�re those demons,� she said in a voice that, though shaky, was definitely trying to be light-hearted, �aren�t you?� A tilt of her head punctuated her question. Her eyes darted towards Vektul and some of the fear waned as she narrowed her eyes in confusion.
�We are,� Eva said, bringing the girl�s attention back to her. �And we�re not going to hurt you. Now, let�s get you up.�
She was still stiff and a little shaky, but Eva managed to get her to her feet.
Now that she had a better look at the girl, Eva found herself frowning. Last year�s new students had resided in the Gillet and this year�s first years and sixth years both lived on the second floor of the Rickenbacker so that nobody would be on the same floor as the demons.
While she could be a freshman, this girl looked about nine. She couldn�t be. Thirteen was the absolute youngest it was possible to attend Brakket. And they would have a birthday sometime soon after starting school if they entered that young.
�Are you going to let go of me?�
�Oh. Of course.� Eva shook her head. If the girl was out looking for the demons�which Eva was guessing based on her being far too young for school�she should toughen up a bit when finding one.
Eva shot a quick glance towards Vektul. The boy�or the demon who appeared as a boy�just stood to the side. It was a curiosity filled stare. Possibly puzzling out how he had thought her dead only for her to wake and be standing in a minute.
�Do you live on this floor?� Eva asked, turning back towards the girl.
With a short nod and a gesture towards one of the rooms, she started to speak. Only started. She made a small noise before something caught in her throat. It took a few coughs for her to actually get the words out. �Just�just over there.�
Which threw Eva�s theories out the window. She must just be a baby-faced teen with a severe height impairment. Or maybe she hadn�t started school but lived with a relative in the dorms for some reason.
�Do you need help getting there?�
Her head swung side to side as she moved away from Eva. She took a ginger step around Vektul before sprinting straight to the door she had pointed out. With one final glance at Eva and her group, she disappeared into the room.
�Perhaps,� Eva said to Vektul after a moment, �we should move elsewhere. Are you hungry? Do you get hungry?�
�I can eat. Upon arriving, I was given a� strawberry? I think they called it that.�
�Enjoyable?�
Vektul shrugged. In a voice as toneless and as emotionless as he had used before, he said, �I could eat more.�
Eva chuckled. �Alright. Let�s head to the kitchens. We should be able to scrounge up some things and, hopefully, not stand right outside doors where people are going to be wandering about. Especially not younger people. They aren�t quite as accustomed to my appearance as the older years.�
As she led him down the stairs and towards the kitchen, Vektul cocked his head to the side.
�I don�t understand.�
�What?�
�I don�t understand.�
Eva shook her head. This demon really needed to spend some time around regular people. Were all the demons that Anderson had brought like this? �I mean, what is it that you don�t understand?�
�That human. Why was she� I don�t understand her motivations.�
�Motivations?� Eva said as she pushed into the kitchen.
Nobody was around. That was somewhat expected. It was earlier in the evening. Not so early that everyone would be hungry, but generally before the majority of the students ate. Some people might show up to eat an early snack before going to study or work on homework.
Hopefully keeping away from that door would give anybody who entered a moment or two to process the demons gathered around and not freak out instantly.
�She had no �motivations� for fainting. Maybe you could say that her motivations after waking were to get away from us as soon as possible. To remove herself from our presence.
�Above all, you could say that fear �motivated� her.�
�We have a contract to not harm the students,� Vektul said, taking a seat.
Arachne plopped down in the seat opposite from him, slouching in her seat slightly. �I�ve no such contract. I could kill them all if I so choose.�
Eva paused her movements towards one of the great refrigerators to shoot a glare in Arachne�s direction.
The spider-demon stiffened almost immediately, pulling out of her slouch to look mildly ashamed of herself.
�Maybe we should get you a contract.�
�That is completely unnecessary. I assure you. It was just an example.�
�Uh huh.� Eva pulled open the fridge and rummaged through.
The school kept it stocked with a fairly poor assortment of goods. Eva, not being the best chef around, just found a few apples and decided that would have to do. If Vektul wanted to have something a bit more gourmet for tasting the cuisine of the mortal realm, he would just have to visit a real restaurant.
�Besides,� Arachne continued, �a demon cannot hold a contract with another demon. Otherwise I�d probably be in the Keeper�s claws for what I did to get your eyes. And I do not want to be beholden to some random mortal.�
�Juliana isn�t a random mortal. Zoe isn�t either. I�m sure that Zoe at least would sleep much better if she knew that you couldn�t hurt anyone.�
�I like to keep the option open. What if the necromancer�s daughter returns? I�d like the freedom to deal with her as I see fit.�
�Well,� Eva said, setting a pair of apples on the table. Arachne wouldn�t want one and really, she didn�t either. She would just nibble at it to make Vektul not feel alone in eating. �I doubt she would be coming as a student again. Her appearance is a bit distinctive. Even if she covered it up on the outside, I�d be able to spot her insides and would kill her before she could do anything.�
Vektul stared at his apple as Eva took a seat next to Arachne. He plucked off the stem and popped it right into his mouth. No expression of disgust or enjoyment came over his face as he swallowed. He turned the apple over, continuing to stare at it.
Taking pity on him, Eva took a large bite out of the side of the apple. Her razor-sharp teeth glided through the meat of the fruit as if it were no more solid than cotton candy.
Even now, almost a month after her most recent treatment, it was still surprising just how sharp they were. More surprising was the fact that it was incredibly difficult to bite through her own tongue. She had accidentally bit her tongue one time and almost hadn�t noticed. That incident had prompted a few experiments. To actually injure her tongue took more force than she would ever use eating anything normally.
Maybe they could be used as a weapon. However, given her experiences in Sawyer�s mind, she was going to need to be extraordinarily desperate to put other people�s body parts in her mouth.
Mimicking her actions, Vektul took a bite out of the side of the apple. His own teeth weren�t quite as sharp as Eva�s. They certainly weren�t the triangular interlocking knives that made up most demons� teeth. Of course, Catherine�s teeth weren�t sharp while in her human form. He was probably hiding them.
After the first bite, he took a second. That was quickly followed by a third.
Soon enough, he had finished off the apple, core and all.
�She wanted to be alone?�
Eva blinked, confused for a moment before realizing that he was still talking about that student.
�Maybe not alone, but not with us. Demons scare most people.�
�Most. But not all?�
�No. Not all. In fact, I�m sure that plenty of students will be all to eager to meet with you all.�
�Good,� he said. There was a note of finality to his otherwise emotionless voice. �Though I have my mission to assist you, I hoped to speak with mortals.�
�Speak with mortals?� Eva frowned. �Anyone in particular?�
�No. Merely beings who are not constructs or Void. Someone� new.�
Eva fell silent for a few moments.
Much like Lucy, this demon must have been one of the ones who had never interacted with anyone or anything outside of his domain. His isolation was manifesting itself in an entirely different manner. Rather than the fascination with everything around and an almost unbearably chipper attitude that Lucy possessed, Vektul was emotionless. As if he didn�t know how to act, let alone how to react to everything around him.
�Now that you mention it, your mission. What exactly is the intended outcome of assisting me?�
He tilted his head to one side. He must have learned that gesture from somewhere.
�To complete the ritual to tear open the fabric of reality.�
Eva shared a quick glance with Arachne.
�Ah. That ritual. To bring Void to the mortal realm?� It was a question, but she was trying to make it not seem like one.
�Were you working on another ritual?�
�Me personally? No. I wasn�t working on any other ritual.� Or that one. �Everything we were working on was in the mere theoretical phase. Perhaps we should discuss this ritual further with you before starting on anything concrete.�
His lips curled downwards into a slight frown in possibly one of the first real facial expressions she had seen on the demon. �You haven�t collected the necessary demons and mages? Or begun clearing a space for the ritual circle?�
Eva blinked, confused for just a moment before she grit her teeth. He was acting like she should have known this already. A quick glance at Arachne showed nothing but confusion on her face. Why was she expected to know these things.
�At least we have yourself. That is the most important part.�
�Why don�t we start at the beginning and go over this ritual step by step. Everything that you know about it.�

Chapter 010

Saija and Srey
�Weren�t you supposed to go back and visit your mother tonight?�
Juliana glanced over to Shalise and shrugged. �Still plenty of tonight left.�
�But� why are we here?�
Leaning back in the booth, Juliana snacked on a plate of chips. �There aren�t many places open in the evenings.�
Shalise frowned, sulking slightly in her third of the booth, leaning into the corner.
Her dislike of the location was understandable, though not very sensible. The Vertex club had a bit of history with Shalise. It being the location of the little Halloween party during their fist year. Also the location of Shalise nearly dying from zombies.
It wasn�t a very sensible distaste because zombies really had nothing to do with the place. The structure had been fixed up, cleaned, and reopened for business. Sawyer was dead, so there was a much smaller chance of zombies spontaneously wandering in through the doors. Even if they did walk in, they could handle them now.
The zombies had shown up roughly two months into their magical education. Juliana could have taken them out then; she hadn�t. Seeing some zombies earlier in the year might have given her a small bit of trauma related to zombies. Since then, however, she had seen and done plenty of things far worse.
Shalise wasn�t incapable though. Sure, she had missed a portion of her first year and a larger portion of her second year, but she still kept up in her studies. Her tutor hadn�t been the best. That was something Juliana was slowly finding out about as she helped get Shalise up to speed. She could only help a little though. General basics and theory. Air and earth magics just weren�t compatible. But she knew that Shalise was getting extra tutoring from Zoe to help catch her up.
At the very least, she should be able to create strong enough gusts of wind to keep shambling zombies away from her. Her lightning was a fair weapon as well, though probably not the best to use against zombies.
�Besides,� Juliana said, �if there is one thing that I�ve learned, it�s that demons like entertainment. Anywhere else around here lacks the small bit of excitement that we can use for distraction if need be.�
A thunk to Juliana�s other side rattled the plates on the table.
Irene�s forehead was pressed against the table. She let out a small groan. �How did I get dragged into this?�
�Has anyone told you that you get pressured into things too easily?�
�No?�
Juliana patted her on the shoulder. �Ah. Well, don�t worry about it. If you weren�t here, Shalise wouldn�t have agreed to come.�
�We should have waited for Eva, at least.�
Pulling out her cellphone, Juliana shook her head. �No response. Must be busy still.�
In truth, Juliana had never sent out a text in the first place. Eva�s text asking where Shalise was had come as a surprise, but she had played it off as if Eva sent a message saying that she would be busy for a time and couldn�t join them.
It might be a dangerous game that she was playing, but Juliana wanted to meet with a few of the demons outside of Eva�s presence. The way that they had all but ignored everything around them to focus on Eva had been both disturbing and off-putting. Not a single one of the demons had looked at anyone else while getting off the bus.
With Eva gone, hopefully things would be a little bit more normal.
And it shouldn�t be too dangerous. Not more dangerous than sleeping in their rooms, anyway. These demons were going to be hanging around school and the dormitories. Slipping a note under a few of their doors to meet out in the club should be safe enough.
�Are they going to show up soon?�
�Maybe they couldn�t find the place.�
�We found it just fine.�
Juliana jumped at the sudden voice. The least exaggerated reaction of those present. Shalise stiffened like a board after letting out a surprised noise. Irene bolted upright, flipping a spoon halfway across the room as her elbow bumped against the table.
The spoon stopped in mid-air. A hand shimmered around it, coming into vision along with the rest of a body. A fairly regular human body. There were no obvious signs of his demon side despite him almost undoubtedly being one. No hands or eyes like Eva had or the odd facial expressions and mannerisms of Lucy.
Appearing out of thin air wasn�t typically a mortal ability, even for mages. Teleportation was one way, but that wasn�t teleportation. More like invisibility. Which was possible, but not easily. Therefore, he was likely a demon.
�You�re scaring the poor humans, Srey.�
A second demon�and this one was obviously a demon with the leathery wings sticking out of her back�came up the stairs to the second floor of the club. She sauntered up to the first demon and plucked the spoon from his hand. She turned it over once, looking at her reflection as she adjusted a strand of hair. As soon as she finished, she flung the spoon over her shoulder with a shrug.
Her eyes roamed over the three seated humans, watching each with the intensity one might give a venomous spider slowly creeping closer.
The look disappeared as she put on a radiant smile and offered her hand. �Saija. Charmed to meet you.�
Irene was the first to move forwards to shake the offered hand, being the one sitting closest to the two demons. She reached out almost instantly, pure reaction and conditioning forcing her to shake hands when one was offered.
Juliana grabbed hold of Irene�s arm just before she could make contact and pulled it back slightly. Both Irene and Saija looked aghast at her actions. Irene looked more scared with her eyes widening as she whipped her head towards Juliana.
Saija narrowed her eyes, lifting her chin slightly so as to glare downwards all the more effectively.
�Sorry,� Juliana said as fast as she could. �I don�t mean any offense, it is just that we�ve heard about a demon called the Lord of Slaves. Apparently shaking his hand isn�t a good idea.�
Saija�s face softened somewhat as she gave a heavy nod of her head. �I�ve heard of such a being. Enslaving mortals and demons alike. Truly a fearsome creature. Though you need not fear such from me! I am a succubus,� she said, fluttering her wings in obvious pride.
The demon she had called Srey stepped forward, closer to the table. He didn�t extend his hand, smile, or look very personable at all. In fact, he looked like he wanted to be just about anywhere but where he was.
His eyes weren�t on the three humans. They were darting around the club, never stopping on any one thing for any length of time. After a moment, he sighed and leaned in to Saija.
�We were being watched,� he said softly, though not so soft that Juliana couldn�t catch what he was saying. �They noticed that I noticed and quit.�
Saija groaned. �More demon hunters? How many do we have to kill before they get the hint? There are a dozen of us plus however many were already around. And that one�� She trailed off with a slight shudder. �They had better have brought an army this time.�
Juliana blinked before glancing around herself. She didn�t know what she expected to see. Nobody was around save for their group�how this club managed to stay in business was probably the same sorcery that let Brakket continue to operate. �If someone has been spying on us from afar, it might not have been demon hunters.�
�Oh hoh?� Saija said. Though she slipped into the bench opposite from Irene, she turned her head to look at Juliana. �And you would know more than Srey?�
Shalise retreated further back into the corner of their booth. She wasn�t able to go too far because of the wall, but she still slid away.
Juliana wasn�t quite sure why. The question didn�t come out hostile. More as a curiosity. She wasn�t glaring anymore either, apparently having forgotten the earlier slight about shaking hands.
�I might not in general,� Juliana said, �but I do know of someone who is able to spy on people from afar. A friend of ours.�
And Eva had been looking for Shalise earlier. Juliana replied to Eva�s message stating that Shalise was with her at her parents, but she might have still asked Nel to look for them. Somewhat annoying and kind of an invasion of privacy, but overall, Juliana would rather have someone worried about them and checking in than them being abandoned during a time of need.
If they disappeared and nobody noticed for a day, that would be too late.
�Ahh,� Saija said, �but Srey detects hostile intent. Unless your friends aren�t so friendly, we might have company.�
�Company?� Irene shouted as she jumped to her feet. She banged her knees on the table and sank back down with a groan. �Shouldn�t we alert the rest of the demons?�
Saija chuckled, shaking her head side to side. She reached over to the plate in front of Irene, took a potato chip and ate it. �If a fight starts, they�ll know. Besides, they stopped spying on us. Probably just gleaning information.�
Looking up towards Srey, she patted the seat next to her. �Come sit down. Enjoy yourself. How often do you get to interact with mortals?�
Srey harrumphed, but did as she said. Because Saija had taken the end seat opposite from Irene and didn�t appear to be moving anytime soon, he hopped over the back, putting his feet up on the middle section as he pressed his back into the wall on Shalise�s side of the table.
�Now, you two,� Saija said, pointing between Juliana and Shalise, �smell like home. My home, that is.�
Juliana exchanged a quick glance with Shalise before sighing. �It�s a long story.�
�We�ve got time. Do they serve beer here?�
� � �
When Vektul had said that they needed demons and mages, the first thing that had popped into Eva�s mind was related to human sacrifice. She wasn�t sure why. Perhaps because Void was a full Power that would need the ultimate sacrifice to draw into the real world.
After a moment of thought, she wondered why her mind had gone in that direction. Some demons had humans as their enticements. Though, not necessarily because they needed some mystical power inherent in mortals. Maybe they liked the taste, maybe they wanted a toy or companion.
Void wasn�t a necromancer. He wasn�t even related to one. Neither was Void related to blood magic. Two things that actually did require human sacrifices.
As such, there should be no real need for the sacrifice of humans in the summoning of Void.
To be fair, Eva wasn�t completely appalled at the thought. Which probably said something about how terrible of a person she was, but bloodstones came from human sacrifice. It wasn�t something she was diametrically opposed to. Plenty of people existed whose deaths would only improve the remainder of humanity.
�Six? Only six?�
�Of each,� Vektul said. �We can do more if you wish. Too many may cause instabilities with overpowering the ritual. The barriers between realities are already sundered. Six should suffice.�
Eva stared at Vektul. The demon had acquired a second apple from the fridge and was calmly eating it as they continued their discussion of the ritual.
�No. No more. I just figured that it would be six hundred sixty-six or something. At least thirteen. Some amount a bit more significant than six.�
Six was one less than the amount of people she had killed at the start of summer. Really a tiny amount in the grand scheme of things.
There had to be a trick to it. Some hidden payment. Like, all of them had to be newborn babies or virgins or something. Something where she couldn�t just go grab criminals from her minion down in Florida and not lose a bit of sleep over her choices.
�Any particularities about these people? States that they have to be in or specific qualities in the people?�
Maybe they didn�t even have to die. A drop of blood was technically a sacrifice. Typically, people only used the word sacrifice when talking about actually killing people. Vektul hadn�t displayed a great deal of competence in using typical human language though. Best to make sure that he spelled out everything as simply as he could.
And the word had only been going around Eva�s head. Vektul hadn�t actually said that they were sacrifices. Merely that they needed people and demons.
�Magically attuned humans��
Arachne leaned forward, tapping a finger on the table before Vektul could continue.
�Stop.�
Vektul�s mouth snapped shut. He didn�t glare or even look offended at being interrupted.
Probably didn�t know how to be offended. Or perhaps didn�t know that he should be.
Eva looked towards Arachne with somewhat narrowed eyes. The idea that Arachne already knew aspects of this ritual and hadn�t told her was somewhat upsetting. She had said that she hadn�t known anything, but she kept making small comments that made Eva think otherwise.
But for the moment, Arachne ignored Eva�s glare.
�Void put part of the ritual in my head. Nothing about it required killing mortals.�
Eva blinked. Apparently Arachne had come to the same conclusion that Eva had.
�Killing mortals?� Vektul tilted his head. �There has been some confusion, why do we need to kill mortals?�
Eva sighed. She had been right. Well, she had been wrong first, then right. Sort of.
One thing was clear, Vektul needed to go take a lesson on how to properly interact with people.
�The mortals need to be capable of performing magic. They will be stationed around the primary ritual circle, feeding magic to further rip the fabric of reality apart.�
Pressing a hand to her forehead, Eva shook her head back and forth. Why did I instantly think sacrifices.
�The demons will be stationed within the circle. Then myself and Arachne will be at the north and south ends with you in the center.�
Eva shivered slightly. He had mentioned that before, her being needed. But being in the center? She was in the center of her treatment circle, but she knew exactly what that ritual was for.
Maybe she should bring in Catherine and have her go over everything.
�Why me?�
His head, still tilted to one side, swung over to the other side. He was getting a bit exaggerated with that particular expression, but Eva let it slide. Someone could tone that down once she found him a human mannerisms teacher.
�I can�t say for sure. Were I to guess, I would say that you represent a bridge between humans and demons. Mortals and Void.�
�Well, I suppose that makes sense.�
�I don�t like it,� Arachne said with a slight snarl. �We can find some other center point. Make Devon find another kid to start the treatment on and then use him.�
Eva stared at Arachne. �I don�t have much of a problem sacrificing people, but children?�
Arachne just shrugged, glancing to the side. �Better than you.�
�I appreciate that. But we have time. You yourself said that this ritual is not small.�
Despite her calm words, Eva was somewhat worried. The center of a demon summoning circle was normally where the enticements went.
Enticements were an odd thing. Ylva needed a vial of raven blood. Arachne, a living black widow spider. Neither, to Eva�s knowledge, actually did anything with their enticements except for to accept them. A haunter usually wanted fresh meat. And then a storehouse�or in Eva�s case, a jail house�full of meat to help calm them down. The haunter actually consumed the meat. Whether it was considered a treat or actual nourishment, Eva had never asked.
The thing Devon had summoned for fighting the nuns, the one that was hard to look at, seemed to have had a portion of its body used as an enticement. The waxy headache inducing demon had an actual wax candle used for its enticement that turned into its body.
So, while using terms like enticement, Eva would much prefer to not be in the circle. There was a much higher chance of nothing terrible happening if she were far away.
What was it that Void said during one of my first trips to hell? I�m destined for greater things? This is probably what he was talking about.
Eva couldn�t remember exactly when those words had been said, but she was relatively certain that it had been before any enigmas had shown up. For how long had Void known that everything that had happened would happen?
Unless he hadn�t known. Maybe he had been planning this even beforehand.
Of course, like sacrifices, Vektul hadn�t actually mentioned the word enticement. It was probably all in her head.
Turning back to Vektul, Eva frowned. �Though Arachne isn�t the best mage around,� she said, continuing her earlier thought. �So I�m loath to trust her words about the ritual circle�s size. In fact, I�d trust a freshman before her. I hope you have a good idea of exactly how this circle is to be drawn.�
�That statement would be accurate.�
Arachne gave another low growl.
�Don�t be offended, Arachne. You know it�s true.� She kept watching Vektul, waiting for him to continue.
Only to realize he had no intentions of doing so.
�How large is this ritual circle?�
�I believe the measurement is meters here? We need ten thousand square of them.�
�That�s�� she paused. Ten thousand square meters didn�t mean all that much to her. She knew that a football field was one hundred yards long, so maybe a square field? But she didn�t have a very good mental model of just how large that was.
Eva was not a sports fan.
�Probably pretty large,� she finished.
They fell into a light silence as Vektul finished off his second apple�again, including the core and its seeds. She could tell that everyone was deep in thought.
Or at least she was. Arachne as well. Probably deep in concern about being used as a ritual reagent while Eva was in the middle.
�What is going to happen?�
She hadn�t meant to ask anything, but she was worried.
Void would manifest in the mortal realm. Even if she didn�t perform the ritual, even if she actively sabotaged it, Life was working to that end as well. The difference would be on whose terms Void came over. If Void came over on his terms and without merging Hell and the mortal realm. On his own terms, he might be able to disrupt or foil any plots against him.
Otherwise Void might be injured, weakened, or even killed. Such a result would not bode well for demons in general and Eva in particular.
Not so long ago, Eva had held a conversation with Catherine. It had been shortly after the demon hunters had attacked. In discussing the murdered security guards, the topic had turned towards elves.
Catherine had gone on a long rant about how much she hated elves. Something about how they used to be some great warriors and their decline into �pathetic, mortal-pandering weaklings� who were shades of their former selves.
Apparently there was some history between Catherine and the elves. At least, the rant had continued for far longer than Eva had been interested in the conversation.
But she had got one thing out of the conversation, the elves� current state wasn�t because of their own fault. Not really. They had once been beings akin to demons. They had a Power that created them and they all lived primarily in another plane of existence. The only times they ventured out was to enact war.
How they got out of their plane of existence, Catherine had never said. Neither had she said its name or the name of their Power.
What she had said was that nearly everyone, Powers included, had grown tired of constantly being brought into conflicts that didn�t suit their interests. Banding together, they destroyed the patron Power of the elves, leaving the elves both bereft of their unique magics and without a home.
Upon being asked, Catherine hadn�t been certain what happened to those elves who were in their home realm at the time.
Those stranded on Earth tried to keep a low profile, eventually transforming into how everyone knew elves existed today. Most of their warrior ways had died off. Human mages now knew them as herbalists and healers. Very little evidence of their fearsome past or mysterious magics remained.
Hearing that tale had put a bit of fear into Eva. Being almost a demon, it could be said that Void was her Power. She didn�t know what magic, if any, she actually got from Void. Perhaps none at all and all of her magic was fueled solely off what humans could produce. Though that did leave open the question of where the bleeding walls came from that had happened once or twice in recent months.
She still couldn�t cause that to happen intentionally.
The immortality that demons enjoyed probably came straight from Void. Demons had intense regenerative abilities�something Eva was still lacking�but when terminally injured, Void opened a portal to reclaim them. If demons could regenerate from anything, such an action would be unneeded.
Unless it was just a punishment for dying.
That was all just problems that might be if Void did not manage to fend off his attacker. After that, there was still the issue of Void being brought to the mortal realm in the first place.
Though, from the sound of the ritual thus far, it was sounding more like they were summoning a much smaller demon-like being. Far from the literal universe that Eva had originally pictured. Just Void and not the whole of Hell along with him.
Sundering reality doesn�t sound very good though.
Glancing between the two demons seated around her, Eva found neither of them jumping to respond to her question. Though, in Vektul�s case, her question had probably been too vague.
Sighing, Eva shook her head. �Alright, let me grab a notebook and we�ll get all the minor details written down. We can start real planning after that.�

Chapter 011

Spies
�You were noticed?�
Clement started to shake his head, but paused after considering the question. �I wasn�t noticed, but one of the demons was aware that he was being watched.�
�As long as the augur didn�t spot you. The enchantments provided by the naughty nun,� she said with some amount of disdain in her voice, �won�t work if they know where to look.�
�I know,� Clement said for what had to be the tenth time. Just because he couldn�t use magic himself didn�t mean he couldn�t understand simple concepts.
Especially concepts related to enchanting.
The enchantments on his visor�his new visor�were quite the upgrade. Previously, he would be able to track demons. Walls hadn�t been much of an obstacle, but they did lessen clarity. More than that required specialized equipment that Gertrude had enchanted.
Now he could see specific individuals so long as they radiated enough demonic taint. He could tell which direction they were facing, whether they were standing or sitting, and several other minor details.
That wasn�t even getting into the auditory enchantments. Being able to hear a fly land on the wall was somewhat disorienting. Especially when Gertrude�s voice sounded perfectly normal at the same time.
It was handy for spying. Clement had to admit that.
Gertrude frowned, but she didn�t move.
She couldn�t move. Even with all the wonders of magic and potions, there was only so much that could be done about damage to the spinal cord. And Gertrude had a bit more than simple damage. She had three separate wounds that had each punctured straight through different points of her spine.
Clenching his fist, Clement grit his teeth together. She could still work her magic. Gertrude had been churning out a full suit of armor for him, complete with enchantments. His original suit had taken years to make, but this one would be completed within a handful of weeks. A few months total, but nothing that compared to his old suit.
That was about all she could do. With all of her time dedicated to enchanting, there wasn�t much in the way of distractions. No putting down a gauntlet to run off chasing down some demon or other.
She did have another project. Something that might assist her in moving about. Whether or not she would be able to fight was still unknown. At the very least, she would be able to get out and do reconnaissance with Clement.
�Stop that.�
Clement started. He closed his eyes, drawing in a deep breath before relaxing himself.
�I can hear your teeth grinding together. You�ll ruin them, you know?�
Making a noncommittal grunt, Clement moved closer to Gertrude and brushed some of her hair out of her eyes. �Can I get you anything?�
�Not right now. But this is troublesome. We got rid of one of the primary summoners and half of the demons around. Now there are a dozen more? What does it take to put down this infestation?�
�Should we really be here?�
Gertrude�s eyes narrowed to thin slits. They were one of the few things that she still had full control over. As such, she went to every effort to make full use of her glares.
�You�re not suggesting we run, are you?�
�There are other demon hunters in the area now. Leave it to them. You said that healers of the Elysium Order might be able to mend your back. Let us seek them out.�
�And leave this to those amateurs? They run in and get themselves killed. We can�t leave this to them.�
Clement frowned. They hadn�t run in and yet Gertrude was lying in a bed, immobile. She had been caught off guard by a blood magic wielding demon and another demon who appeared entirely out of nowhere. Clement had only succeeded in his mission because of Gertrude�s ring. That was gone now. If another demon of that caliber appeared, they would be dead without a doubt.
�Something is being planned and it does not bode well for humanity. Whatever it is.�
Gertrude wanted to shake her head in frustration. He could tell just from the way her lips curled downwards ever so slightly.
�Did you learn anything?�
Clement grit his teeth again for just a moment before remembering Gertrude�s warning. �Nothing significant. The humans were schoolchildren, discussing being trapped in Hell for a time. After that��
�After that what?�
Frown deepening, Clement shook his head. �They discussed school. Attending it. The demons�or the female at least�seemed excited. If I hadn�t known better, I might have thought they were ordinary children. Only a few comments stood out as things children wouldn�t discuss. Other than being stuck in Hell, that is.
�Of course, I missed portions of their conversation. If I watched for too long, the male demon would sense my observations and comment on it, halting the discussion.�
�Troublesome. Not insurmountable though. And you didn�t hear anything from the main group of demons?�
�I stopped by, but the dormitories are too full of people. All the sound blurs together into one unintelligible mess.�
Clement had been hoping to hear anything. After the girl and the demon who had injured Gertrude teleported in, he had tried for a while. Too long, if he was being honest with himself. Unfortunately, the enchantments just weren�t up to the task of filtering out things he didn�t need to hear.
�As we expected. I may be able to adjust the enchantment. It wouldn�t be ready soon, however.�
�Shouldn�t you at least be working on your own project. Doing something for yourself and getting mobile again?�
�No time. If these demonsare planning on something, we need your armor ready to handle whatever that may be.�
�But��
�Don�t argue. I�m not able to fight at the moment. It is going to be all up to you. Other hunters are unreliable. They can�t even kill a single demon despite sacrificing their lives trying. Pathetic.�
Clement stood still in their home�one of the many abandoned buildings around Brakket City�and watched Gertrude for a moment.
With his sword still intact, he held no doubts about his ability to handle most of the demons out there. There were a few that might give him pause, but quelling a number of them might be enough to disrupt their plans. Finishing his armor would only increase his chances of success. Especially his chances of success while still living through it in the end.
If he died, was captured, or otherwise became unavailable while Gertrude was bedridden� she might be able to teleport someplace where she could get help, but he doubted that she would trust anyone to do anything. It was a very real possibility that she might choose to starve in this bed.
He didn�t argue against her words, but he didn�t have to like them either.
�Bring me your new boots,� she said after a moment. �I�ll get to working on reweaving the enchantments.�
Clement stood still for just a moment before moving to comply. She was right in the end. He needed to be ready for whatever may happen. To protect her, if nothing else.
� � �
The week couldn�t end soon enough for Eva.
Going to regular school with nothing exciting on the side to distract her was something of a nightmare. She had thought that it would be nice. A vacation from demon hunters, necromancers, nuns, and whatever else had plagued her school career. Unfortunately, that lack of excitement just revealed the true monotony of Brakket Academy�the dull feeling that most normal students experienced over the course of their school years.
Even a dozen demons running around the school and posing as students didn�t create quite the drama that Eva might have expected.
Professor Chelsea Lepus spent a moment loudly clearing her throat. �Now class, I know you�re still excited about our new friends,� she said with only a hint of distaste leaking through in her tone, �but we do have material that needs to be covered in a timely manner.�
One of the demons had been assigned to Eva�s class. The demon called Srey. One of the few who didn�t actually seem to want to be on Earth. He kept to himself in the back of the classroom, shooting glares at� well, mostly everyone, but especially those who approached him.
Not that his glares actually stopped anyone.
Glancing over her shoulder, Eva found a number of people all seated at his table. Mostly girls, but he had a few guys seated nearby as well.
And they were continuously giggling about something or other.
Apparently his appearance was cute. Eva just didn�t see it. As a human, he didn�t look much different from most other teens around the school. He had moderately long hair draped over one eye�though he wasn�t hiding anything behind the hair�and was lean almost to the point of being too skinny.
Of course, nobody knew what he really looked like. Not even Eva. She hadn�t asked and he hadn�t appeared anywhere outside his human form to the best of her knowledge. To her sense of demons, he was somewhat wispy and insubstantial. Not in the same vacuous manner of Vektul, but just lacking a firm presence.
But knowing that he was disguising himself didn�t stop half of Eva�s warding class from gathering around him.
There were two types of human students around the school. Some were fearful. It was easy to tell who fit into that category as they often ran around with their heads down, trying to draw as little attention to themselves as possible. Why they still attended Brakket was anyone�s guess. Maybe they had no other choices either because of family and monetary issues or perhaps their family just didn�t see demons as a big deal.
Or they were first generation mages and had nowhere else to go.
The second category were the ones who were desperately overeager to interact with the demons. People who tried to crowd around the demons during meals, classes, or even between classes in the hallways. They would badger the demons with questions and comments in a manner that Eva would have expressly discouraged in the diablery class.
There were very few people in between the two groups. Her friends, including Irene and Shelby, were somewhat subdued about the whole thing. Most of the students who had participated in the diablery class were as well�which was nice to see. Just about everyone else fit in one category or another.
Amusingly enough, most of the demons seemed to prefer the company of the fearful group of students. Something that didn�t surprise Eva all that much. She wouldn�t want to be pestered with incessant questions about Hell or what she really looked like. A few demons reveled in the attention. The succubus that Juliana had met with chief among them. But the majority either kept to themselves or drifted towards the quieter half of the student body.
Unfortunately, her current class fit into the latter category.
Really, she wished that they would stop.
Chelsea Lepus was the warding professor for Brakket Academy, one of the electives that Eva had decided would be good to take. It had a vague relation to shackles that gave her a familiar enough grounding while still being something new. So far, it actually had very little to do with her blood wards. Those were constructed and acted entirely differently from thaumaturgical wards.
A good teacher, but she was strict.
Every time she stopped to address any disruptions, time just seemed to drag on.
Eva watched the clock, wondering if it had always been so slow. Each tick seemed to take longer than the previous.
�As I�m sure you�ve learned in your theory classes,� she said as the giggling died down. �Circles are an excellent basis for magical effects. They contain the magic put into them, allowing it to be used to power whatever you�re trying to do.
�In rituals, we draw a circle and define a height in the pattern itself. This contains the magical effect to a limited area. Were you to leave this part out, the magic would disperse upwards and downwards, still within the circle though too thin to work with in most cases.�
Professor Lepus drew a somewhat lopsided circle on the board and filled it with what Eva was almost certain were nonsensical scribbles until there was very little of the whiteboard visible.
�However, we are not learning how to create ritual circles. Thaumaturgy is all about phasing out such tiresome and cumbersome work used in the ways of old magics, replacing physical drawings with mental thought patterns. However, with only thought patterns things become both simpler and more complex.
�Some of you may be able to look at this and memorize all the intricate details contained within so thoroughly that you can form a perfect picture of the circle within your mind�s eye. And that will work for spell casting. But memory is prone to error. Sometimes a catastrophic error. Dangerous to cast and if I catch anyone doing so, you�ll be out of this class instantly.�
Pacing at the front of the classroom with her hands clasped behind her back, Professor Lepus stared out over the class as if daring them to go ahead and try.
After a few moments of staring, she took the eraser and wiped out a sizable portion of the circle.
�I just erased the spatial limiting portion of the circle. There is still a lot left, but it is far easier to memorize now, wouldn�t you say?�
�Won�t the magic just leak out the tops and bottoms now?� someone from the back of the class called out.
�Raise your hand before speaking Ana, but yes. Were you to attempt to power the circle as is, the magic would disperse. However, outside the physical space and with the power of thought, we can contain the magic elsewise. Can anyone think of how?�
The class fell silent for a moment. Even the people in the very back of the room were paying attention.
Eva had a feeling that she knew the answer, it was really quite obvious. But she didn�t want to get it wrong. With her distinctive appearance, she often felt that other people noticed her more often than they noticed others. And she really didn�t want to give demons a bad name by failing what was probably an extremely simple question.
At Eva�s side, Irene raised a hand into the air, saving Eva from having to answer. When called upon, she cleared her throat before speaking. �Think of a sphere.�
�Very good, Irene. In the physical world, drawing a sphere isn�t the easiest thing,� she said with a chuckle. Pointing a finger at the blank spot on the board, she continued. �But a simple object like a sphere can take the place of a portion of the circle. In this class, we�ll learn how to take more away from the ritual circle until all that remains is an easily memorizable spell. Casting it won�t be as quick and easy as your lightnings and fireballs, but it will be much faster than drawing it all out. Not to mention the lack of back problems from being hunched over the floor for hours on end.�
Looking around the classroom, Professor Lepus gave a firm nod of her head. �That will be class for the day. There will be no extracurricular work, though try to think up ways to simplify ritual circles with the power of thought.�
As soon as she finished speaking, the chime rang, signaling the end of class. Perfectly timed as always. No matter the disruptions, her lessons so far all had ended just as the bell was ringing.
Almost as if she planned for the disruptions.
Standing up, Eva arched her back, listening to the light pops going up her spine. Sitting in one spot for too long really put a crick in her back.
But at least she felt like she was learning something. Without all the excitement and danger going on, she actually had time to pay attention to the lessons. They were finally going more in-depth on the order and chaos side of thaumaturgy.
�I can�t believe you guys visited some demons without me.�
�I thought you would be showing up,� Irene said with a sigh. �Juliana said you might be coming.�
�Yeah, she didn�t tell me about it until after. Though not wanting them to be focused on me was a decent reason, it would have been nice to at least have been told.�
�Well, it was a strange experience. I had to keep reminding myself that we were meeting with demons and not some random student. Catherine is much more� obvious once you know what to look for.�
�They would definitely blend in a whole lot better if nobody knew that they were demons beforehand,� Eva said, glancing over her shoulder towards the demon in their class.
Srey was staring right at her. All the students around him were packing their bags or otherwise getting ready to go on to their next class. He just sat and stared.
Until Eva met his eyes.
With a slight jerk of his head towards the doorway, he stood up, slipped between the students crowding him, and made his way to the hallway.
Eva sighed. �I think he wants to talk with me now too.�
Irene, having watched the whole thing, just shook her head. �What gave you that idea?�
�Just the words of a little birdie passing by. Come on, let�s go see what he wants.�
�Me too?� Irene asked, taking a step back. After a moment, her shoulders slumped. �Fine. Save your breath. I would have just gotten talked into it in the end anyway. Or dragged along somewhat unwillingly.�
�That was one time. Every other time has been entirely your choice.�
�And that one time just so happened to be the time monsters almost killed us. At least nothing too bad happens when I go willingly.�
�You�re acting far too melodramatic,� Eva said as they got out into the hallway.
Looking around, she couldn�t find Srey anywhere. She could still feel him around, but his body was gone.
Which meant he had to be invisible.
Walking towards the insubstantial sense Srey emitted, Eva reached out with a single finger. �Poke.�
She had been anticipating her finger touching something invisible, but it passed freely through the air. As her lips curled into a frown, the air drew together, solidifying into the shape of Srey.
Not invisibility then. Or not solely invisibility. Either intangibility or some gaseous form.
It didn�t really matter right now. Maybe not ever, even. It was still nice to know.
And it gave just a little more reason for the insubstantial feeling she got from him.
�Sorry to disturb you,� he said, averting his eyes to one side while giving a slight bow.
Eva waited for him to explain what he was sorry about or what he was disturbing her for, whichever one he thought to call her out for. But Srey stayed frozen in his half-bow, head angled towards the ground.
Glancing towards Irene, Eva rolled her eyes. These demons were getting annoying. She was extraordinarily grateful that Arachne, Catherine, and Ylva hadn�t changed their mannerisms around her. It would be absolutely miserable if she couldn�t hold a conversation with any of them.
�Alright. What do you want?�
�I thought you might be interested to know that you are being watched.�
�That doesn�t sound particularly new.�
�They hate you. A lot. And me as well.�
Eva shook her head. �Nope. Still doesn�t sound too new.�
Though if Des was the one watching her, things could get troublesome. She was already known to not be too careful in involving innocents in her plots. Unless Eva was grossly underestimating her, she shouldn�t be that difficult of an opponent unless she had brought the haugbui with her.
Which she probably had, if it was her. However, Nel had been keeping track of the dark spot in her vision that followed Des around. Last Eva checked in, she hadn�t been moving anywhere close to Brakket. If she had been, Eva imagined that Nel would be running straight to Eva to let her know. Or borrow Zoe�s cellphone and just send off a simple text. Either would work.
The only other people who might hate Eva�at least the only others she could think of off the top of her head�would be demon hunters. They were a far more likely choice given the amount of demons openly walking around. If it was the hunters that had attacked Martina Turner, all the better. Eva hadn�t pretended to like the woman, but getting a little revenge on her and Lucy�s behalf might be fun.
�I don�t suppose you know who or where these people are?�
�They were watching us long enough that I just might. A vague direction to check out, at the very least.�
Eva took a deep breath. �Let me contact Arachne and perhaps Vektul. Irene��
�I�m not going.�
�Wasn�t going to ask you to,� Eva said with a smile. �Just let Zoe know when you see her in class. We�re on a pure reconnaissance mission. The first sight of anything amiss, we�ll retreat. So tell her not to worry.�
�She�s going to cancel class to come and find you.�
�Maybe.� Eva paused, considering a thought. �Maybe I�ll go find Juliana. If she�s sneaking around meeting with demons, maybe she�s bored enough to go searching for demon hunters.�

Chapter 012

Paranoia
Vague directions, as it turned out, were not the best ways to find people. Especially not people who were spying on Eva and probably knew that she was on her way to find them. Given the time it had taken to gather everyone up, their spy would have had plenty of time to move.
Srey ended up bringing everyone to a stop in an alley some distance from the school.
�This is the spot.�
Eva glanced around, looking for any sign that someone had been around. Her sense of blood wasn�t picking anything up. Neither people nor droplets left behind from cuts or other injuries.
�Here,� Arachne said. She had crouched down, running her long fingers against the ground.
Her fingers were just a few inches away from touching a small metallic emblem. Its silver sheen stuck out against the darker colored ground. There was nothing obviously anti-demon about the simple eye-shaped symbol on the front. But best to err on the side of caution. Especially given the fact that it was metal.
Eva didn�t need to tell Arachne not to touch it. Though she was too close for comfort. With how much the apartment room had been trapped for Ylva, there could be traps lying around for anyone approaching. But Eva couldn�t see any on the walls or ground, so there probably wasn�t much cause for worry. At least on that front.
Touching it was an entirely different matter.
Juliana came up alongside Eva and Arachne, squatting down at their sides. Most of her armor was under her clothes. Still, Eva slid over just a small bit, making a little more room.
Her armor was the perfect example of why she didn�t want to touch the emblem. It was still made up of the metal that had broken off the demon hunter�s armor. No matter what shape it was in, the metal still hurt. While possible it was some lingering enchantment, it was far more likely that the effect came from the metal itself. Something specifically designed to hurt demons. Zoe had a sample that she was investigating, but nothing much had come of it so far.
The small bit Juliana had claimed turned black had a certain resemblance to void metal that was not lost on Eva.
But that had been silver in coloration before changing. This emblem was bright glittery gold.
�We should destroy it,� Eva said before anyone else could offer their input.
�Without investigating it? What if it is important?�
Eva glanced over to Vektul and shook her head. �You usually don�t leave important things lying around. Not to mention, it has an eye on it. We already know that they are spying on us. Perhaps there is information that they cannot glean through whatever methods they are using. Giving this to someone to look at might just reveal more than we want. Touching it might put some curse on us so that even if we destroyed it later, they could still spy.�
�What if it could be reversed? We could spy on them then.�
A possibility. Eva couldn�t dispute that. However, they already had Nel. Her ability penetrated almost any wards. In fact, the only things that could block it would be whatever Sawyer had done to Del and whatever Lynn Cross did�something that was exclusive to the higher-ups in the Elysium Order. Both methods involved the Elysium Order�s eyes.
Well, that and Ylva�s domain. The way domains interacted with the mortal realm while anchored was odd, occupying the same space at the same time. But the demon hunters probably didn�t have access to a domain.
Juliana had mentioned that they were being spied upon the other night, but Eva hadn�t had time to do much about it. Hopefully their method of spying could be blocked through use of her anti-scrying packets. It was a task she planned on working on in the evening. She could slap a packet on Srey and see if he noticed anything.
For now though, Eva just shook her head again. �Not worth it. Also don�t say anything secret while around here,� Eva said, glancing towards Srey. He gave a small nod of his head. �They might hear through it; they�re still watching us. And watch for ambushes.�
As soon as Eva mentioned the possibility of ambushes, Juliana dropped into a combat stance. The metal molded from mostly covering her to completely encasing her. Her head swiveled around as she looked for any sign of impending attack, making her neck look odd where the hard metal of her head and shoulders flowed into liquid metal.
Eva doubted the actions were really necessary. She could see humans through walls for a decent distance. If anyone was around the immediate area, she would have warned them. However, it was good that someone was vigilant. Arachne barely glanced around and Vektul just cocked his head to one side.
Just because she couldn�t see anyone around didn�t mean that they couldn�t attack her. Teleporting in was a possibility. So was some attack dropped on them from above. It was good that the Elysium Order took a �not my job� stance on demons.
Eva did not really want to face that laser beam from the sky again.
But how to destroy the emblem? Her explosions might be good for wood and other, more fragile materials. A small bit of metal would probably just be knocked around rather than take any real damage. And she doubted that she would be able to form a flame hot enough to melt it much.
Since Sawyer�s death and the events immediately after, Eva had become far more wary about using her own blood for frivolous tasks. Especially if she thought she might be fighting soon, which was a possibility at the moment. She had almost passed out after rescuing Lucy from the demon hunter�s clutches.
Of course, she did have a few vials of Arachne�s blood. Again, the possibility of a fight in the near future was quite high. Best to save it for immediate threats.
Demons all used their bare hands to fight. So long as they were counting out touching the emblem, the demons were out as well.
Leaving just one person.
�Juliana,� Eva said, glancing in her friend�s direction.
The sudden sound gave the girl a small start, but she quickly got over it.
�Yes?�
�Can you pull this apart into small pieces?�
Even if it wasn�t violently split apart, it should be enough to destroy most magic on the metal.
Juliana crouched down and reached out towards the emblem. She paused, pulling back after a moment with a shake of her head.
�I�d have to touch it. I can�t� My mom could. We�d have to go��
Eva put a hand on Juliana�s shoulder, suppressing the wince as her hand started melting. She only kept it there long enough for Juliana to stop talking. Removing her hand was almost as painful. Wisps of smoke came off Eva�s hand.
She ignored it for the moment. Clenching her fist shut solved the problem. Her own natural healing�something Eva had discovered in the recent weeks since her last treatment�would take care of it. It wouldn�t be quick as she wasn�t quite on Arachne�s level of regeneration, but a few boils were well within her ability to heal.
She doubted that she would be able to grow back a full limb.
�Try. You�re the best student in our class. You�ve been using magic since long before school started. You decided to specialize in ferrokinesis. If anyone can do it, you can. No fancy shapes. No delicate molding. Just break it apart.�
That shouldn�t be too hard, right? Eva actually had no idea. Her own earthen talents were far from the best. Definitely not nearly good enough to manipulate metal to the degree that Juliana could. She was casually learning air magic first.
If she had thought that learning pyrokinesis was a nightmare, air was another monster entirely.
While Eva was considering their respective specializations, Juliana had stretched her hand out again. The metal around her face had partially melted away, revealing a face scrunched up in concentration. Her eyes were open and narrowed in a tight glare as she chewed on the edge of her lip.
Eva almost offered a few more words of encouragement. She refrained, choosing to remain silent. As it was, she didn�t want to break that intense concentration.
Instead, Eva concentrated as well. Maybe if she could get the walls to start bleeding, she could use that blood. It was odd that she could use it at all given that it hadn�t ever run through the veins of a living being�to her knowledge at least�but Eva wasn�t about to complain. The greatest limitation to blood magic, aside from the cost of bloodstones, was actual blood. If she could get around it, all the better.
A metallic ting echoed through the alley.
�Ah,� Juliana said, accompanying the ting. A wide grin grew on her face. �I did it!�
Broken out of her thoughts, Eva smiled at her friend.
The emblem had a clean split straight down the center. All without Juliana even moving her hand closer than a few inches.
�Good job. Can you split it again? Maybe a few more times?�
�I� think so.� She paused with a shake of her head. �Yes. Yes I can.�
It took another minute, but Juliana split half of the half. Thirty seconds later had her splitting the other half. Every time she tried, she got faster. By the time five minutes had passed, she had turned the badge-sized emblem into a few chunks and some coarse dust.
�We shouldn�t just leave it here,� she said once nothing significant remained. �It�s enchantments should be broken right? Would it be a good idea to absorb it into my armor?�
�Can you keep it separate? Or, better yet, just float it in front of you? So long as its enchantments are gone, we can deliver it to Zoe for further examination.�
�Let me try.�
As she got to work, Eva got up and headed over towards Srey. �They still watching us?�
Srey, despite Eva asking her not to, gave a slight bow before speaking. �It stopped as soon as you said not to say anything secret. It hasn�t started up again. I can point out roughly where the watching was happening, if you want.�
It might be tempting to chase this person down, but so long as they couldn�t block their sight, it would be almost impossible. They would leave and potentially set up traps on their way out before Eva could make it to them. Maybe something a lot more dangerous than whatever this emblem had been.
Since Srey couldn�t find them while they weren�t looking, it gave them plenty of opportunity to hide or rest. They would only be found when they were ready to be found. Probably with a whole lot more traps as well.
In the end, Eva shook her head. �No. But when we get back to school, make sure you go around and let every other demon know that they could be under surveillance at any moment by demon hunters.�
�Me?� Whatever reverence Srey had for Eva was out the window in an instant. He backed up, looking disgusted. �Most of them should already know. We did kill a few groups already. I don�t see why I��
�Before you all came here, there was another demon around Brakket. Don�t know if you know him, but he went by Zagan.�
Srey drew in a sharp breath, giving Eva a reason to smile.
So he does know him.
Vektul, standing nearby, didn�t react in the slightest. Not even with a tilt of his head. Eva wasn�t entirely sure how to interpret that.
�A pair of demon hunters came into town. One fought Zagan all by himself while the other went on and killed half the demons around Brakket before finally being driven off.� Possibly dead, Eva didn�t bother adding. Her tale was scarier without that bit of information. If by some stroke of luck she had survived, it would be better for him to be wary anyway.
�You might notice that Zagan is no longer around. No one has resummoned him since he was defeated. The human walked away. I can almost guarantee that you guys haven�t fought against that group of demon hunters.�
Eva was absolutely confident that Zagan had been messing around and his hubris led to his defeat more than anything, but the end result was the same.
�So please, do as I ask. Perhaps relay that bit of information about Zagan as well.�
In the meantime, Eva had her own allies that needed to be informed about the situation.
He didn�t argue again, but he didn�t look very happy at being ordered around. Or maybe it was because he had found out that Zagan used to be around. Or that Zagan was defeated. Whatever the case, Eva didn�t much care.
Turning over to Juliana, Eva found her wand out in her hand with an amalgamation of metal hanging off the tip. The wand was odd. Normally Juliana used her rings almost exclusively. Though, thinking about it for a moment longer, it made some sense. The school required her to use a wand. She learned spells with it. Though Eva had no use for a focus, she knew that wands were easier to use than just about anything else.
The metal was all back together, but it wasn�t quite floating.
At least she wasn�t touching it with her hands or anything.
�Let�s get that to Zoe. Hopefully she has a secure place to hold it.� Her little pocket dimension would probably work if nothing else.
�
Every week that passed gave Eva just a little more paranoia. Nothing would happen one week so it had to happen the next. But nothing happened the next week either.
Her anti-scrying packets had an effect immediately after she had created them. Srey hadn�t complained about anybody watching them for a few days. All of a sudden, it had started up again. Whether they had been taking a break or found a way around it, Eva couldn�t say. Either way, she hadn�t found a way to actually block whatever was watching them a second time. She had given up for the time being. Without knowing how she was being spied upon, it was extremely difficult to come up with passive countermeasures.
Even a few thaumaturgical wards set up by Zoe hadn�t solved the problem.
For the time being, they had to take more active measures against anything they didn�t want to be revealed by being overheard. Namely by not discussing anything. Even writing things down could be dangerous.
As for the emblem, Zoe hadn�t been able to discover any magic on the metal. Traces were there, but whatever magic there was had been broken when the metal had broken. It was, however, the same metal that burned Eva when she touched it despite the different color. That only led credence to Eva�s belief that the demon hunters from before were still around. At least the knight of the two.
Juliana had added the small bit to her armor after being doubly sure of Zoe�s results. It probably wouldn�t be useful against demon hunters, but it wouldn�t be a bad idea to stock up on just in case.
Though it might not be needed soon. None of the demons that Anderson had brought in were all that� objectionable. In fact, Eva got the impression that most of them were like Lucy in that they had never been summoned before. The way they reacted to things and people were just not quite right in comparison to most other demons that Eva had come across.
Apart from Srey, all of them were happy to be here.
�Did you sign up?�
Eva jumped out of her seat. Half of the cafeteria turned to glance at her as her knee hit the bottom of the table, causing plates and cutlery to jump along with her.
Shooting them a minor glare was enough to get everyone back to minding their own business. Or pretending to, at least. A few ears were still tilted in her direction.
She didn�t know why. Most of the time, she and her friends discussed matters of trivial importance. Nothing interesting. Especially so in the recent days with their watchers watching them.
�Don�t sneak up on me like that.�
�I thought you could see behind you?�
Turning to Shalise, Eva shook her head. �Only if I�m paying attention.�
�Then pay attention more. But you haven�t answered my question. Have you signed up yet?�
�Wasn�t planning on it,� Eva said. �I really have no desire to be involved in some battle between schoolchildren.�
�You are a �schoolchildren.'�
�But I usually fight with people who are actually trying to kill me. Or at least people intending to cause me serious harm. I wouldn�t want to accidentally go overboard.�
Shalise huffed as she sat down. �Wouldn�t it be nice to do just a normal school activity without all the threat of imminent death or zombification?�
�Normal school activity?�
�Yeah. That�s what this is. I looked it up. Other schools do this kind of thing on a regular basis. Like football except for magical schools.�
�Football with demons.�
Crossing her arms, Shalise glared at Eva.
�That�s why they�re here.� Supposedly. �To help Brakket cheat at magical football.�
�But, they�re not going to do anything overt, are they? I mean, it�s still a secret.�
�Doubt it. I�m not planning on hiding myself.� Now that she actually had eyes, wearing a blindfold wasn�t comfortable or enticing. Gloves were too cramped and shoes were worse. �And some of them,� Eva said with a pointed glance towards Saija, �couldn�t hide among people if their existence depended on it. Even if she could, she wouldn�t shut up about it.�
The demon in question was seated among a gaggle of hangers-on. She was by far the most popular of demons. Even the people not pleased to be attending school with demons didn�t seem to object at her company.
And Catherine had already assured everyone that Saija was not using any sort of endearing powers from her succubus nature to gather her crowd.
Saija sat with the humans, talking and laughing. She didn�t just have people around her. She was popular. Any compliments paid towards her, especially towards her wings, would be met with obvious pride and a compliment in return.
Though a succubus, she shared a trait with Catherine. Neither acted as Eva would have expected succubi to act. While Catherine dressed provocatively, she held utter disdain for interpersonal connections. That included human contact as far as Eva could tell.
In contrast, Saija reveled in the people around her. The only time Eva had seen her without a smile had been at the very start of school, before she had met anyone. And yet, she had something of a fascination with clothing. So much so that she hadn�t worn the same thing twice.
Brakket Academy had a uniform. Though wearing it wasn�t enforced in the slightest, most students chose to wear it. Probably because of the nice material and self-cleaning aspects. Saija had done so on her first day.
Never since.
Where she got the clothes or who gave them to her, Eva couldn�t say. Though some articles of clothing may have been from her� Do those people count as her friends?
Even stranger, the bulkier the clothes, the better. Apparently. Coats, scarves, hats, and even earmuffs on one day. It was only the middle of October, just starting to get cold.
But not that cold.
All of her clothes had been modified with holes in the backs for her wings and tail. Two things that she had never put away.
Maybe she couldn�t.
Eva shook her head, glancing back to Shalise. �If it was supposed to be a secret, it won�t be for very long. Besides, weren�t half the demons going to be becoming bound familiars? I hope you didn�t sign up for that unless you want another demon in your head.�
Shalise backed up slightly, aghast and face drained of blood. �I don�t think� That�s not� Regular humans can participate too, right?�
�They can indeed, Miss Ward.�
Eva rolled her eyes before shifting to see over Shalise�s shoulder. �Mister Anderson,� she said in her least sarcastic tone of voice. �Welcome back. We� missed you.�
�Back?� he said as confusion twisted his face. �I haven�t gone anywhere.�
�We haven�t missed you either.�
Eva couldn�t say why she felt antagonistic towards Alexander Anderson. Something about him rubbed her the wrong way. He acted too professional. The way he spoke implied that he cared about the students around Brakket. And yet Eva doubted that was the case.
At least Martina hadn�t lied about it. At least not to Eva.
�Well, I�m glad to see you�ve still got a sense of humor. I hear rumors that you�ve been somewhat on edge lately.�
Maybe it is him who is spying on us. Eva quickly dismissed the thought. He was spying, or he had his demons spying, but he couldn�t be the only one. There were definitely demon hunters out there.
�I was just stopping by while looking for someone,� he said, glancing around the table.
�Jordan�s already gone ahead to class, if that�s who you�re looking for. He wanted to get a question or two in before his enchanting test starts.�
�Good for him. But I was actually looking for Juliana Rivas.�
Eva sat up straighter, narrowing her eyes slightly. A thousand possibilities for his reasons ran through her mind. Most involved her parents. Were they injured or in trouble? Or had they found out that Zagan wasn�t even on the mortal plane and were going to pull her out of school.
�Whatever you�re fearing, don�t,� Anderson said. He shook his head. �It isn�t anything bad. I assure you. I merely wished to discuss a few matters with her. Matters involving demons and the possibility of her becoming one of our dear friends� host.�
�Oh,� Eva said with half a chuckle. Her sudden tension died almost immediately. �That. I doubt she�ll agree.�
�She had an interest in diablery before, did she not?�
�Yeah. It almost got her mother killed.�
�Ah, yes. The mess with Zagan. I was hoping we might look past that now.� He paused to look around again. �I thought I might ask, at the very least. Yet she isn�t here. Did she head to class early as well?�
�Actually, she is skipping school today. Sort of. I mean, she�s here. But she isn�t going to class. You�ll have to try tomorrow.�
�Skipping school? You�re admitting that to the dean?�
Eva shrugged. It wasn�t like the attendance records would have shown her here.
�She wanted to borrow Arachne. They should be out in the Infinite Courtyard.�
Eva would be out there as well, except she had a test today. She wasn�t sure why she bothered. School was there to prepare oneself for the future and she had no idea what she wanted to do after school ended.
Maybe she would be in Hell. Maybe she could join the Royal Guild of Mage-Knights. At the very least, that would keep her appraised of any bounties that might get put on her head.
For the moment, she figured she might as well learn. Especially golemancy. Poor Basila was still not quite her usual self.
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Chapter 013

Preparation
�I don�t see why you need me for this.�
Juliana�s concentration collapsed. Along with it went the few particles of iron that she had managed to conjure up.
She took a deep breath and let it out as a long sigh. �All that progress. Gone. Just like that.�
�Progress? You�ve been standing in one spot for the last hour doing nothing.�
�Didn�t you see all the iron? I conjured that.�
�I saw nothing.�
�Then you weren�t looking.�
Arachne glanced off to the side, looking back towards the direction of the school building.
It might have been her imagination, but it almost seemed as if she let out a small sigh of her own.
�Why am I here again? I know nothing about thaumaturgy. And this doesn�t seem to be a secret thing that you would need to come out into the woods with a bodyguard for.�
�Bodyguard?� Juliana raised an eyebrow. �Is that what you think you�re here for?�
Taking a deep breath, Juliana closed her eyes in mental preparation. As soon as she opened her mouth again, there might be no going back. But she needed this. She had her goals and Arachne was going to help her accomplish them.
Whether Juliana wanted her to or not.
�I want you to fight me.�
The moment the words left her mouth, Juliana sprung into action. She couldn�t let Arachne have the initiative. There was no Eva around at the moment. No one to chide Arachne if she went too far. No one to watch and ensure that Juliana lived.
Arachne would be free to fight however she wanted. Juliana held no doubts that she would. She had picked today specifically because Eva had an exam as soon as lunch ended while Juliana didn�t.
Juliana lunged forward with an arm. A thin blade sprouted out of her wrist as she moved. It extended a good deal out from her body.
She hadn�t been lying to Eva. Affecting metal away from her body wasn�t possible�at least, it didn�t use to be possible before breaking apart that emblem. It was still much too difficult to use in a combat situation.
Luckily, with how she had been taught ferrokinesis, she didn�t need to do anything to metal outside of her body. The metal that she controlled was almost an extension of her limbs. It was much easier to manipulate metal no more than an inch away from her skin, but she could do simple things like extend spikes from a contiguous bit of metal.
She still built her sword from the tip down, extending it outwards as she poured more metal into the construct.
The demon-harming metal in her collection stayed behind. Juliana only used normal iron and steel in the sword.
The special metal was making up her armor. Especially around her neck and head. Just in case Arachne did decide to go all out.
Maybe she wanted Arachne to go a little easy on her. Slashing her with a weapon that would cause severe harm would maybe make her a little angrier than Juliana wanted. They still didn�t completely understand the metal and she didn�t want to permanently injure Arachne. Or temporarily, for that matter.
She wanted a fight. Not a slaughter.
Arachne didn�t even look surprised at being suddenly attacked with a sword. She stepped to one side, dodging Juliana�s lunge before grabbing the sword with her hands. A leg from her back, which hadn�t been there a second ago, thrust forward, snapping the blade just above Juliana�s outstretched hand.
Juliana dodged backwards, rolling along the ground and manipulating the earth as she went to give her just a little extra distance.
Only� As Juliana got back to an upright fighting position, she realized that Arachne hadn�t followed up with an attack. Her dodge had been meaningless.
And even now, the demon was just standing there, staring at her with the bit of broken metal in her claws.
Juliana watched it carefully. In Arachne�s spars with her mother, she had not been shy about catching and returning the rocks and boulders that Genoa had thrown. Usually with as much or more force behind them.
But the spider-demon just dropped the blade, letting it fall straight to the ground without even trying to kick it towards her. She turned and started walking.
Confusion took over Juliana for a few moments. Is it a ploy? she thought. Some sneaky way to attack?
It quickly dawned on her that Arachne was not trying to lull her into some false sense of security. She was walking away.
�Wait! Where are you going?�
�I have better things to do than play with you.�
�Like what?� Juliana asked as she ran after the spider demon. She did pause just long enough to reach down and reabsorb the bit of blade into her armor as she passed it. �Need to ogle Eva some more?�
It was a dangerous game she was playing. Needling Arachne about Eva was one of those things that might really set her off.
But the demon just kept walking.
�What�s your problem?� Juliana asked. She threw a little magic towards Arachne�s feet, causing one to sink into the ground a few inches.
That gave the spider-demon about as much pause as a fly brushing past her face.
�I have had a great deal of time to think,� Arachne said, pulling her leg out of the ground and continuing her stride almost unbroken. �Between my self-imposed isolation after the� incident with your mother and my detention in Hell. I have decided, on my own, to become a better person.�
�By whose standards?�
�Eva�s, of course. A year ago, I would have torn you to shreds. Eva isn�t around. Whatever she thought about it could be dealt with later. Now, I don�t want to fight you.�
�You can�t even spar with me?�
�I�d rather not risk hurting you.�
Juliana froze, looking at Arachne with her mouth agape. Was this even the same demon? What had Hell done to her? Shaking her head, she skipped forwards to catch up with the rapidly retreating demon.
�You sparred with my mother all the time. You never hurt her!�
�Are you forgetting the part where I put her in the state she is currently in? Barely better than an invalid.�
Juliana reached forward, gripping Arachne�s wrist. She made sure to move the metal out of the way before touching her. Burning her with the hunter�s metal right now wouldn�t advance any of Juliana�s goals.
When Arachne didn�t swat her hand away, instead stopping and turning, Juliana grew a little more confident. She stared into Arachne�s red eyes�her main two anyway, Juliana kept her gaze steady rather than flick to each set of eyes.
�You apologized for that. I�ve accepted your apology. More, I�ve decided that you didn�t apologize just because Eva made you.�
That last bit she had been convinced was false up until about thirty seconds ago. Arachne deciding not to fight and her current attempt to escape the situation just made it all the more convincing.
After another moment of keeping their eyes locked together, Arachne turned with a slight snort. Her hand slipped out of Juliana�s grip and she resumed her march.
�Besides,� Arachne said, not looking towards Juliana as they walked alongside each other, �I�ve still hurt her during our spars. Unless we have different definitions of the word. I seem to recall tearing out her throat once.�
�That�� Was true. Partially. It had been more of a scratch, really. A particularly bloody scratch that went just a bit too deep and took out a bit too much flesh. �Well, just don�t do that.�
�I don�t think you quite understand the difficulty of holding back while in real combat.� Arachne did glance down towards Juliana this time. Just long enough to make sure that Juliana saw the sneer. �I suppose that wouldn�t be much of a problem in fighting you. I doubt it would be much of a fight.�
�You won�t know until you try.�
Again, Arachne stopped. �Do you honestly believe that you can fight me? Even with me tying all of my limbs behind my back, do you think you have a chance?�
Gritting her teeth, Juliana broke her gaze with Arachne.
�I didn�t think so. You aren�t your mother.�
�She was the one who suggested I come to you in the first place.
�I need training,� Juliana said when Arachne didn�t respond. �With all the monsters running around, I need to be a better fighter. Zagan�s combat course got canceled with him gone and the after-school dueling club is just fighting other students. My mother is in no position to train me so you�re the next best choice.�
Arachne stared for a moment, eventually shaking her head. The hard carapace covering the tendrils that had taken place of her hair snapped and crackled as they hit each other. �I�m your third choice to teach you to fight?� She let out a cold laugh. �Something has seriously gone wrong with the world.�
�What else is new?�
�But I�m the wrong choice. I know nothing of thaumaturgy. I don�t know how mages should fight with it. I don�t know how to teach. Find somebody else. Your professor knows how to fight, get her to do it.�
�Not an option.�
She had suggested Zoe to her mother. Her mother had shut that option down. Zoe was not a fighter. She could fight, but there was a difference. Being able to fight did not mean that they were a good person to learn from. Perhaps the basics. Her mother hadn�t had any complaints about the seminar that Zoe put on over the summer. She had even attended one or two of the sessions.
But Genoa wanted an opponent like Arachne. Someone similar to what Juliana might have to fight in real life. Preferably someone who wasn�t going to hold back much either.
That didn�t look like it was going to be an option, but Juliana would take what she could get.
�Help me. If you really need, we can ask Eva for permission.�
�That would be more acceptable. I don�t like going behind her back. Though I will warn you: we might not have much time for you.�
Juliana frowned, crossing her arms as she stared at the demon. Was Arachne really that busy? Apart from hanging off Eva like a lost puppy, Juliana couldn�t think of a single thing that Arachne had done that might take up any amount of time.
�We have a certain project we�re starting soon. We�re expecting it to consume a fair bit of time. Lots of work to do.�
�She hasn�t told me about anything like that.� Not unless Eva had decided to sign up for the school�s activities.
�You�ve never asked.�
� � �
�You told her?�
�I didn�t tell her what we were doing.�
Eva rubbed her forehead. �No, but now she�s going to be asking all the time until I tell her something. I guess we can save that for later. Everything ready?�
�Are we really sure about leaving right now? The demon hunters��
�Are still watching the town,� Eva said. She gave a quick glance towards Srey for confirmation.
His arms were crossed and his eyes narrowed, but as soon as Eva looked at him, he sat up and spoke somewhat respectfully. �Nobody has been watching us with any kind of hostility since we got to this place. For the record, everything about this plan is bad and you all should feel bad for dragging me into it.�
�Noted. Don�t care.�
Eva hadn�t wanted to bring Srey into the loop. The less people who knew about the ritual, the less failure points it had. However, without having a method to block out the demon hunters� spying, Srey was one of the most valuable tools around.
Unfortunately, he could only detect scrying. And only scryings with less than noble intent in the mind of the scryer towards the subject. That meant that Eva was going to run into the same problem that Sawyer had when she had been stalking him. The only difference was that she knew that she was being watched.
But for the time being, they had land to survey. The ritual wasn�t quite as large as Sawyer�s field. Close, but not quite. They needed a relatively flat area free of most trees, shrubberies, and other foliage.
She doubted that she would be able to find a location that fit that criteria. She would have to make one. Eva planned to burn most of the plant life away.
Though, maybe bringing Juliana into the ritual wouldn�t be a bad idea. She could help level the terrain.
Not tonight though. Tonight it was just Eva, Arachne, Vektul, and Srey.
�You all ready to go?� Eva asked, glancing around at the gathered demons.
Arachne immediately stepped up to her side. She flexed her fingers as a few spare legs grew from her back. While she didn�t grow to her full size, she made herself as menacing as possible. They weren�t planning on fighting, but nobody wanted to be caught unprepared.
The other two were somewhat slower to jump to their feet. Vektul had taken a liking to the couches inside the women�s ward. At least, he was smiling a lot. Too much, really. Whoever had taught him about smiling should have mentioned that it wasn�t something to be done constantly.
He gave off too many Sawyer vibes like he was.
Well, not quite as bad.
Vektul�s smile, though just as wide as Sawyer�s, was more like that of an innocent child. He emanated none of the malicious vibes that Eva had felt anytime she had been in Sawyer�s presence.
On the other hand, Srey�s perpetual scowl only deepened as Eva turned to him. Not even her �honored� status among demons could get him to smile at the moment. Or even look mildly content. He grumbled for a moment as he stood up. �We�re going to get ambushed.�
�Just keep an eye out for anyone spying on us. We�ll leave immediately upon being noticed. No chances.�
Tonight was for survey only. Nothing more.
Well, maybe a little foliage clearing if they had the time. Eva already had a spot in mind. An old farmer�s field not far from the prison. Far enough away that it couldn�t really be seen, but not so far that it would be overly troublesome to get to without constructing a gate.
Vektul, seeing that everyone else was up and waiting for him, finally got to his feet. Not before letting out a long sigh as he left the couch. Eva didn�t think it was that comfortable, the bed in his dorm was probably better. Maybe he had lived on nothing but beds of nails in his domain.
Either that or he was simply not emoting properly again.
None in their group could blink except for Eva, so they would be walking. Luckily, everyone here was a demon. They all had the stamina and speed to run at a decent pace.
�Follow me,� Eva said.
Running out of the women�s ward, Eva blinked to the top of the nearest exterior wall. Arachne quickly followed, though she jumped to reach the wall. Srey was next. Rather than climb or blink, he turned into his misty form and just sort of drifted to the top. He reformed into a solid demon just to the side of Eva.
Vektul stayed behind, looking somewhat confused. He turned almost a full circle around before tilting his head to one side. Glancing at the base of the wall before glancing up to Eva, he straightened his neck. �Our intention is to arrive on the other side, is it not?�
�If you put a hole in my wall, I�ll kill you.�
�That will not be necessary.� He crossed his arms across his chest.
Nothing else happened.
Eva was about to send Arachne down to pick him up when the ground beneath him opened up in a gaping black portal. He fell in and the portal shimmered away into nothing behind him.
The portal was something that Eva had seen before. Several times, in fact. Any time a demon was banished or died, they fell into a very similar portal as Void reclaimed them. It was similar enough that Eva had to turn to her companions and ask, �Did he just kill himself?�
Arachne just shrugged. Srey, on the other hand, actually took a step back. He was staring at the spot Vektul had just occupied with a look of bewilderment. Something akin to the looks that he sometimes gave Eva when he thought she wasn�t looking.
While neither said a word, Eva did get her answer.
�No. I haven�t killed myself.�
Turning to the sound of the voice, Eva found Vektul stepping out of an upright portal on the outside of the prison. He glanced around once before nodding to himself with a wide smile. �Yep. I�m fine.�
Opening her mouth, Eva found herself hesitating. Was it just a method of teleportation that looked like what happened when a demon died? Was it more than that?
Did it really matter?
Not at the moment. She might interrogate him later. For now, the longer they waited, the more likely it was that the hunters would turn their gaze in Eva�s direction.
�Alright. Let�s get moving then.�
Eva blinked to the ground, letting the others follow her in their own ways. Once on the ground, she just ran. Blinking might put her too far out of earshot to hear any warnings from Srey.
The actual run was a bit colder than Eva would have liked. Winter came early this year, though there was still no snow on the ground. At least it wasn�t pitch dark out in the early evening just yet. The sun was close to the horizon, but not quite at it yet. They should have a good hour of light. After that, if they were still outside, Eva could toss a few light spells around for a decent amount of light.
�This is around where I was thinking,� Eva said as they crested the top of a shallow hill. There was an equally shallow valley on the other side. Not too much plant life. A few stray bushes here and there. Lots of grass and underbrush, but that would be easy to burn away. Because it had once been a farmland, there were no major trees. Just little saplings that had sprouted since the farm had been abandoned.
Vektul hummed, glancing around the place. He walked along the top of the hill around to one side, pausing to observe from there. Eva followed behind him as he ran through his inspection. She gave the occasional glance towards Srey who always responded with a shake of his head.
So far, so good.
�It�s large enough.�
�Maybe not flat enough,� Eva said, preempting any arguments on that front. �But that shouldn�t be hard to solve.�
�No overhead cover. This weather you have around here might ruin any engravings or markings we make.�
�Also somewhat easily solved.�
Warding was an amazing thing. While she might have been able to whip up some sort of protective shield through runes�such a thing should be entirely possible, though she had never tried to do so over such a large area�warding could do it all and much faster. Not only did she not have to write anything down, she also did not have to experiment too much. Shifting most of the busy work to pure thought removed a lot of the effort.
Of course, she wasn�t quite certain that she was good enough to do something like that. Yet. Luckily, it didn�t need to be done right this very second. There was a good deal of preparation that needed doing before any real circle-making could begin.
�I think it should work then,� Vektul said. �You still have not collected the necessary mages and demons.�
�First thing,� Eva said, holding up a finger, �we have a lot of work to do before then. This ritual circle is not going to be drawn in a single night. One thing at a time.�
A month might be too generous of a time frame even if they recruited Juliana to help dig out the lines for the ritual. Without her, Eva would be out using a shovel. Her meager skill in earth magic wasn�t quite up to the task of drawing out such a ritual site.
Eva lit up her hands. First things first.
She started marking out a wide outline of a ring, keeping the flames carefully controlled on the outside so as to not burn more than she needed. The ring wasn�t perfect. She didn�t want it to be. At least not yet. Some hunters would almost assuredly stumble across this place. If it looked like an obvious ritual circle, they would do the same thing that she had done to Sawyer.
Fighting with Arachne might work as a cover guise should anyone start spying on them. However, there was a point where tearing down the bushes just became too much work and too impractical while mock-sparring. After a few minutes of no one watching them, Eva dispensed with the cover and started throwing flames around.
After an hour, she only had about an eighth of what she wanted to have done. Burning everything wasn�t difficult work, but it did consume some time. Especially with only her able to really do the work.
Arachne did her part by uprooting the small trees and larger bushes and tossing them out of the ring Eva had made. Neither Vektul nor Srey were really equipped to help out much. They just stayed to the side and watched.
At least, until Srey stepped forwards.
�It�s started again.�

Chapter 014

A Crack in the Sky
�Alright! Let�s move!� Eva shouted out over the somewhat smoldering field. Arachne was a short distance away, clearing out a few tumbleweeds. Vektul and Srey were both near each other and, as such, near Eva as well.
As soon as Arachne heard the shout, she dropped her tumbleweed to the ground and started running towards Eva without hesitation.
As she ran, Eva took the time to extinguish her lingering flames. While she wanted to burn down a good portion of the area, she didn�t want to start an uncontrollable forest fire. Or field fire, as the case was. Taking the time to do so wasn�t that big of a deal either. It didn�t take long and, more importantly, Eva doubted that they would be attacked. At least not immediately.
They only just started watching.
�We don�t want to run into them on our way out,� Eva said, turning towards Srey. �Which direction are they in?�
�There are actually two separate ones. Both started looking at us around the same time. Not exactly. Maybe a minute or two difference.� He pointed a hand towards the direction of the prison. Perhaps slightly to one side. �There and over there,� he said as he swung the hand. It didn�t actually move all that far. Still in the direction of the prison, but on the other side.
�How far?�
�Not very. Not right on top of us, obviously, but maybe five minutes of walking out.�
�Both of them?�
He gave a curt nod of his head.
�Great.�
�Is it?� Vektul cocked his head to one side, almost pressing an ear to his shoulder. �Friends of yours?�
�No. Great as in: Great, they�re setting up to ambush us on our way back to the prison.�
�Oh.� His head snapped back to a straight position as his smile spread across his face. �Great!� he said sounding perfectly genuine about being happy.
Eva turned away from him, ignoring his antics for the moment. �You hear that?� she asked as Arachne ran up to her side.
�Ambush? Are we running into it? Maybe going around and flanking one of the groups?�
�If they can hear us as well as see us,� Eva said with a glance at a shrugging Srey, �they�ll know we�re coming. There are twelve demons back at Brakket. I�d rather not have us get picked off in small groups. Best to avoid them for now and try to fight as a larger group.�
�Might not be so easy,� Srey said. �I think it is safe to say that they can hear us. Both sources started moving as soon as you said to avoid them. Or maybe as soon as you said not to get picked off in small groups. Either way, they�re coming closer.�
�While still scrying on us?�
Most methods of scrying that Eva knew about required the scryer to sit in one spot. Away from her altar and incense, Nel could only get what were essentially still images. The methods she had used to test her anti-scrying packets also needed someone to sit around still pools of water. Moving the water would disturb it and break the scrying effect.
Srey�s nod at her question was somewhat disturbing, though not wholly unexpected. Eva didn�t know every method of scrying after all. They might not be scrying at all. All she knew was that they were being observed by someone who did not wish them well.
�Right. Arachne, we�re moving. Follow me. Srey, Vektul, stick close.�
Eva took off in a run. Away from the hunters and away from her prison as well.
She could teleport away with Arachne so long as they hadn�t set up any wards. It was doubtful that they had. Srey would have said something the moment that he noticed any observations. Without observations, they couldn�t have known to set up wards.
Still, while Eva could teleport, she wasn�t sure about Srey or Vektul. She couldn�t ask without giving information to the enemy so long as they were being observed. It was something that, in hindsight, she should have asked before.
Too late now.
Either they needed to escape without teleporting or they needed to get far enough away fast enough that they had a moment of privacy.
�Only one of the two are following us. The second is staying where it was. Still observing, but� wait, no. Whoever it is just stopped.�
�But the first observer is still following?�
�Matching pace. Not gaining any distance, but not losing it either.�
Eva didn�t stop running, but she did hum in thought for a few minutes.
�Shall we turn and fight?�
�No,� Eva said, glancing over at Arachne. �Not yet. We just need to distract them a little longer. The others should be almost finished by now. At least drawing them out here was a success.�
Vektul, still running, tilted his head to one side. He opened his mouth for just a moment before snapping it shut.
Eva�s glare ensured it stayed that way.
Whoever the demon hunters were, they probably knew that Eva had been lying just now. However, she didn�t need Vektul confirming it. If their pursuers got confused or worried about something happening back in town or back at the prison and left to check on it, all the better for them.
Unfortunately, even after running for another few minutes, Srey didn�t give any update about their observers.
They were still being chased.
To fight or to flee?
Eva slowed down, motioning for the others to follow her lead. She continued in the same direction. It was just at a walking pace.
�They�re keeping pace with us. No significant distance change as far as I can tell.�
�How far back?�
�Still about five minutes of walking at their current pace, were we to stop moving.�
�And direction?�
He raised an arm, pointing.
Eva bit her lip. The hunter was still between them and the prison.
What they were lacking at the moment was information. How were they being spied upon? Who? Someone she knew or some random hunter that showed up while tracking the new demons?
�Counter reconnaissance? Shall we go and see if we can�t catch a glimpse of them?�
�What happened to running� and, uh, distracting.�
Eva frowned at Srey, shaking her head. �If they are matching pace when they could easily catch up, they probably don�t want to fight.�
�You�re fooling yourself.�
Maybe so. Eva didn�t want to fight. She didn�t even want to spy on them. Getting too near to them would likely commit them to a fight. Worse, it would leave them open to that second observer circling around and flanking them.
There could even be more individuals or groups out there who weren�t actively spying but were in contact with the others.
At the same time, if they could spot their enemies, they could start planning around them�
�Actually. Wait,� Eva said as she pulled out her cellphone.
They might be able to see what she typed. If they did, it wouldn�t really matter. There wasn�t much they could do about it.
Unfortunately, she didn�t have Nel�s cellphone number. She wasn�t sure if Nel even had a cellphone.
Zoe. I need you to get to Nel as fast as possible. Have Nel scry on me. Then, have her search a short distance south until she sees any other groups of people.
With a tap of her thumb, Eva sent the text out to Zoe.
It would solve at least one problem. Namely, who their pursuer was. If Nel could continue watching them until they went back to wherever they had made their base, it would be possible to turn the tables. They could be more offensive.
Unfortunately, Zoe would be wondering what Eva and three demons were doing out in the middle of nowhere. She would have to explain that later on. Maybe the truth, maybe some excuse. That could be decided whenever she had to explain. Hopefully she would go on and ask Nel with haste and without complaint.
The return message came almost instantly with a light beep on Eva�s phone.
Please tell me that you aren�t out looking for demon hunters.
Well, that�s an easy enough request.
I am not out looking for demon hunters. Nel?
Setting up her altar. Also not happy about being woken up.
�Well tough for her,� Eva said aloud. She didn�t bother replying, though she kept her phone out and in her hands just in case Zoe sent a reply. �Any change in their distance, Srey?�
�No change in the last few minutes,� he said, glancing off in the direction of their watchers. �I don�t like this. What are they waiting for? We�re doing nothing interesting and they�re still watching us.�
Eva glanced over towards Arachne and Vektul. Arachne stood as a silent aegis over her, ready to protect Eva if need be. Her eyes were glued on the horizon of the rolling hilltops as if daring the hunters to crest the top. Hands curled at her sides, Arachne stood slightly hunched. Just enough to easily leap into motion at the first sign of trouble.
Vektul, on the other hand, stood far more lackadaisically. Like a bored student. Not a single muscle in his body was tense.
Though he was staring up at the sky with some intensity.
Following his gaze, Eva found herself frowning at the clear night sky. The sun had finally fallen below the horizon not long ago�just before they had started running�and the stars had come out in force. With no nearby lights of any kind and the moon a mere crescent, Eva could even see the milky arm of her galaxy against the stars.
But nothing more interesting than that.
�Something up there?� she couldn�t help but ask.
�It might not be a good idea to stand still,� he said without a hint of fear in his voice.
But something sent a chill up Eva�s spine. She glanced towards the sky again, staring at one particularly bright star directly overhead.
Something clicked. Eva didn�t argue with Vektul.
She immediately turned and blinked in the direction away from the observers. Arachne caught on quick, actually lifting Vektul off the ground and carrying him over her shoulder. Srey turned to mist and whisked off ahead of even Eva.
They cleared the area just in time for a white beam of magical light to crash down right where they had been standing. The cold of the night was chased away by the blistering heat of the beam.
�It�s that thing from the Elysium Order,� Eva hissed.
Not the most articulate response Eva could have come up with. Nobody else present had even been around for the inquisition�s attack on the prison. She had told Arachne in the time since, but Arachne hadn�t been nearby.
At the moment, she was too busy running away to explain more.
This was bad. The nuns hadn�t used the device�Nel had called it cracking the sky, if Eva remembered accurately�while Eva had been indoors. They didn�t have shelter out here. Nothing but fields, hills, and occasional trees. Nothing that would stop a magical weapon of that magnitude.
Eva�s cellphone started going crazy. A constant stream of beeps indicating messages gave way to an incoming call ring.
She slapped the phone to her ear without stopping running. �Zoe? Little busy here.�
�I-it�s Nel! There�s an armored man following you. I think he is reading out your location over a phone.�
�Right. Thanks.� Nothing unexpected there. She had assumed that whoever was observing her was in contact with others. It was good to know that it was the armored man again. She wasn�t entirely sure how that helped at this exact moment, but so long as they got out of there, it could come in handy.
�There was another observer,� Eva said into the phone. �One that hasn�t been following us. If you look between us and the prison, there should be a large patch of scorched earth. Keep following it back towards the prison and you might see that observer, if they haven�t moved that is.�
In the mean time, Eva had to get her group out of here.
Preferably without revealing too many abilities, but with that sky cracking thing, Eva wasn�t about to discount anything.
�Vektul,� she said as they ran, holding the phone a short way away from her ear. Still close enough to hear if Nel had anything important to say. �Your portals. Can other people pass through them?�
She hadn�t wanted to ask while her pursuers could hear. With that Elysium Order beam, she didn�t have much of a choice.
�I suppose so,� he said, voice vibrating slightly with each of Arachne�s footsteps. �As long as I kept it open for others.�
Eva turned directions without responding. The others would follow her lead. Probably. If they kept running in a straight line, the hunters would be able to target them by just casting the sky cracking spell some distance ahead of them.
�Excellent. Open��
�Eva,� Nel�s voice half-shouted over the phone.
Eva moved it closer to her ear before responding. �I�m here. What is it?�
�There�s some woman in a wheelchair. She�s sitting in front of� it�s like some sort of mockery of the Elysium Order�s idol. Twisted and evil. You must destroy it!�
�That�s nice Nel,� Eva said. �Tell me, does this woman have an eye patch? How about a few holes in her back?�
�Eye patch, yes. But she�s wearing clothes. Would the holes be in her clothes as well? I don�t see any.�
�Thanks Nel.� Eva disconnected the call. If something really important came up, she was sure that someone would call back soon.
New mission: Survive. That was always a priority, really. However, Eva really did not want to allow her enemies to possess a sky cracking idol.
�Vektul, can you portal us back to the field?�
�That might be too far away.�
�As close as you can then.�
Just as had happened back at the prison, a dark portal opened in the air in front of them. It started small before widening to a proper size.
Eva didn�t break her stride. She charged right into the portal and out the other side. Whether through clever portal placement by Vektul or simple luck, the ground was at the perfect height and incline to keep her from stumbling.
Less lucky was the addition of a new humanoid in range of her blood sense. Her demonic companions emerged from the portal behind her one by one. None of them concerned her.
Ahead and to the side, Eva found herself close enough to see one of their pursuers.
Not the woman.
A man clad in shiny metal armor stood at the crest of a hill only a quick blink away. The same man who had defeated Zagan at the start of summer.
Notably, his armor was not the same. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that large portions were missing. His arms and boots were clad in metal. One of his legs as well. His other leg and chest just had some kind of padded undergarment.
There was no surprise or shock in his posture. His heart rate remained steady as he drew his sword. A long, curved sword.
The same one that had torn up Zagan.
The vials of demon blood beneath Eva�s cloak exploded, releasing the liquid into the air. Two orbs formed into rings, flying off towards the hunter. Another two orbs formed up into a shield around Eva.
Her shield solidified just in time. The knight dashed forwards in the blink of an eye. His sword came down on the shield.
The blade bit into the membrane, piercing a portion of it, but stopping before it could cleave through Eva.
Both rings she had sent out passed the knight during his charge. She recalled them, but by the time they reached the knight�s back, he had already dashed away.
�Arachne!� Eva shouted, seeing his target a moment before he reached the demon.
She jumped backwards just a hair too late. One of her back legs fell to the ground even as her body flew backwards.
Eva�s shield, or what remained of it, collapsed into solidified daggers of blood as she blinked straight to the hunter. If they were hovering orbs, they wouldn�t blink with her. Daggers would.
And with much of his armor missing, he had plenty of soft spots for Eva to jam the daggers into.
Eva aimed for a particularly soft spot right around his armpit.
His body wasn�t there by the time her dagger reached her target. Somehow, he had managed to get behind her with his blade already swinging towards her neck.
Eva blinked again, not really aiming anywhere in particular. Just so long as she wound up far enough away from that sword.
Srey moved in to Eva�s vacancy, letting the sword pass harmlessly through his ethereal vapor form. The moment it was safe, he solidified.
When he did so, he wasn�t in the form that Eva had become accustomed to.
He looked humanoid, but his body looked like molten vapor. Dark plumes of smoke erupted from a white-hot mist that made up the solid portions of his body. He reached forwards, hands passing through the helmet of the hunter. He retracted his hands almost immediately in apparent pain.
But not before Eva heard a cough.
The hunter stumbled slightly as he coughed a second time.
Eva wasted no time. She didn�t know how long they might have even a slight advantage.
She blinked forward again, arm already posed to bring a dagger down into his shoulder.
He moved a gauntlet up, catching the solidified blood with the back of his hand. Shards split off. Some larger chunks dug into the metal. Other smaller bits sprayed around the area.
Eva clapped her hands together anyway, blinking away as she did so to avoid his raised sword.
His gauntlet protected him from the explosion. Partially. Most of the metal scattered around the area in tiny shards�shards that burned her skin anywhere they touched. She obviously hadn�t blinked far enough away.
But he was still in a worse state. Save for a few fingers, he no longer had a gauntlet on his off-hand. Unfortunately, save for a slight blemish, his actual arm was otherwise untouched.
He was still coughing. More frequently than before.
Before Eva could blink back in and offer him the other dagger, he disappeared.
Eva�s head whipped around as she searched for where he dashed off to this time.
Except, neither her eyes nor her sense of blood could find him anywhere nearby.
Eva pulled out her cellphone, speed dialing Nel before it even hit her ear.
The augur picked up the second the ring sounded.
�Talk to��
�The eye patch woman is going to crack the sky again!�
�Vektul,� Eva shouted. �Portal to anywhere that isn�t here! Everyone else, get through it.�
It took only seconds for the demon to comply. Eva dashed into the portal alongside the others, chased by the white beam of light crashing down on their position.

Chapter 015

Conversations
�Wow.�
Eva rested her head on the table with a soft sigh. She had tried to keep her discussion quiet. That had failed within seconds.
Vektul, as Eva had asked of him, had gone around and warned the other demons of the sky cracking idol and the demon hunters. Unfortunately, he had gone around and told everyone during lunch. Everyone, in this case, included more than just the demons. Eva would be surprised if anyone in the whole school didn�t know what had happened the night before.
Having only gotten back to Brakket early in the morning, Eva had promised to tell her friends what she had been up to the night before as soon as school was out and they could have some privacy. After Vektul created an uproar, Eva figured that she might as well explain now.
�There were some flashes on the horizon. Shalise actually woke me up after the first one. I had been asleep.�
�I was just studying,� Shalise said. �I thought it was lightning, but there weren�t any clouds.�
�I can�t believe you ran off to all the excitement without us again,� Juliana said with a half-hearted glare.
Shalise shifted, glancing between Eva and Juliana. �I could do without all the excitement, personally,� she whispered.
�Says the girl who tried to convince Arachne to fight her without even talking to me,� Eva said, pretending she hadn�t heard Shalise�s hushed comment.
�I said I was sorry.�
Eva waved a hand. She really didn�t care if the two sparred or not. It was heartening to see Arachne consider Eva�s feelings. However, as long as she kept herself under control, they could spar all they wanted. There were more important things for everyone to worry about.
�But there wasn�t supposed to be anything exciting last night for you to miss. Just a simple terrain survey and cleanup.�
�You still haven�t explained what for.�
Eva glanced around the cafeteria.
The people who weren�t paying attention to Vektul�s robotic repetition of last night�s events were all leaning in on Eva�s conversation. Originally, he had only spoken with the demons. Loudly. Once a regular human asked for clarification on a point and he had responded without murdering them, that had opened the doors for all kinds of questions.
While the exact details of last night were no longer secret, the ritual still was. He had the sense for that at least.
Eva intended to keep it that way.
Knowing about demon hunters and the ways they could attack might be valuable for someone. Maybe it would even save someone�s life.
But not her ritual.
For Zoe, Eva had simply said that she had noticed something odd outside her prison and had gone to investigate. Eva doubted that Zoe actually bought it, but she hadn�t pressed too hard.
At least not about her reason for being out there. She asked a great deal of questions about the hunters.
Eva could understand her concern. If the hunters decided to use their sky-cracking idol around Brakket, they might kill a few demons. However, they would probably catch a great many humans in the collateral.
Looking away from Juliana, Eva just shook her head slightly. �How did they find us? They weren�t watching us before we went to my prison. Nobody was watching us when I told Srey and Vektul to meet me out there. While they might have wondered why we weren�t at Brakket and assumed that we were at the prison, they weren�t watching us before we left. We didn�t leave much of a trail for them to follow. We could have been anywhere.�
�Some kind of demonic tracking device that doesn�t trigger Srey�s sixth sense?�
�Yeah. Maybe. The good news is that they can�t block Nel�s vision. Or, if they can, they haven�t yet. She�s keeping an eye on them.�
A task she had taken to with a great deal of enthusiasm. When the inquisition had originally attacked Eva�s prison, she had put up a small protest against destroying their idol. Nothing had ever came of her momentary anger. She had either realized the necessity or had forgotten about it with her capture at Sawyer�s hands.
But seeing this mockery of the idol had set her off. Eva had a stack of maps and notes to go through as soon as school ended. Everywhere the hunters had been since their departure last night, everything they had been up to, anyone they had met with, and any possible traps around the farmhouse outside of town that they had co-opted as their base of operations.
�So we�re going to counterattack them, right?�
Eva glanced over with a frown on her face. Juliana had used the word �we.�
Her mother would probably kill Eva if she knew what her daughter wanted to get into.
The only real advantage Juliana had going for her was that she wasn�t a demon. None of the traps would work on her. At least, none of the ones set up to counter demons specifically. Eva couldn�t discount the possibility of generic traps.
As for counterattacking them�
Charging into Sawyer�s lair could have ended extraordinarily painfully had Eva not spotted his haugbui. That had been a stroke of luck in retrospect. He never would have gone to it had he not suspected the vampires of treachery. That had only happened because Eva failed to provide some secret passphrase, which had only happened because the vampire had gotten a call off and she needed to try hiding it from Sawyer.
A chain of luck that probably saved her life.
Even if they spied on the demon hunters for a week, Eva doubted that Nel would see every trap they had set. Even if she did see them all, who knew if she would recognize things dangerous to demons.
She could still remember opening up their apartment door to find Lucy amidst so many anti-demon magical circles that it had taken the complete destruction of the room to get her out. According to the note left behind, Eva had just about stepped into a trap that was supposed to have reduced Ylva to a scorch mark.
Attacking the hunters in their home base would likely leave them facing far stronger and far more prepared defenses.
�I don�t know,� Eva eventually said. �But something has to be done. We need a large place to work with. Their sky cracking thing ruins outdoor locations.�
�You�re just going to leave them alone? They tried to kill you!�
�I know. I�m not going to do nothing. But I�m not sure what to do.�
Juliana fell silent. She idly stirred some green sludge that had been served for today�s lunch. Eva hadn�t seen her actually take a bite of it. She couldn�t tell what it was and wasn�t about to put it in her mouth. For all she knew, it could be poisonous towards demons. Or humans. Both, probably.
�Do you want to talk with my mother? She�ll have interacted with these sorts before. Maybe enough to give you good advice.�
Not really, Eva thought. Seeing Genoa was just a little awkward these days. Avoiding the woman in the wheelchair felt wrong and yet Eva still did it. But� thinking about it a moment longer and it didn�t sound like such a bad idea.
�Maybe,� she said. �Though I�m not so sure about Carlos and your brother.�
�Brother left, actually. His vacation from his job ran out a while ago. �Family emergency� only held out as an excuse for so long.�
Well, that was a positive, at least.
�Of course, if we go there, we might be leading the demon hunters right to your family. With your mother still not up to full speed��
�I�ve been going there every week since school started,� Juliana said with a shrug. �Given my relation to you, I�m sure they already know about it.�
�But they might not have attacked because they�re seemingly unrelated to me outside of our friendship. This might be just what it takes to warrant an attack.�
�You know what?� Juliana said as she pulled out her cellphone. She held up a finger when Eva went to respond. After tapping twice, she held the phone up to her ear.
�Mom? I� No, everything is fine. Nobody is in trouble� No. Nobody died as far as I know.� She paused, rolling her eyes towards Eva before shaking her head. �I don�t know! Look, no emergency at the moment. I just wanted to ask if Eva could come over and ask you a few questions.�
�Also,� Eva added, �we might be dragging demon hunters to her home.�
Juliana rolled her eyes again. �Eva wants you to know that she is worried that some demon hunters might notice where she�s going and attack you sometime.� She paused while her mother answered on the other end of the line. After a few seconds, she turned to Eva and smiled. �She said that�s very nice of you, but you don�t have to worry about her.�
Back to her phone, Juliana said, �I told her. Yes. Alright, we�ll be over after school. Bye. Love you too, mom. Alright, bye.�
Juliana slipped her phone back into her pocket. �There. No more excuses.�
�They weren�t excuses. I was just concerned.�
�Well, be concerned no longer.�
Eva sighed, but nodded. �Alright. I�ll go.�
Now I need to think up some actual questions.
� � �
Irene watched as Eva, Arachne, Juliana, and Srey took off for the day. During their conversation at lunch, she had kept quiet and tried to draw as little attention to herself as possible. She had already gotten involved in far too many things with the group of them.
Learning about shackles and even demons was one thing. A mildly enjoyable thing.
Being chased around town by demon hunters was another entirely.
And it did not sound appealing in the slightest.
With a sigh of relief at having gone apparently unnoticed all day, Irene started into the dormitory.
Only started.
The exterior door opened up just before she could reach it and she found herself running into another troublesome individual.
�Irene!� A certain succubus said, beaming at her as she skipped the short distance between them. She put her hands on Irene�s shoulders before drawing her close and planting a kiss on each cheek. �It�s been so long.�
Pushing away from the other girl, Irene wiped off both of her cheeks before glaring at her. �You pulled me aside in the halls just earlier today. And what�s with the kissing?�
Saija was a succubus, but she had never been touchy feely like that before.
�Drew said that humans greet each other this way.�
�Maybe in France. And I don�t believe that anyway. It�s just a thing that happens in movies that people think is real.�
Saija pouted. A real lip-out pout. �Then why would he say that?�
�Because he just wants you to kiss him. Next time slap him or something,� Irene said. Drew was such a slime ball. He was supposedly going out with Kristina anyway. What was he doing tricking a succubus into kissing him?
Saija just shrugged, not looking disturbed at having been taken advantage of in the slightest.
Whatever, Irene thought. If the demon wanted to go around kissing everyone, it really wasn�t any of her business. Just so long as Irene didn�t get kissed anymore.
�Was there something you wanted?�
�You ran away from me in the hall earlier today. Did I do something wrong?�
Irene hesitated, about to deny the claim. She thought better of it after a moment and decided to simply answer with honesty. �The people who you have leashed to your little finger are not really the sort of people I hang out with.�
Especially Drew.
�Leashed to my finger? My friends?�
Irene snorted, cutting it short as she shivered a little. Summer had dragged on a little longer this year, but it was still getting to the point where she needed a light jacket while outside. Winter was coming early. She hadn�t brought a jacket as she hadn�t expected to be stuck in the entryway of her dorm for ten minutes.
�If you think those people are your friends�� Irene shook her head. �Well, you�re probably wrong. Is there a reason you stopped me out here instead of somewhere inside?�
�I didn�t want you running away again. If I�m here, then you have to get past me to get to your room.�
�There are side entrances.�
�That�s� Why aren�t they my friends? I thought humans who hung out with each other were friends?�
Irene tried to slip past Saija. The succubus spread her wings out, blocking entrance as she had said she would. While Irene could go all the way around to a side entrance, now that she had mentioned it to Saija, the succubus would probably just move to block her there.
�Those kinds of people�� I assume ��are shallow. You�re the cool new thing. A demon and a beautiful person. Once something new comes along, you�ll be dropped so they can worship that instead.� Irene paused, glancing down at the succubus� chest. �Well, at least the ones who aren�t following you around because they�re enamored with your� assets.�
Saija glanced down at her own chest, up at Irene�s chest, then up at Irene�s face.
With a smirk.
�Ugh.�
�Don�t worry. You�re still growing, right? Humans keep developing for most of their life. Especially if you eat more,� she said, poking at Irene.
Slapping her hand away, Irene said, �I don�t care about that. Just go� play with your fake friends.� Again, she pushed past the succubus. This time, when Saija spread her wings out, Irene pressed into the leathery material until it gave way and let her into the building.
Though it took a lot more force than she had anticipated. The wings gave way not because Irene pushed more than they could handle but because Saija let her past. Without the resistance of the wing, Irene stumbled forwards. She almost fell to the ground.
A tail wrapping around her waist kept her upright.
�Are you alright?�
�I�m fine,� Irene said with a sigh.
�If you really wanted past that badly, you need have only asked.�
�I�m sorry. I just�� She trailed off with another sigh, dropping her head as she did so.
I suddenly wish Eva were here.
The diablery class, barring a certain specific incident, had been somewhat enjoyable. With Eva there to watch and keep an eye on the more rowdy elements of the class, it had been a safe environment to learn in. At least, as safe as such a volatile subject could be.
Interacting with demons�even Eva on occasion�was not something she envisioned herself doing more than strictly necessary. They didn�t act like humans. They didn�t react like humans. They didn�t think like humans.
Without Eva around to act as a buffer, Irene just didn�t know what to do.
Irene idly thumbed at the leather cord around her waist.
Maybe the problem wasn�t in the demons. Maybe it was her.
Saija was easily the most personable demon of the bunch. Almost everyone got along with her just fine. But other demons had been opening up in the recent weeks. Each had their own cadre of friends, though none had as large of a group as Saija. They all, people and demons, seemed to handle themselves fine.
It was just her.
Of course, some days had Irene thinking that she was the only student in school who got bullied. Jordan never got bullied. Juliana never got bullied. Even Shalise never got bullied. Her own twin sister never got bullied.
Eva did get bullied for a short time last year just after her appearance had been revealed to everybody, but that had died off quick enough. Irene wasn�t sure if it was Eva�s menacing appearance or something else, but it wasn�t a thing that had lasted very long.
So maybe it wasn�t the demons that were the problem.
It was that Irene couldn�t properly interact with other sentient beings.
Shaking her head, Irene pulled her hand back from the leathery tail as if it had been shocked. Saija was a succubus and Irene didn�t want a scatter-brained idle action while she had been lost in thought to give the demon any ideas.
�Are you going to let me go any time soon,� Irene asked, glancing towards Saija.
But the demon wasn�t even paying attention to her.
Saija�s eyes were narrowed, glowing bright red as she gazed outside the dorm building.
Following her gaze, Irene peered out into the courtyard.
At absolutely nothing. A handful of students were meandering about. None doing anything suspicious. It was only a half-hour after school. Given the only mild cold, it wasn�t too odd to see her peers outside enjoying themselves. Two of the demons were out there as well, speaking with humans.
Interacting with people. And people were interacting with demons. Casually.
It was enough to make Irene sigh.
Though they had been warned about the sky laser beam thing�they and most of the school thanks to Vektul�apparently they felt safe enough to be outside around people.
Irene watched the two of them for a moment before deciding that nothing worthy of alarm was going on with them. They were just chatting. No rampant murders or demon hunters attack.
�Is something the matter?�
When Saija failed to respond, Irene pushed a wing out of the way to place a hand on the demon�s shoulder.
�Saija?�
The demon jumped at the contact. Her tail tightened around Irene�s waist. Not painfully. Just reflexively as part of her startled jump.
�Sorry. I thought I� It�s probably nothing.�
That made the hairs on Irene�s neck stand on end. �What was nothing?�
�Nothing,� Saija said with a smile and a shrug.
Irene shook her head. �No. You don�t get to say nothing. There are demon hunters running around, hunting demons��
�As demon hunters are wont to do.�
�So you can�t just dismiss something that had you glaring at the air as nothing,� Irene continued, ignoring Saija�s quip.
�Sure I can. I dismiss tons of things every day as nothing,� she said, waving a hand to one side with a chuckle. �I�m not paranoid.�
�It isn�t paranoia when they�re really out to get you!�
Someone was watching them. Some demon hunter saw Irene with a demon�s tail wrapped around her waist. They would come after her thinking that she was related somehow. Her throat would be slit in the middle of the night without her even knowing.
Irene froze solid. I sit with Eva and Arachne at lunch. I am already related.
She didn�t have special powers to help defend herself. No super strength. No wings to fly away quickly. She was just a boring human caught in things that she really shouldn�t have ever�
Though already frozen, Irene stiffened further.
Saija had her chest pressed against Irene. Both arms were wrapped tightly around Irene�s shoulders as the tail tightened and dragged Irene closer. Her wings wrapped around her, shielding them from any prying eyes.
Or shielding Irene. Saija would obviously still be visible from the outside.
For a moment, Irene thought she was about to be eaten. Or something equally as terrible. But the succubus just rested her chin on Irene�s shoulder and stood there in the entryway of the dormitory building.
It took two minutes of enduring the� hug? �before Irene welled up the courage to push Saija off her.
Carefully.
She made sure she touched nothing but the demon�s shoulders. And even that was as ginger of a touch as she could manage.
�Um, Saija? No offense, but I don�t think I really� like you in a way that involves so much touching.�
�Drew said that hugging helps humans when they�re worried, nervous, sad, happy, and several other thing.�
Irene frowned. At least Saija�s tail wasn�t wrapped around her anymore. But�
�You really need to stop listening to Drew.�
�Alright,� Saija said, voice firm and slightly chipper.
�Alright?�
�I�ll tell him to go hang around with someone else.�
�I don�t� I mean, why? Why listen to what I say?�
�You were the first human to talk to me. You even invited me out to that place outside of school. It�s made me sad that you never come talk to me during school.�
�That�� Was Juliana, Irene thought. She had only been there�and at the demons� initial arrival�because she had been dragged there by the others.
�Besides, he�s obviously been lying to me. I came to the mortal realm because someone summoned me. However, I�m still here to learn and have fun.�
�Well, okay,� Irene said. That sounded far more innocent than she had expected. Especially of a succubus. Were all of the student-demons like that?
Irene glanced over Saija�s shoulder, watching the other two demons interact with the humans around them. Maybe so.
And besides. The dean of the school wouldn�t have brought dangerous demons to interact with schoolchildren, would he? She knew Jordan�s dad. He could be scary, but he wasn�t evil.
She shuddered a little as she considered, remembering just why she had �needed� that hug in the first place.
�What did you see just now?�
�Just an older woman in a long leather coat running around.�
�Old woman?�
�Well, she had white hair. That means old for humans, right?�
Irene considered Randal. His hair varied between white, silver, and plain gray depending on the lighting. But he was an exception, not the rule.
�Yeah, I suppose so. She was running?�
�Yep. Just dashed across my field of vision. She was pretty quick, I almost wasn�t sure I saw anything. Probably nothing. Though I do wonder why she had a sword. Most humans don�t carry them. Just that one professor.�
�Sword?! That doesn�t sound like nothing!� Irene paused, trying to think of something to do. There really was only one option. �We should warn Eva.�

Chapter 016

Wrong
�Hold on a moment,� Eva said.
She didn�t get texts often. Usually only when there was an emergency. Either Zoe or Nel using Zoe�s phone would send her something. Even rarer were actual phone calls.
Right now, her phone was ringing. They had been right in the middle of their conversation about demon hunters, tactics, possible offensive avenues, and defensive security measures. Now somebody was interrupting it.
Rude. Probably. Unless it was an emergency. In that case, Eva might be able to forgive whoever it was.
Genoa nodded an assent. Making a show of noticing that her glass was empty, she got up and walked to the kitchen to refill her water. She was actually using her own two feet. Half of their conversation had been spent on her feet, though she made liberal use of the chairs and tables around the room to lean against.
It was somewhat awkward, being seated on the couch while Genoa wandered about, but Eva ignored it for the most part. It was nice that she was on her feet in the first place. Her recovery was going well, it seemed. No brain damage as far as Eva could tell.
Though she hadn�t asked Genoa or Juliana if there actually was any. But having her heart punctured like that� even a few minutes of oxygen deprivation to the brain could cause permanent damage. It had been one of the main things Eva had tried to prevent by circulating her blood through the air.
Muscle atrophy was a whole other matter, unfortunately. After waking from her coma, she had been unable to move. Too much healing, too much risk of reopening a wound. By the time she had been able to get up for exercise, she needed a good deal of therapy.
Moreover, she was acting. A good act as she really was up on her feet.
But as Eva glanced down to her phone�s screen, Genoa let her facade slip ever so slightly.
Her smile lost its gusto. Still there, ready to reassure people that she was fine. But so long as she thought that nobody was looking, she didn�t put the effort into it. Her breathing changed to be just a bit more ragged, as if she weren�t getting quite enough oxygen though her lungs.
It wasn�t the first time she had let her act falter. Pretty much anytime she thought that her guests weren�t paying attention, she would sigh or pinch her eyes shut. Something to indicate an exhaustion that she kept hidden otherwise.
Eva hadn�t commented so far and she wasn�t about to start now.
Instead, she focused on her still ringing phone.
Irene�s name was lit up on the screen.
Which was somewhat odd. Eva couldn�t recall ever getting a call from Irene. Usually it was the other way around. Eva couldn�t think of a single reason why Irene would call. It wasn�t to hang out. Irene never initiated any kind of hang-out session.
If there was trouble at Brakket, Eva would have expected a call from Zoe first.
Unless Zoe was in trouble.
�Hello?�
�Eva? Oh good. You�re alright.�
That instantly set her on full alert. �Should I not be alright?� she asked with a glance towards Srey.
The other demon hadn�t participated even once in the conversation with Genoa. Not that Eva had really expected him to. She felt a bit bad that Srey was being used purely for his utility and not for something like his charming personality� but he didn�t have much charm under his glower.
Still, he got the message the glance conveyed and shook his head. He mouthed, �no one watching.�
That calmed Eva a little bit. If nobody was watching, they probably weren�t about to be ambushed. Probably. Maybe somebody was outside watching the house. They couldn�t see Srey, but they were waiting for somebody to emerge or to walk past the windows. Or maybe they had blocked Srey out of their watching somehow and could keep an eye on the rest without triggering his sense of observation.
Thinking those thoughts erased the little calm that Eva had.
And made her eye the windows with suspicion.
Her blood sense wasn�t detecting anything abnormal, but it didn�t have the range that Srey apparently had.
While Eva had been analyzing her surroundings, Irene had continued on, babbling somewhat incoherently about Saija.
What is it with that girl and succubi?
�Stop,� Eva said, latching onto a word. �Someone with a sword? Were they armored up like a medieval knight?�
�No. Saija said that they were an old lady.�
�Old? How old? Maybe an eye patch and red hair?�
Eva could almost hear Irene shaking her head.
�White hair. And Saija says no eye patch, just a leather coat.�
Some other demon hunter? Eva thought. She knew that there were some around. The demons had killed a few hunters before arriving. None since, but she could understand even a demon hunter�s hesitation in attacking a school full of children.
Frowning, Eva tried to think up anyone she knew that fit that description.
�I didn�t actually see any of it,� Irene said, ignoring Eva�s momentary lapse in thought. �I was turned away. When I did look, I still couldn�t see anything. Saija said that she was running pretty fast.�
�Right. A white-haired, leather coat wearing sword wielder who moves quickly,� Eva repeated for the sake of everyone present. �We�ll be on the lookout. You stay safe, alright. We�ll be back to the dorms��
Eva trailed off as something clicked.
She had seen someone who fit that description.
Just once. And not for very long.
Someone who had gone unnoticed by her blood vision. Someone who had apparently broken a domain and caused the domain owner to flee into Prax�s domain.
�The doll,� Eva whispered to herself.
But it wouldn�t be coming after Eva. She hadn�t done anything. Maybe it was looking for Prax and was merely unaware that he had died.
Eva glanced over at Arachne and Srey. Void had sent the former here. Unless she had broken some other rule that Eva was unaware of. Srey� Eva couldn�t say much about. For being around each other so much these days, Eva didn�t really speak with him unless necessary.
Which might explain why he was so grumpy all the time. As far as she knew, nobody actually talked with him unless they were wondering if they were being watched.
�Well, I�ll let everyone know,� Eva said. �Thanks for the warning, Irene. Don�t worry about it though. I think I know who it was. It shouldn�t be a problem.�
�You�re sure?�
�I�m sure. You just enjoy your time with Saija.�
�Eva��
If Irene was going to say anything else, Eva didn�t hear it. She hung up the phone and slipped it back into her pocket.
�Well, that�s interesting.�
Arachne, on her feet and pacing around the room, turned to Eva. �Should we be on guard or not?�
�Probably. Just to be safe.�
�You know who is after us?�
�The Keeper�s doll. I think. Could be wrong. Irene was somewhat unclear.� She didn�t panic as easily as Shalise used to, but when she did get worked up, she could be hard to understand.
Arachne froze in her pacing, staring at Eva. The carapace that made up her lips curled downwards into a frown as she let out a low growl.
Compared to her somewhat subdued reaction, Srey was on his feet and at the windows almost immediately. His eyes darted back and forth while his body lost most of its solidity. After a moment, there was nothing in front of the window but an outline of the gaseous demon.
A bit of an extreme reaction, in Eva�s opinion.
�Srey,� she said. �You and the other demons were all summoned properly, right?�
�As far as I know,� he said. His voice had the air of an echo about it.
Genoa came back around the counter, casually sipping at the water in her hand. �Eva doesn�t seem worried.�
�From what was explained to me, they�re sort of like prison wardens. Unless one of us has done something worthy of demon prison, nothing to worry about.� Eva glanced between Arachne and Srey. �Right?�
�If a doll is running around the mortal realm, who knows what minor offenses� little things that are normally overlooked�that doll might notice and decide to act on. Why would it be here? Did a human break a contract? They almost never come to the mortal realm for demons. They�ll wait for a demon to die or be banished.�
Reassuring himself a little bit, Srey managed to pull himself together. He returned to his human form, stepping away from the window partially.
�We just need to make sure we don�t do anything,� he said after a deep breath. �Play it cool. Don�t draw attention.�
�Are they really so dangerous?� Genoa asked. �I can personally attest to Arachne�s strength. Eva�s blood magic is fairly formidable. I don�t know about you,� she said with a nod towards Srey, �but you are a demon. You weren�t half as worried about actual demon hunters a moment ago.�
�I�ve seen one fight,� Juliana said from within a full suit of armor. �Only for a short time as we were escaping from the prison. So fast. And its sword cut straight through everything that it came into contact with. The way it moved was� monstrous.�
�That�s because they are monsters. Shells of humans, hollowed out and filled with unnatural machinery of the Keeper�s design. They�re his hobby. Emulating Void by creating his own beings. Worse, magic fails against them. A hundred could be watching us right now with the intention of killing us in five minutes and I wouldn�t be able to sense them in the slightest.�
Eva hummed. Her brief encounter with the doll fit with that. She hadn�t been able to sense it with blood. Though she had apparently tricked it into thinking that she could sense it.
Frowning, Eva looked around with narrowed eyes. Was it already watching them? Just standing out of sight somewhere?
�Monstrous or not, you said that we shouldn�t need to worry.�
�Not unless someone has violated the terms of their contract. Or something else idiotic.�
�Arachne,� Eva said, �you don�t have a contract.�
The spider-demon�s lip curled. �Shouldn�t be a problem. Contracts are not required. They�re merely there to protect both the demon and the summoner. If a demon escapes confinement and kills the summoner before a contract is made, they can freely rampage across the Earth if they want.�
�But you weren�t summoned properly either.�
Arachne snorted. Not a sound she made often. �Void himself sent me here. If the doll is here to drag me back because of that, I can only imagine how Void might dismantle it upon its return.�
�I see,� Eva said, turning towards the doorway that led to the rest of the house. �Then why is the doll sitting around spying on us?�
Everyone in the room, despite their reassurances that there was nothing to worry about mere seconds ago, spun to face the door. Genoa had a dagger out and in her hands in seconds, pointing towards the entryway. Srey was back to his gaseous form, backing away.
Arachne flexed all of her extra legs, moving around to block Eva�s view of the doorway as she stood protectively over Eva.
A moment of tense silence passed. Everyone wondering if they should flee or launch attacks against the walls just in case.
For Eva, she was just hoping that someone would come around the corner. Anyone, really. Saying something similar had worked back in Prax�s domain. If it had failed then, nobody would have been around to call her out. Now she had caused all this commotion in hopes that it would work again.
Given how hard Genoa�s heart was beating, Eva was regretting it. The woman had been acting tired. This was just unneeded stress.
Of course, if she wanted no stress, she shouldn�t have come back to Brakket.
�Sorry,� Eva said, breaking the tense silence.
Her voice was enough to make Juliana jump. She spun around with a sword pointing out towards Eva.
Arachne knocked it away with one of her legs. Eva immediately reached forward to grab her hand before she could do anything more.
�I wasn�t going to attack,� Arachne said, barely glancing over her shoulder towards Eva. Turning to face Juliana, she continued. �Do not point swords at Eva.�
Genoa had her own focus pointed at Arachne�s back, only lowering it as the tension bled off.
�Look,� Eva said before the woman could say anything. �Let�s just all just calm down for a moment. Take a deep breath and remember that we�re all allies.�
�Eva,� Genoa said, turning her attention back to the doorway. �Did you see something or not?�
�I� thought I did.�
With all the commotion she had caused, she couldn�t admit that she was just guessing that someone was there.
Genoa sighed, leaning against the counter.
Arachne prowled around the room, head swiveling around as she tried to keep an eye on everything at once. She made her way to the doorway, stopping just outside it. Before entering, she stayed outside, listening. After another moment, she started sniffing.
Seemingly satisfied that there was nothing around, she peeked her head around the corner. All of her legs were raised protectively around her head. She walked in, made her way around the front entrance and living room before coming back to the kitchen.
�No sign of anyone. Door still locked. Windows are unbroken. There are marks on the floors, but I assume that is from regular wear and use.�
�Thank you Arachne. I guess I was wrong.�
Srey whirled on Eva. �You guess? How could you assume someone was there? We just said that magic doesn�t work on them. Including my detection magic.�
�I�m relatively certain that I�ve met this doll before. Then, I was able to detect her. Not through sensing demons or even my ability to sense blood. It was just a feeling that I got. It was correct then.� Eva turned around to face the kitchen windows that looked out over the back yard of the home. �And I still feel something.�
If the doll was still watching and just from someplace else, she wanted it to know that she knew.
Even though she didn�t.
�A sort of instinct in your gut?� Genoa asked. She was leaning against the counter with her daughter at her side, using Juliana�s shoulder as a sort of crutch. She took in a deep breath, looking around the room. �I have the same feeling.�
Eva raised an eyebrow in Genoa�s direction. �Yeah, something like that,� she lied.
But if Genoa was feeling something off, perhaps there was some truth to the matter.
�Let�s search a bit more,� Eva said. �Arachne, with me. Genoa and Juliana, if you want to sit��
Pushing herself off the table again�and away from Juliana�Genoa shook her head. �No. This is our home and my daughter. I�ll not sit idly while danger lurks.�
Eva let out a small sigh. She knew this would happen. Even if it wasn�t the demon hunters, she had still brought danger to Genoa�s doorstep.
�Alright,� Eva said with a light sigh. Not that she really had a choice in the matter. She wasn�t Genoa�s minder. �But don�t attack if this doll doesn�t look violent. Last time, the doll wasn�t hostile. It would be better if we didn�t have to fight.�
�I agree.� Juliana moved up to her mother. Not as a crutch, but ready if Genoa needed help. �The dolls� they didn�t help us escape the prison, but they didn�t get in the way either.�
Eva blinked then frowned as something clicked. They let Juliana and Shalise escape. Nothing was wrong with that� except Prax had been inside Shalise. Or had been in control of her. Eva was a little unclear on when exactly that had happened. Her concentration had been entirely on Genoa.
But if they had let Prax escape, would they really be here for him? Moreover, would the doll have been after him even back when Eva had first encountered it inside Prax�s domain?
She had said that cells needed to be refilled, and Prax was an escapee. But if the doll hadn�t been after Prax and Shalise, then the whole ordeal with the Elysium Order�s cathedral had been for nothing.
Well, not quite nothing, Eva thought after a moment. I�m sure Shalise appreciated my efforts.
So not a complete waste. In fact, that alone probably made it worth everything.
If this truly was a doll, she needed to find out why it was here. The simplest method was to find and ask it. If it was here to find Prax or something else that Eva really didn�t care about, its presence wasn�t a concern.
�Srey, if you stay here and just keep a cellphone handy. Any sort of watching you sense needs to be messaged to us immediately.�
�I don�t have��
Juliana pulled out her own cellphone and handed it over. �Both my mom�s number and Eva�s are in the contacts list. You know how to use it right?�
Srey ran his thumb over the screen, pausing for a few moments as he examined the icons.
�This one,� Juliana said, pointing.
It took another minute of coaching, but he managed to send out a group text in the end.
�Right. So we split up. I�ll be with Arachne, you two check upstairs.�
�The house isn�t that big.�
�I�d rather it not slip by us. Arachne can skitter around in the crawl space as well.�
�You really think that this thing would be lurking down there?�
�If it is watching us and doesn�t want to be discovered, possibly.�
Eva glanced around. Not really to look for something, but just to make an idle action as she considered her words.
�I haven�t asked about him� but we�re not going to run into Carlos, are we?�
�When you called, I sent him away. He should be minding himself at the cafe where you and I first met.�
�Is that really safe? I mean, with all the demons and demon hunters, he is all alone and without a guard.�
�Carlos can take care of himself,� Genoa said with a soft smile. She stared off into space for a moment before shaking her head. �Juliana isn�t the only one who I�ve trained, though she has taken to the lessons with far more enthusiasm.�
�If you�re sure�� Eva trailed off, waiting for some disagreement from Genoa. When none came, she shook her head. �Alright. Let�s get moving.�

Chapter 017

Skyfall
Irene stared at her phone. She had been all worried for Eva and yet Eva just hung up like it was nothing. With a joke about succubi, no less.
�Last time I worry about her.�
�See,� Saija said with a wide grin, �I told you it was nothing.�
�Well, not nothing. She said it was some doll that she knew. Doll,� Irene scoffed. �And she has the gall to tease me about�� she trailed off with a slight cough. There was no need to mention what Eva had been teasing her about in front of Saija. Who knew how the succubus might react. It would be just her luck for Saija to take the teasing as a challenge.
She might be alright to talk to while Drew and her other followers were gone, but she did not need anything more than talking.
Especially with the way Saija had followed her up to her room when she ran to collect her cellphone. Shelby wasn�t in at the moment, leaving the two of them all alone.
Though, now that she was glancing up at Saija, she realized that the succubus had gone very still.
�Saija?�
She jumped, causing a few creaks in the third and normally unoccupied bed. �Sorry,� she said. �A doll, was it?�
�Eva mumbled something about a doll. Maybe I misheard. Droll? How droll? Does that make sense? It was very quiet.�
�Doll makes more sense,� she said, standing. �I should go and make sure the others know a doll is out of Hell.�
Irene blinked, watching in confusion as Saija walked to the door and left the dorm room. She considered letting the demon go. Something was obviously up. Likely nothing she wanted anything to do with.
She stood anyway and chased after Saija.
�Wait. Hold on. I thought it was nothing!�
Saija didn�t stop. If anything, she sped up. Though she did glance over her shoulder to give Irene a wan smile. �Still probably nothing,� she said. �I mean, I haven�t done anything wrong. But there are eleven other demons around here. Odds aren�t with them.�
Apparently seeing Irene�s confusion, she explained a little farther. �Think of dolls like police officers. They come after people who break their contracts.� She paused, narrowing her eyes at nothing in particular. �Have any of us made proper contracts yet?�
It wasn�t a question Irene could answer. Luckily, Saija didn�t seem to expect one of her. She shook her head and continued onwards, down the staircase.
Following along, Irene moved up right next to her, placing a hand on her shoulder. �Just tell it to me straight, should I be panicking right now or not?�
Saija chuckled. Not a very mirthful chuckle. Almost a sad laugh. �You haven�t made any contracts have you? Then no,� she said as Irene shook her head. �You�ve got nothing to worry about.�
�I think I�ve heard that before,� Irene said, voice flat.
Despite her misgivings, she followed along behind Saija as the demon ran around knocking on the doors on the first floor of the dormitory building.
Irene stayed behind Saija and tried hard to be as uninteresting as possible. She had enough demons�and people�interested in her as it was.
But she did watch their interactions.
Saija knocked on the first door. It took a moment, but a demon answered with relative promptness. Some demon stood in the doorway with glassy eyes. One Irene hadn�t spoken to before.
Irene hadn�t spoken to most of the demons, now that she considered the thought.
�Something you need?�
�Just thought you ought to know that a doll is running around the mortal realm for some reason. That�s all. Ta~ta!�
With a half-skip and a wave, Saija left the room and moved on to the next one.
The glassy-eyed demon froze much as Saija had when Irene first mentioned the doll, but didn�t ask for any clarification. He eyed Irene for one moment before slamming the door shut.
And then Saija repeated herself at the next room. She never stayed for long to speak with the other demons. Only long enough to tell them that a doll was in the area. She spoke lightly yet dispassionately, using the exact same tones and inflections as she had for the first demon. And, as with the first, none of the demons asked questions.
Almost as if she didn�t actually care whether or not the demons knew. It was like she was telling them out of mere obligation.
Knowing a thing or two about demons from the diablery class, Irene found it odd enough that she wondered just what was the wording of these demons� contracts. Perhaps something like they couldn�t sabotage one another. Not telling them might count as some sort of betrayal.
As for the other demons, they all reacted in varying ways. Some didn�t seem to care. One or two started shaking with genuine fear on their faces.
But the last one�
Saija knocked as she had with the others. No one answered immediately. That wasn�t so strange. Not everyone answered as quickly as the first. A few of the other rooms had even been missing their occupants. Irene and Saija had just assumed that they were out mingling with the humans and had slipped a note into the little message box at the side of the doors.
However, someone was obviously home here. The noises coming from the other side of the door were evidence to that. Just a few moments of hearing them had Irene pulling away from the room.
The squelching and thumping. It was like someone was using eight meat tenderizers at once while singing with all the ability of a deaf walrus.
She had never actually heard a walrus sing, but that was beside the point.
Saija didn�t seem disturbed in the slightest. Angry, perhaps. Her arms were crossed over her chest. One of her fingers thumped against her arm in tempo with the thuds coming from within the room. After a moment, she hammered her fist against the door and didn�t stop until the door swung open.
The thumping within the room ceased at the exact moment that the door cracked open.
Irene looked away, almost afraid of what she might find in there.
Curiosity got the better of her.
She peeked an eye open.
Then both eyes.
A young man stood in the doorway wearing a polo shirt and slacks. His hair was neatly combed and his nails were clean, shiny, and cut short. Irene only noticed his fingers because his hand was up by his mouth as he let out a long yawn.
�You caught me while I was napping,� he said in a completely casual tone of voice.
Were it not for the noise that had been coming from his room, she might have thought that they had accidentally knocked on the door of a regular student. In fact, maybe that had been music of some sort. She had thought that something in that noise sounded like singing.
Saija kept her eyes narrowed as she pushed past the student into the room. �What were you up to?�
�Napping. I just said as much.�
�Liar. I�ve not slept once since coming to the mortal realm.�
�Don�t assume that everyone is the same as you.�
�Hmm.� Saija continued looking around the room.
From her position at the doorway, Irene couldn�t see anything odd about the room. Just a normal dormitory room. Three beds with desks at their feet, a mini-kitchen, and a door leading to a bathroom on one side of the room.
Actually, once she started really looking at it, the room was almost too clean. All three beds had their covers smoothed out without a single wrinkle. No bits of old clothing lying anywhere on the floor. The kitchen looked unused.
But there was a strong scent of lemon cleaner around the place.
�Whatever,� Saija said. �Only came by because it is demanded of me to tell you that one of the Keeper�s dolls might be somewhere around the mortal realm.�
This demon was the first to do anything more than slam the door in their faces. Something he might find difficult with Saija already inside the room. Even still, his reaction was different.
A lock of his perfectly combed hair slid out of place.
�Excuse me? I�m not sure I heard you properly.�
Saija�s face split into a grin as her gaze turned towards the demon for the first time. �Oh, I don�t believe that for a minute. Worry? Concern? I can smell it on you. Someone has been naughty. What�d you do?�
�I�m not sure what you�re talking about. I honestly didn�t hear you.�
�Like you honestly were napping.�
The demon opened his mouth, but Saija waved her hand.
�Protest all you want, I don�t care. It will be interesting to see if you�re still around in a few days. But I�ve done my part. Good luck,� she said, starting to leave the room. �Or not,� she added before slipping out.
Saija didn�t hesitate in beating a retreat. She gripped Irene�s arm on the way�quite a bit rougher than Irene would have liked�and dragged her down the hall.
�Ouch, hey��
Irene cut herself off as Saija squeezed her arm. Slamming a finger over her lips, she jerked her head back towards the room they had just left.
The demon was leaning around the corner, watching them leave with a perfectly normal expression on his face.
�He isn�t what he seems. Best to get away sooner rather than later.�
The way the demon was staring at Irene in particular removed all arguments and complaints from her mind. She nodded and just about ran forward, almost dragging Saija along with her. They only slowed once they made it back to the stairwell.
�What was up with that?� Irene said after taking a moment to catch her breath. She wasn�t sure why she was so out of breath, the hallway wasn�t that long.
�He�s an odd one. Don�t worry about him too much. Though he was acting a little suspicious,� Saija said, tapping her chin. �Have any of the students gone missing recently?�
�I don�t think so� Is that a thing? Should I be worried that he�s been eating people?�
�Oh no. He would just pretend to grant people�s wishes while trapping them in a sort of alternate reality where everything is perfect, feeding off their emotions in the meantime.�
�Thats�� Irene started. She had been about to say that it wasn�t so bad, but changed her mind after thinking about it for another second or two longer. �That might be worse.�
�Yeah. I mean, technically it isn�t hurting the humans, but probably still violates the spirit of his contract. Fascinating. Let�s watch and see if the doll shows up.�
�What? Why? I thought you didn�t care about him.�
�I was just saying that. If a doll is really here to take him out, I want to watch it happen. I�ve heard about them and yet have never actually seen one.�
After being kind enough to let Irene finish filling her lungs with fresh air, Saija dragged her straight up to the second floor.
At the junction between the rest of the stairs and the second floor landing, Irene had tried to slip away. She really didn�t want to watch some demon, especially one as creepy as that perfect guy. Homework had been light so far into the year, but Irene still had an essay to write.
The second she had tried to break away from Saija, the succubus had her hand on Irene�s shoulder once again.
She could have protested, but she didn�t. Irene just sighed and resigned herself to her fate. Eva, Catherine, and now Saija, all of them traveled at their own paces and expected the same of everyone around them. Seemingly especially of Irene.
Though maybe she was the only one who needed to be dragged into things.
Juliana followed along on her own as did Shalise. Obviously Arachne wouldn�t need to be dragged into things. She was a demon and part of the things that needed dragging into. Shelby and Jordan�
Wait, Irene thought, pausing her light pacing in front of the second floor stairwell windows, Shelby and Jordan are never a part of anything. How do they manage it?
She didn�t get a chance to consider the answer.
Saija pressed her nose against the glass. �I can feel him pacing back and forth. He keeps moving up next to the window. What are you going to do?� she said, more to herself than to Irene. �Stick around? Maybe flee and try to put some physical distance between yourself and the doll?�
�If he sticks around for more than a minute or two, I�m leaving,� Irene said.
Waving a hand in Irene�s direction, Saija kept looking out the window. Irene wasn�t even sure if the succubus had heard what she had said beyond some noises coming out of her mouth.
Looking out the window herself, Irene spotted the few demons who were out of their rooms, mingling with normal students. Since they had only been left a message, they were completely unaware of the possible danger presented by this �doll� thing.
�Wait,� Irene said, �what�s that up there?�
The roof of the other dormitory building wasn�t that far away. The roof of it was clear to see. Squinting her eyes, Irene could see someone standing right on the edge of the roof. Almost leaning over the edge.
Her heart clenched, thinking someone was about to jump. But the person had one boot up on the ledge as she peered over the edge. Irene had never seen someone about to commit suicide, but she doubted that they would appear so aggressive in their stance. Squinting her eyes, she was almost certain that there was a long glint of metal around her waist.
�It�s the doll!� Saija said, sounding far more enthusiastic than Irene would have expected. �I bet it is watching our dear friend on the first floor. He�s pacing still and hasn�t become more agitated. I doubt he�s noticed.�
�Shouldn�t you tell him?�
�And ruin my fun?�
�Well, you had to tell him in the first place. I figured that telling him again would be part of your contract.�
Saija waved a hand. �No no, I told him that there was a doll in the area.� She pointed out the window. �That�s a doll. It�s in the area. Anything more would just be going above and beyond the stipulations of my contract. I��
She stopped suddenly.
Irene glanced up at the roof, but the doll hadn�t moved. Turning towards Saija, she actually took a step backwards. The succubus had her eyes narrowed in Irene�s direction. She let out a noise from the back of her throat before speaking.
�How did you know the details of my contract?�
�I guessed?�
�Well don�t,� she said, turning back to the window. �I like my private affairs to remain private.�
Irene watched Saija for a few moments, making sure that the girl wasn�t about to bite her head off for suddenly speaking again. �Sorry. I didn�t know it would be such a secret thing.�
�The problem is that I think demons can get trapped. I tell you something that I can�t do then you put me into a position where I can�t not do said thing. That�s how I wind up getting that thing after me,� she said, pointing across the way to the other dormitory building.
Before Irene could respond, Saija pointed downwards. �Wait,� she said. She hummed for a moment with a disturbing grin on her face. �He�s moving.�
Sure enough, a perfect bundle of clothing walked out onto the courtyard. Bundle might be the wrong word, but he did look dressed up for a cold day. A fluffy blue scarf was wrapped around his neck and he wore a slim coat. He took hold of the scarf and hiked it up over his nose after taking a quick look at the demons and humans still around the courtyard.
He never once looked up as he made his way out towards the city.
The doll atop the other building walked right along the edge, following along with him.
�Come on,� Saija said, turning back towards the stairs. She started upwards before realizing that Irene hadn�t followed her.
�Do I really need to go with you? That �doll� thing is just going to kill him right? I don�t need to see that.�
�You don�t think it will be exciting?�
Not the word I would use for it, Irene thought as she shook her head. Morbid, more like.
If she had a book on these dolls and a nice safe place to read, she might find the topic far more interesting. She had been around far too many fights involving demons as it was. Especially if the demon found himself cornered. He might try to take hostages.
Saija had said that humans wouldn�t have much to fear from the doll things, but Irene had her doubts. If the doll really was after this demon for breaking a contract, who is to say that either would care if they had to skewer a human to get at the other.
�What would you find interesting�� Saija cut herself off as her eyes drifted over Irene�s shoulder. �Wait, where did the doll go?�
She ran over to the window once again.
Sure enough, the roof of the Gillet was void of any life. The demon was still walking down towards the city, growing smaller to Irene as he moved.
He had no haste in his gait. He didn�t betray any panic by looking around. His arms swung casually at his sides as he moved down the street. The drawn up scarf around his neck was the only real oddity and that was just because it wasn�t that cold out. And that could just be personal preference.
The demon who Saija claimed was worried out of his mind looked no different from a student heading into town to pick up some new school supplies.
At least, that�s what Irene thought up until the moment he looked up towards the sky.
His skin bubbled and boiled. Black tar escaped from his eyes.
Anything else was cut short by a sword plunging through his open mouth, skewering him and pinning him to the ground.
The leather-clad doll came down from the sky next, planting both of her boots right on the demon�s chest. His body, which had been arched and mostly upright, hit the ground hard. The sword passed right through his mouth and chest as his body moved.
Halfway split apart, the demon still tried to attack back. His arms grew longer, reaching out towards the doll with obsidian claws in place of hands.
Though there was some distance between them, Irene couldn�t detect a hint of concern on the doll�s face. She said a few words before pulling her sword from the demon�s chest.
A portal opened beneath the demon, drawing him while leaving the doll standing alone.
She brought her sword straight up in front of her before flicking it down to her side at an angle. Black tar flung off the blade, leaving its shine pristine. In the same smooth motion, she spun it around and sheathed it on the other side of her hip.
�Now you�ve got to admit, that was pretty neat.�
Irene shook her head. Her stomach was churning. It had been a relatively clean kill, all things considered. Nothing was even left of the demon. And she knew that demons didn�t die when they� died. But seeing him split open even for a moment brought up ill memories of the monstrosities that had attacked her and Eva the previous year.
The other people, both humans and demons, were panicking in various ways. Most of the humans were fleeing towards the dormitory buildings. The two demons were staring, clearly preparing to fight. One had lightning crackling between his fingertips while the other had fully reverted away from his human form, becoming a sort of music box with legs and a head. One arm poked out the side, winding a crank.
But the doll made no motion to attack. She merely glanced around the area, stopping briefly on each demon.
When she stopped on Saija, the succubus took a full step backwards. Irene could almost feel the air shaking around the demon.
As with the others, the doll eventually passed over Saija. She stared for a few seconds before turning away, facing out towards the city.
�Neat and a little scary,� Saija said, voice much quieter.
�I think I should call Eva again.�
Author�s Note: There is a new chapter over on the preview site. Not Analyst or Demi-God, something new tentatively titled Specter. Longer notes at the bottom of that chapter.

Chapter 018

Indecision
�Well, that�s definitely the doll that I saw in Hell.�
Eva stepped away from the window, looking at the others. Irene and her succubus were standing towards the back of the stairwell. One was trying to look as small as possible while the other continually preened as soon as she thought someone was looking in her direction. Unfortunately for Saija, the doll standing out in the courtyard below was of far more interest to everyone.
Juliana and Genoa were both forward a bit more, both looking out the window. Even after her brief run around her house, Genoa wasn�t looking significantly worse off than she had during their earlier discussion. Still strained, but maybe even better. She didn�t look quite so out of breath as Eva would have expected. Getting out of the house and getting some fresh air might have done her a world of good.
Zoe rounded out their group for the moment. She wasn�t paying so much attention to the doll outside. Her focus was on her cellphone. She was coordinating with other members of Brakket staff to find any possible missing students. Saija�s warning about the recently deceased demon and how he had likely broken some part of their contract.
Given that she was looking much calmer than she had when Saija first mentioned the possibility, Eva was guessing that the headcount was going well.
Srey had gone to find out where Vektul was on Eva�s request. The demon was somewhat essential to Eva and somewhat absentminded. There needed to be some measures in place to ensure he didn�t go do something stupid.
Like run off and try to speak with the doll. For all Eva knew, the doll would strongly object to interacting. Srey had worried that any even extraordinarily minor breach in their contracts would set the doll off. Something that was only a breach because of some innocuous wording that nobody would have complained about under normal circumstances.
Eva didn�t have a contract. So she was feeling fairly safe around the doll at the moment. Neither did Arachne, but Arachne hadn�t been summoned in the usual manner. Eva wasn�t so sure how they might react if brought near each other.
Though, at the moment, Eva wasn�t sure that the doll was even alive anymore.
For the fifteen minutes Eva had been back at Brakket, and longer according to Irene, the doll hadn�t moved. No breathing, no fidgeting of the arms. The doll hadn�t even blinked, as far as she could tell.
Nobody had gone near it. Anderson had made an announcement over the Brakket speaker system warning against going outside. Genoa and Juliana, being unable to teleport long distances on their own, had to have Zoe bring them inside to avoid going too near the doll.
They might have been able to sneak in through one of the back doors, but it was best not to take any risks with someone who could apparently fall out of the sky to skewer people.
�Nobody missing,� Zoe said as she slipped her phone back into her pocket. �However, Cindy Lovechild�s roommate has been unable to wake her. Wayne took her to the school nurse.�
Saija stepped forward, making sure everybody noticed her before speaking. �If Timothy had enraptured someone in his delirium, they should recover soonish now that he�s gone.�
�How soon?�
�A day or two,� Saija said with a shrug.
�I suppose that is good. I�ll let them know,� Zoe said, pulling her phone back out. �However,� she said with a nod towards the window, �what do we do about her?�
�If she doesn�t ever move, I suppose we could put her up on a pedestal. A free new statue for the school.�
�Eva��
�Or we could try to talk to her. She was open to speaking the last time I encountered her.�
�Alright. What do we say then? �Please leave?'�
�Or find out what she is sticking around for. Maybe another demon has broken its contract in the area.�
�If that is the case, perhaps we should offer our assistance.� She sighed, rubbing her forehead. �I told Anderson that his grand idea was idiotic. One of his perfectly innocent demons has already gone off the wall. When will the rest?�
�Hey,� Saija said. �I�ve got no such plans. I�m rather enjoying myself as I am. I don�t need a sword through my gut either.�
Eva turned back to the window, biting her lip. Being his school, Anderson should be the one out there speaking with the doll. He had a demon bound to him. He should know what it was.
But he was nowhere to be seen or heard of, save for the announcement he had made.
The only real reason why he might not be out there was because he broke his portion of the contract somehow. Perhaps he was worried about being dragged down to the abattoir.
Why isn�t the doll going after him then?
Maybe it was waiting for more orders from Void or the Keeper. Wherever it got its orders from.
She could speculate all she wanted. It wasn�t going to change matters until someone went down there to speak with her.
�We shouldn�t all go down at once. It might startle her,� Eva mumbled to herself.
Not quiet enough, apparently.
�You�re not going alone,� Arachne said almost instantly. �In fact, you�re not going at all. Someone else can deal with this. You don�t need to be involved in all the things that go on around this place. You�re already involved in enough.�
Eva shook her head. �You might think that, but there are enough complications around Brakket as is. It is in our best interest, and everyone else�s, to ensure that another one doesn�t crop up from this. I�d prefer if everything went as smooth as possible in the future.�
Like the ritual, she mentally added. With everyone around, she wasn�t about to speak aloud. Arachne should understand without being explicitly told.
She still wasn�t sure what to do about the ritual. They had cleared that area of the wilderness beyond the prison, but so long as the demon hunters had that replica of the nun�s ability to crack the sky, using that field was somewhat untenable. Perhaps if they had someone running an actual distraction for them. They could still be caught off-guard by a beam of light from the sky.
That wasn�t to say that the wilderness they had started on was the only possible location. The Infinite Courtyard was another possibility. It was still open to the sky, but at least it had Brakket Academy surrounding it. They could set up some sort of defenses around it.
A blood shield might work. It would have to be enormous. Larger than any Eva had ever made. She was fairly certain that she could power it through bloodstones. Provided her minion in Florida had done his job in finding suitable targets for more bloodstones, it could potentially be run indefinitely.
The only real problem with that was that she wasn�t sure how well a shield might hold up to an attack of that magnitude. Her blood shields were strong. Stronger than anything she could produce through thaumaturgy. But strong enough to withstand what was essentially a massive laser from the sky?
Eva wasn�t so sure.
The other option she had considered was somewhere indoors. Someone had set up a thaumaturgical ward that expanded what would have been a few hundred square feet into a few square miles for the Infinite Courtyard. Surely something similar could be done to a room. She wouldn�t even need a single square mile of space. So the ward could be drastically scaled down.
It would be much safer than going outside. Depending on who Eva had to get to set up the ward, the whole thing could be kept much quieter as well. No big fanfare or large crowds to find out what might be going on if people stumbled across the ritual circle. It could all be done in the privacy of one of the side rooms in the women�s ward.
She would cast the spell herself, but she had only been in her warding class for two months. Not even quite that. They hadn�t even discussed spacial expansion. What they had discussed was complex enough that Eva doubted anything useful would be covered for some time.
The teacher, Professor Chelsea Lepus, seemed the easygoing sort so long as her class wasn�t being interrupted. Eva might have to ask her.
But that would be neither here nor now.
They had a doll to deal with first.
�I�ll go,� Zoe said before Eva could open her mouth. �As a member of Brakket staff and someone who wants to ensure that the students are kept safe�safe as can be at Brakket anyway�it falls to me.�
�I�ll follow along at a distance, ready to blink in if anything goes wrong.�
�Eva��
Eva held up a hand. �It will be great if you can shoo the doll away. Unfortunately, this is a demon thing. You�re not much of a demon.�
�Thanks. I think.�
�I�ll be there as well,� Genoa said, stepping forward.
�Mom, no. They can handle it.�
The older woman sighed, glaring down her daughter. Juliana drew herself up, unwavering under Genoa�s gaze.
�You�re staying right here,� Juliana said, voice firm.
Closing her eyes, Genoa shook her head. �You�re not supposed to be taking care of your old mom for several years. At least.�
�Then focus on recovering. You can go back to being mom after that.�
�Very well. But if something does happen��
�If something does happen, you can cast long-range support from up here. I�ll be up here to protect you from anything that might come near.�
�If that doll comes up here, I�m running away. I�m not going anywhere near that doll,� Saija said, hands on her hips and chest puffed out with a certain amount of pride that didn�t really fit her words.
Half-hiding behind the succubus� wings, Irene glanced down towards the ground. �Me too.�
�That�s fine,� Eva said. She hadn�t been counting on either one of them for any kind of support.
�If you do get into a fight, try not to die quite as fast as Timothy did. I mean, it was cool, but a drawn out fight would be better I think.�
Eva gave the succubus a light glare. Just a simple glare of annoyance.
That didn�t stop Saija from jumping backwards, trading places with Irene to hide behind her back.
Cowering behind a human? Eva had to stop herself from speaking aloud. It was amusing, but she just rolled her eyes in the end. Especially because saying something might just bring up the topic in everyone else�s minds. They had surely noticed how the demons acted when in Eva�s presence. It was annoying enough to deal with as it was.
�Right,� Eva said. �I�ll keep that in mind. If there is nothing else of note, let�s get moving.�
Arachne moved in front of Eva, leading the way down the stairwell. Zoe, though she was supposed to be the one speaking with the doll, was trailing behind. Her cellphone was out, typing away almost like Catherine with a deep scowl on her face.
Eva found the reason for her typing as soon as they hit the ground floor.
Wayne teleported in. He appeared entirely unannounced and just about got one of Arachne�s limbs through his throat for his troubles.
To his credit, he didn�t flinch. Though that might have just been him not noticing until Arachne had already started to draw back. Or maybe his mind was accelerated to the point where he had processed the shock of everything already.
Were Eva in his place and she saw Arachne�s leg coming straight for her, she would have moved out of the way. Just in case Arachne didn�t stop in time.
�I told you not to come,� Zoe said. �We don�t want to startle the doll into rash action. We already have more than enough people with Eva and Arachne.�
Wayne just gave a light grunt before narrowing his eyes in Eva�s direction. �We could argue. I�d win. Let�s just get this over with. I have tomorrow�s classes to prepare for.�
�Wayne��
He turned and marched out of the the lobby ahead of everyone else, leaving no opportunity for argument.
Zoe just looked on, somewhat stunned as Wayne threw open the lobby doors and beelined towards the doll. She recovered fast enough and chased after him. Eva had to step to the side in order to avoid being trampled.
Following along behind the two of them, Eva just hoped that he wasn�t about to do something rash. Poorly thought out actions didn�t seem like the kind of thing that Wayne would do often. In fact, he was quite level-headed. But who knew what Zoe had sent him in her texts. She might have said something that would set him off.
Now that she was on ground level and fairly close to the doll, Eva could clearly see the woman. Only with her own eyes. As before, Eva couldn�t sense the slightest sensation of blood from the woman. Her silver hair framed her face. The entrance and exit of Prax�s domain had been lit, but not nearly as well as proper daylight. As such, Eva wasn�t entirely sure if she had noticed the doll�s eyes.
They were bright silver. Almost glowing.
And currently staring off into nothing. They didn�t move to track Wayne and Zoe as the two approached. They just� stared.
Neither Wayne nor Zoe spoke. They stopped about ten feet away, more at a loss of what to do than anything else. Both seemed to expect the doll to speak first. A fact made evident as Wayne cleared his throat. Loudly.
The doll didn�t react. Not even a twitch of her gloved fingers.
�Can we help you?�
Wayne shot Zoe a questioning glance out of the corner of his eye.
Zoe answered with a shrug. �We had to say something,� she mouthed back.
�Perhaps,� the doll said, drawing all attention back to it. �I am locked in indecision.�
Literally, it seems, Eva thought.
She had moved her mouth, but the doll was still as a statue even after acknowledging the two professors.
�Well, we can help you come to a decision,� Zoe said. �Though I must ask before anything else, do you intend harm�physical or otherwise�to any of the humans around the area?�
�Not at this time,� the doll responded in a whisper. Her head turned slightly. While her eyes were still unfocused, Eva got the distinct impression that she was staring straight at the prison.
Eva immediately made a mental note to warn Devon that an enforcer from Hell might have an interest in him. Of course, the prison was a fair distance away. For all Eva knew, the doll was staring at something else. Maybe one of the demon hunters around town was off in that direction and had done something to displease the doll.
Still, best to err on the side of caution.
�That�s good,� Zoe said after a moment of silence. She probably didn�t like the phrasing, but would take what she could get. �Why don�t we move somewhere to sit down and discuss this then?�
Somewhere away from the children, Eva mentally added.
But the doll didn�t move. A brief moment of silence passed before she spoke. �The target of my indecision is present. I was considering tracking down my target, but that option has been removed. Until I have come to a decision, none shall move. Leaving may allow an escape.�
Up until the doll spoke, Eva had been fairly calm. With both herself and Arachne present, she was suddenly somewhat concerned.
She had several vials of blood. Both her own and Arachne�s. She could form shields and she could attack with ease. But would she be able to in time? Juliana had spoken of the doll�s speed from her experience in Hell.
In preparation, Eva uncapped one of the vials behind her back and prepared a decently sized shield. It would be up and around her in the blink of an eye.
Zoe shared a brief look with Wayne before continuing her questioning.
�What is it you�re having trouble deciding?�
�A demonic beacon was taken from Hell to the mortal realm by a demon. Multiple times. A crime worthy of five centuries imprisonment.�
�That doesn�t sound like much of a problem from where I�m standing,� Wayne grumbled. �Less demons around, the better if you ask me.�
�Why don�t we not interrupt the� person,� Zoe said, clearly fumbling for words to call the doll. Facing the doll again, she said, �What is the problem anyway?�
�My information was incomplete,� she whispered. �The demon in question is not quite a demon.�
Both Zoe and Wayne turned slightly to glance in her direction while Arachne moved from ahead and to the side of Eva to directly between her and the doll. The latter let out a low growl as she bent her knees, ready to jump into action.
Eva grit her teeth, mind searching for possibilities. Unless there was another �not quite a demon� running around, the doll was talking about her. But I haven�t done anything wrong. What is she talking about?
A beacon.
Her hand drifted up to brush at her throat. The only beacon she had been in contact with aside from her own�something that never left the mortal realm�had been Arachne�s. But that had been destroyed. Arachne had never used it. Void sent Arachne to Earth.
It had been around her neck nonstop before that.
Eva clenched her fists together.
Including when I sent Sawyer to Hell.
She had taken both Nel and Serena up to the mortal realm. And the beacon had gone with her both times.
�I destroyed it,� Eva said, stepping around Arachne. The blood was still floating behind her, just in case she needed to use it. For the moment, she would try to get out of this mess through words. �I realized my error and destroyed the beacon. It was never once used.�
Through her sense of blood, Eva could tell that Arachne was looking at her. Her carapace didn�t have blood flowing through it, but she was still obviously questioning Eva�s words.
Eva didn�t glance to the side in the slightest. Her focus was on the doll.
Who was now focused on her. Bright silver eyes stared straight at Eva.
�I didn�t help any demons to the mortal realm. The beacon was destroyed. So there shouldn�t be a problem regardless of my status of being only a partial demon.�
That should work. Hopefully. The logic was sound from Eva�s perspective. But would a demon�no, a doll feel the same?
�It is not my place to make such a decision. And something�� the doll�s whispering voice trailed off, staring at the sky for a moment. �Something is preventing my contact with the Keeper.�
Thank Life for that, Eva thought to herself. Had everything been working properly, Eva might have found herself on the receiving end of a sword falling from the sky. It would have come completely unnoticed, as it likely had for that Timothy demon.
�But you said that perhaps these humans might be able to assist in your decision,� Eva said, turning her stare on to Zoe.
�Right,� the professor said after clearing her throat. She shifted slightly, even less comfortable now than she had been when first approaching the doll. �Well, if no crime was committed, there shouldn�t be a punishment, right? There wasn�t even any intention in the actions.�
Still staring at the sky, the doll made no indication that she had even heard Zoe. �I need to reestablish contact.�
Eva followed her gaze up to the sky.
And noticed something.
A white crackling stood out against the blue sky, the clouds, and the violet streaks.

Chapter 019

White Noise
Eva�s head spun. Everything hurt. She couldn�t think straight and she couldn�t see straight. The only thing she could see was a blinding whiteness.
Her memories were hazy. A vague sensation of seeing something dangerous followed by pain.
The crackling white in the sky. That had to be it. She saw it and had activated her shield. Had she shouted out to warn the others? No? She couldn�t think properly.
Everything hurt.
But she was alive. She had to be. If she was dead, she would be in that hallway again. Or the darkness she had fallen into when Ylva tested out her theory. There was far too much pain for either of those options.
As time trickled on, she started to gain an awareness of her surroundings. Not through her eyes, those were still out of action at the moment. But concentrating hard enough let her sense the blood of those around her.
Has it always taken so much concentration to see blood?
Arachne was at her side. As expected of Arachne. She was even on her feet. All eight of them. Arachne had shifted into her largest form at some point.
Possibly because she was fighting.
What was she fighting? A human? If so, it was a very fast human. They jumped around, Arachne slashing with her claws while the human waved around his arms as if he were swinging a club.
It couldn�t be the doll.
That�s right, we were here to talk to the doll. The doll wanted to imprison me.
But the doll hadn�t attacked. Even if it had, Eva couldn�t see the doll through her sense of blood.
Then who had attacked?
Wayne and Zoe should have been nearby. Eva couldn�t sense either of them. Maybe they had been vaporized without a shield to take the brunt of the attack. Maybe she had managed to warn them in time for them to teleport away. She hoped so, but she wouldn�t be able to find out for sure until she managed to get off the ground.
Turning her attention to herself, Eva would have cringed had she not been too busy being in a world of hurt.
Her body was very reminiscent of Wayne�s body immediately after they had gone to Zoe�s house to clear out the demons attacking the place. He had ended up scorched badly enough to require medical treatment from experts at an elven hospital. Not really an option for Eva at the moment.
At least she knew why her body ached so much.
But Arachne was fighting. Fighting someone fast. Someone using a sword. And the sky had cracked.
Eva shuddered.
If she was right, Arachne was fighting the demon hunter who had vanquished Zagan.
Eva needed to get up. She needed to help. Arachne was large, tough, and strong, but she was no Zagan.
And it had to be that hunter. He was the one who had chased them down in the wilderness. His partner must be the one who cracked the sky. Eva hadn�t thought that they would be so cowardly as to attack the school while regular students were around. They hadn�t so far, anyway.
Maybe Eva had been just too juicy of a target. With both her and Arachne essentially standing still along with Zoe�who essentially lived with Ylva�how could the hunters not attack? Wayne might have been a casualty of it all, but Eva doubted they would care. Especially not with him being friends with Zoe.
What about the doll? Did they know who or what she was? Did they care? Did she get hit as well? Maybe they had watched her kill the other demon and assumed that she was another hunter. They might have aimed their spell just enough to miss her.
Eva was guessing that the doll was still alive. Being unable to sense her at all made the guess all the more uncertain.
The hunter kept dodging to the side or locking his blade with something that Eva couldn�t see. Now that she was starting to think properly again, she could easily see that there was another combatant fighting against the hunter. One that Eva couldn�t detect through her sense of blood.
Eva really needed to get her eyes working properly again. All the maybes and mights needed to become certainties. Maybes and mights got people killed.
Gripping her hands into fists, Eva tried to push herself off the ground. She had wound up lying face down in the brick and gravel. She couldn�t feel it in the slightest. Something that probably didn�t speak well of her.
Oddly enough�or perhaps unsurprisingly enough�her hands and legs felt perfectly fine. Between Arachne�s carapace and her own blood shield, she had managed to get away without any damage that she could see through her blood. There might be cracks or warping, but she would have to wait to tell for sure.
Unfortunately, all the important bits were in the rest of her.
Eva paused in her fruitless movements for just a moment.
Focusing on herself again, Eva found her blood-based image of herself not looking quite as poorly as she had mere moments ago. Some of her charred flesh was� still charred. But not quite as badly as it had been.
She was healing. Slowly, but surely.
Not fast enough. She might heal, but if Arachne died in the meantime, it wouldn�t even matter.
Again, Eva pressed her fists into the ground. Even as the aches and pains increased, she didn�t stop pushing. Once she got to her knees, everything became far easier. Her legs still worked just fine, after all.
The blinding whiteness in her eyes was slowly fading away as well. Like looking straight into a camera flash, blinking it away seemed to work. Though, half the problem was probably just her lying face down.
Fumbling around her waist, Eva found her dagger lying on the ground. While she couldn�t feel much of anything aside from pain, the black metal was still cool to the touch. Even through her carapace.
Unfortunately, not much else survived the sky cracking. Her vials of blood were nowhere to be found. There was some half-broken, half-melted glass stuck to her stomach that must have been shielded partially by her body. Not shielded well enough to keep the blood safe.
Her eyes were still blurry and everything still hurt. Moving in to engage with her person was absolutely out of the question.
That didn�t stop Eva from taking her dagger and jamming it into her upper arm, slicing out a relatively large gouge. Blood spilled forth, drawn out by her magic. Some, she spread throughout the area to get a better view of her surroundings.
The first thing she noticed was a human-height wall between Eva and the fight going on with Arachne and the demon hunter. The second thing was that the doll was not fighting with them.
The doll was still standing off to one side. Eva hadn�t been paying that much attention to her exact pose, but she was still staring at the sky. She probably hadn�t moved at all.
There was still something fighting the demon hunter. Something Eva couldn�t detect with her blood magic. As she spread more blood around it, she started to get a better picture of just what it was.
Nearly twice as tall as Arachne, a mass of stone had taken the shape of a person. A very bulky person. Who didn�t so much have legs as it had a tornado of earth that it was propped up on. Eva wasn�t entirely sure why it needed a face. Given that the eye and mouth holes were just that, holes, they really didn�t provide much function. Another twenty arms would have been better. Just a relentless hammering of fists instead of the two it currently had.
But it had to be Genoa. She had probably made the wall around Eva as well. Fighting, as Juliana had insisted, from the dormitory building. She had to be. She wasn�t anywhere else around the battlefield as far as Eva could tell.
And with her eyes slowly getting better, she was able to tell a little more after peeking over the top of the wall.
The ground around her was� less brick and stone than it had been. For a certain radius around Eva, everything was glass. Everything save for a small person-shaped patch right where she had been lying.
Perhaps it was a good thing that she could only feel pain at the moment and not something more specific. If her surroundings had become hot enough to turn the landscape to glass, she didn�t want to know what her back looked like.
Though maybe she had been unconscious long enough for her slow healing to heal enough.
More importantly, a fight was going on.
The rock golem crashed down both fists on top of the hunter. He intercepted with his sword, letting the blade take the full brunt of the attack. His arms and legs bent ever so slightly from the impact. Whatever was keeping his armor undamaged was working to his advantage, keeping his limbs from snapping entirely.
Arachne skittered around to his side while he was distracted. Though fuzzy, Eva spotted long coils of her thread all wound up, ready to throw out and lasso the hunter.
Eva ducked back below the wall. The knight was preoccupied. With his back to her at the moment, he wouldn�t have seen her get up just yet. The other hunter might have. Eva didn�t know where she was at. But for the moment, Eva would operate under the assumption that she was distracted as well.
Rather than send out her blood in plain sight or in large flashy attacks, she formed up a few balls and sent it out slow and low to the ground. If she could get some underneath his armor, she could bypass all his defenses.
The blood didn�t make it far. With no indication that the knight had even noticed, her blood froze solid a few feet away from his legs. The balls rolled along the ground aimlessly, no longer directed by her magic.
Eva grit her teeth. The other one was here and she was watching.
But from where and why weren�t there icicles raining down on Eva?
�Nel,� Eva rasped out. She grasped for her cellphone only to have her fingers brushing against bare skin.
My new phone, Eva thought, wanting to slam her head against the wall. If the vials of blood didn�t survive, what hope had her cellphone. Maybe if it had been enchanted against heat like Wayne�s, but Eva didn�t know how to do anything like that.
Not that it would help now. A bit late for that.
The wall around her separated Eva from most of the plaza between the dormitories. It was open towards the Rickenbacker. If she wasn�t being attacked as she was, then the other hunter might not be able to see her.
She still couldn�t see well enough to pick someone out on the roof of some building.
She needed to get a message to Nel.
Wayne and Zoe, if they survived the initial attack, were probably evacuating students. Or keeping them away from everything. Or in the infirmary if they had been injured.
Genoa was fighting along with Arachne, though Eva wasn�t sure how much concentration that golem took. Probably best not to try to get her concentrating on multiple things at once.
But Juliana should be somewhere around. Eva couldn�t see any attacks that might be from her, so she had to be free to act. And she should have a working cellphone.
Glancing up towards the glass windows of the stairwell where they had been watching the doll from, Eva couldn�t see a thing. Both the glare from the glass and her own fuzzy eyes were contributing to the problem. Eva was counting on her still being there�or on Genoa not letting her daughter out of her sight.
Using her own blood, she formed it into a quick message.
Juli. Call Nel. Find other hunter. In area, watching armored guy.
She held it steady for a few seconds before wiping it away. Juliana hadn�t given any indication in return, but Eva wasn�t sure what she would say anyway. She just had to hope that Juliana got the message and would do something.
Just in case the first attack had been a fluke, Eva sent out several more orbs of blood. All from different directions.
As the marbles rushed towards the hunter, Eva pulled out another strand of blood. She considered making a clone of herself for just a moment, but the nauseating side effect was just too debilitating. Instead, she went with her tried and true spell of enlarged blood-fists.
Even if it did end up freezing, like the orbs she had just sent out, it might be enough to trip him up. Arachne and Genoa could capitalize on any opportunity she could create.
Peeking over the wall again, Eva aimed her spell and pressed her hands into the wireframe ball. Two dripping replicas of her claws manifested around the knight. They immediately started icing over, but their size meant that the ice had to work to encompass the hands.
So she still had some time.
Eva used her time to wrap her hands around the knight�s legs, leaving him exposed and stationary. Her hands were still freezing.
As she thought about it more, it might not be such a bad thing. Her control was failing. However, he would be stuck within several tons of ice.
Genoa�s golem hesitated. Arachne did as well, glancing towards the golem in a brief moment of confusion. The golem didn�t glance back.
It was just a golem.
Eva doubted that either had known that she woke up. Well, they did now. Both recovered quick enough. The golem slammed one fist down then the other again and again on the immobilized hunter.
Arachne stayed back for just a moment longer, not wanting to get in the golem�s way. When she did finally act, it was only with her thread. She took care to not touch with her hands or legs, just trying to tangle him up in a makeshift netting.
Squinting her eyes, Eva realized why. Two of Arachne�s legs were little more than stumps. One looked like it had been cut off, but the other looked more like it had been melted.
Eva should have expected that. The knight was the one who left behind the metal that injured demons. The same stuff that Juliana had collected. It would actually be more surprising if the metal didn�t hurt demons.
Shaking her head, Eva pulled her hands out of her spell. The blood hands had long since frozen over.
A stiffness in her fingers had her glancing downwards.
Her real hands were covered in a thin layer of ice. Forcing her fingers to clench sent shards flying around. Her carapace was undamaged. It was stronger than a little ice could hope to damage. But this happened before to a much lesser degree. Just a little frost after she had attacked the demon-eyed hunter had her recoiling in pain.
Either her healing was keeping her from feeling much of it or she was in enough pain that a little frostbite was barely noticeable.
The knight was still putting up a fight despite his immobility from the ice and webbing. A good amount of that was because of Genoa�s golem. While it kept him busy, it failed to do anything more than that. His armor could take the beating. There were only light dents in the metal. Nothing fatal or even mildly significant.
Between catching the golem�s fists on his sword, he alternated between hacking away at the ice and slicing through the more restricting threads. The only way he managed to move fast enough to get so much done was because of the unnatural speed that his armor carried him at.
Trying to sneak another two globs of blood beneath the large frozen claws wound up with them being frozen again. Eva wasn�t yet suffering a headache from the blood loss�or if she was, she couldn�t tell because of all the other pain�but so long as her attacks weren�t working, she wouldn�t be doing much more of it.
Best to save her strength.
Unfortunately, she wasn�t sure what she should do to help in the fight. Her flames didn�t seem very likely to work any better than her blood. While they wouldn�t freeze, she doubted that they could do more damage than Genoa�s golem. Rushing in and fighting with her bare hands was completely out of the question. Even putting aside the fact that his armor hurt to touch, she was still in enough pain that she would be a liability, not an asset.
Eva grit her teeth, boiling in frustration. What was she supposed to do? Throw rocks at him? He was armored enough that a ten ton golem couldn�t significantly hurt him. She couldn�t even do that anyway as the ground had turned to glass.
Glancing towards the dormitory, Eva blinked straight through the glass entry door. If she couldn�t fight out here, she could go find Juliana and see if she had made contact with Nel.
The second she tried to take a step, a crash of glass both echoed and exploded around her. Shards of glistening glass tore through her raw flesh and bounced off her carapace. Eva stumbled, only to be caught by a pair of cool hands.
�I cannot allow you to leave until I have resolved my quandary.�
Eva spun around, just about falling over again in order to get out of the doll�s grip.
Her face was placid and neutral. Not a hint of anger could be found in her features. She didn�t even try to stop Eva from slipping out of her fingers.
�I thought we resolved it,� Eva said, trying not to cough. Her throat was dry enough that coughing would only make things worse. �Remember? No crime committed so no reason to chase me down.�
Glancing over the doll�s shoulder, Eva frowned. The knight was starting to break out of the ice. In a few moments, he would be free to start hounding down Arachne once again while avoiding the golem.
�Besides, I�m not leaving. I�m going to find some way to kill that hunter.� Eva paused for just a moment while the doll glanced back over her shoulder. �But perhaps if you might be willing to lend a hand, I wouldn�t need to go anywhere.�
The doll stilled. More than normal, anyway. She turned back to face Eva after a moment.
Her lips were curled downwards in a shadow of a frown.
�It is a human.�
�A human that is standing in the way of your job. And besides, he tried to kill you. And the rest of us.�
At least, Eva was pretty sure that they had tried to kill the doll. She had been standing within the glassy area of the courtyard. More towards the edges, as Eva had been standing a decent way away and she was relatively certain that she had been at the very center of the beam. But the doll had still been within its radius.
Her outfit was barely singed, however. The leather was still leather-looking and her skin and hair were perfectly normal.
�He won�t see a difference between demons and dolls. As soon as Arachne gets killed, he�ll be coming after the both of us. Might be hard to do your job when your head is cut off.�
The doll turned back to the hunter, her slim frown turning more into a scowl. �I see,� she said after a moment of thought. �You must accompany me.�
Eva grimaced behind the doll�s back. She was having enough trouble standing on her feet as it was. Running around while two sword-wielding maniacs were fighting did not sound like something all that survivable.
�I�ll be upstairs,� Eva said. When the doll turned her scowl on Eva, she quickly made up an excuse. �There is another hunter. The one who launched that bright beam. Something needs to be done with her before she launches another beam. I�ll need to find her.�
It wasn�t really an excuse. She really did need to find the other hunter. But hopefully the doll would let her go.
�Don�t worry,� she added after a moment of silence, �I�m not leaving the area. And even if I do, I�ll be back here eventually. You can proclaim me innocent then.�
�That remains to be seen,� she said, turning back to the hunter. This time, rather than just glancing over her shoulder, she actually turned her entire body.
She charged out of the Rickenbacker�s lobby in the blink of an eye, joining the fray.
Unfortunately, her first sword strike was intercepted by the armored hunter�s sword. A shame as it would have taken off his head otherwise.
Eva turned to the stairwell, hoping that Arachne wouldn�t find herself on the end of either of the blades. But for the moment, there wasn�t much she could do to the hunter.
To that hunter.

Chapter 020

Course of Action
�Eva! You look��
�Terrible. I know.�
Eva let Juliana run up to her. She expected some help. Maybe assistance walking or a potion that probably wouldn�t do all that much for Eva.
But she stopped just short of Eva with a face full of uncertainty and fear.
Without having a mirror handy, Eva couldn�t tell exactly how terrible she looked. For her appearance to have stopped Juliana cold, Eva was now thinking that it was worse than she had expected.
�I�m surprised you survived,� Genoa said from the window, not taking her eyes off the fight going on outside. �And yet you�re climbing a stairwell.�
�Not actually feeling that bad anymore,� Eva said. Which was true, but only relatively. Compared to the pain she had woken up in, what she was experiencing now was significantly less hurtful. Though she did notice that unless she was careful, each step jolted her body and sent short spikes of pain everywhere.
�I think my shield absorbed most of the impact,� Eva said after a moment of silence. �I only caught the tail end. Residual heat and such.�
Which was a total and complete lie. The unglassed brick hadn�t been in the shape of a bubble around her. It had been in a person shape. Which meant that her body had shielded the ground more than her shield had. It helped and had probably taken the initial portion of the blast, but her shield had failed early on in the grand scheme of things.
Genoa just hummed, not giving any sort of real response. To be fair, she was fighting, even if it didn�t look like it from her still position at the window. So she probably wasn�t considering anything related to Eva and her demonicness.
Definitely.
�Zoe and Wayne?� Eva asked, switching the topic away from herself.
�Wayne tackled Zoe to the ground. When the light cleared, neither of them were there. I assume he teleported them out of there. Haven�t seen them since.�
�Neither have answered their cellphones,� Juliana added. �Um, do you need a jacket or anything?�
Frowning, Eva glanced down at herself. �I�m a bit raw at the moment,� she said, glancing back up. �I�d rather not have fabric rubbing against my skin.�
�Fair enough,� she said, looking away. �I got your message. Nel is searching for the other hunter. She said that she would call me back if she found anything.�
Eva wanted to groan. Wasn�t Nel supposed to have been watching specifically to prevent something like this from happening? Eva could give her the benefit of the doubt for the moment. After spotting them in the field, she had said that she could watch them without her vision �sliding off.�
Maybe they had split up and Nel had been watching the wrong target, unaware that something like this was about to go down until it was too late.
But Nel would definitely be getting a few harsh questions when Eva next saw her.
For the moment, she just moved up to the window next to Genoa.
The fight was still going on outside.
Sparks exploded off the demon hunter�s sword as he danced around the doll�s blade. Danced might not be the right word. He was definitely on the back foot. Eva had only been watching for a few seconds, but she could already tell that the doll definitely had the advantage.
In fact, the hunter was barely able to keep up a defense against the doll.
Unfortunately, he had gotten free of his ice prison. It gave him the leeway to actually dodge instead of just block. But that was all he was doing. The doll attacked in a flurry. One strike of her sword followed immediately after the last in smooth, fluid movements.
He never actually returned a strike of his own.
Arachne circled around the knight, not really attacking but keeping herself between him and any obvious escape paths. With the doll now fighting as well, actually killing him was looking more viable. Arachne was making the right choice in trying to keep him from escaping.
Genoa�s golem was being far more aggressive. Not to the point where it was hammering its fists over him again and again�she was making an effort to keep out of the doll�s way�but every time the hunter blocked with his sword, the golem tried to grasp on to him. He had to dodge immediately to avoid being rooted in place.
More than that, the ground beneath his feet wasn�t quite as solid as it should have been. Maybe it had been going on the entire time and Eva just hadn�t noticed between her poor eyesight and pain-induced lapses in concentration. Everywhere he stepped was more like mud than any kind of glass or brick. Eva could see it sticking to his boots, slowing his movements.
Whatever speed magic he was using allowed him to escape easily enough, but it did slow him down ever so slightly.
Perhaps if Eva had held him still from the waist up, Genoa could have better glued down his legs.
�I tried collapsing some of the earth into sinkholes,� Genoa said, as if reading Eva�s mind. �None of them worked. He moves too quickly. Almost as if he can sense where they are before I actually place them down. A field a mud everywhere he steps is far more effective.�
�I wish there was more I could do,� Eva said.
�The ice hands were good.�
�The ice wasn�t mine,� Eva said, leaning slightly away from the window. �And the hands take a bit more blood than I can comfortably lose during a big fight. Too many and it leaves me full of headaches and lethargy.�
Genoa fell silent for a few moments as she concentrated on directing her golem to attack. Her golem�s hand actually managed to grab hold of his sword. Unfortunately, the armored hunter managed to slice off the fingers in time to catch the doll�s blade on his own.
�They kept him in place long enough for you to convince that doll to work with us.�
Eva frowned, watching the doll flash between her attacks. �I think she is doing this more out of personal need than interest in helping any of us.�
�Eva,� Juliana said, running the short distance over to the window. Again she paused, leaving a small space between herself and Eva. She had her cellphone in hand, hesitating just long enough for Eva to notice her hesitation before she held it out. �It�s Nel.�
�I hope she has good news,� Eva said as she took the phone. Speaking into it, she said, �Tell me something��
�Rooftop. Near the school but towards the city. She�s watching with a pair of binoculars and keeps flicking them straight towards you even though there are like three buildings in the way of seeing you. Not to mention the building you�re inside.�
�She can see through walls,� Eva said for the benefit of everyone else. �Good to know.�
There was a loud crash on the other end of the phone. Loud enough that Eva had to pull the phone away from her ear for a few moments while it died off. When she finally put it back to her ear, Nel was already talking at a rapid pace.
��got to go,� she said, pausing for another crash in the background. This one was much quieter than the last. �The hunter on the roof has the idol. Please destroy it this time. It�s� not right.�
Eva ignored the former nun�s concern. She would destroy the idol. Not because of some idea that the Elysium Order had the �pure� version of the idol, but because it was dangerous to Eva and her plans.
Instead, she focused on the noise in the background. It was still going on, but nothing extraordinarily loud at the moment.
�Are you in trouble?�
�Other hunters are here. Ylva is taking care of them. I don�t think�� She cut herself off again. Eva held the phone away, expecting another cacophony to partially deafen her.
None came.
�I�m fine,� Nel said as Eva moved the phone closer. �Got to go.�
With that, she hung up. A simple click on the other end and nothing. Eva paused just a moment before handing the phone back to Juliana.
�Trouble?�
�Hunters attacking Nel and Ylva as well, but Nel thinks Ylva has it covered.�
Which gave Eva a new theory. The reason Nel didn�t call Eva to warn her was not because she had been lazy or skipping out on her auguring. She had her own problems at the moment.
In fact, the hunters�Eva�s hunters�had probably conscripted the ones attacking Ylva specifically to distract Nel long enough to launch their own attacks. It might have been nice to have been warned about that, but Eva could understand the pressure of imminent attacks. Though she apparently had the time to glance over at Eva�s fight with her augur sight.
She might still get a somewhat harsh talking to from Eva when all this ended.
�The other hunter�that�s attacking us, at least�is on a roof towards the city. I�m going after her. She�s the one that casted the light beam and can�t be allowed to do it again.�
�On your own?� Genoa asked just as Juliana opened her mouth.
Juliana snapped her mouth shut, giving a slight glare at her mother. It only lasted a few seconds before the glare softened. �I�ll stay here,� she said. �Make sure mom stays out of trouble.�
�I should be fine,� Eva said with a half-smile towards Juliana. She turned to face Genoa full-on before continuing. �The hunter was injured worse than you were far more recently than you were. No offense, but I think I might have a sporting shot against you as you are now.�
�Come at me anytime and we�ll see just how sporting of a chance it is,� Genoa said. Her gaze never left the battle down below save for one brief moment to glance at Eva. �Though now might not be the best of times.�
�Later then,� Eva said with a half chuckle.
Much later. Like around never. She really didn�t want to seriously fight Genoa. Not only might her injuries reopen, but Eva didn�t fancy losing to a cripple.
I need to win against this hunter.
Three punctures to the spine should have been enough to keep anyone down and out for a good amount of time. It had been a few months, but that was far from what Eva had in mind. Shalise had the nerves in her wrist torn out when the zombie bit her. That had taken Elysium Order magic to heal. Without it, she hadn�t been expected to regain much use of her hand.
The holes in the hunter�s spine should have been Shalise�s injury compounded over and over again. She should be paralyzed. If she wasn�t and Arachne had missed ever so slightly, then she still should be too wounded to move around much.
Which meant she would have other ways of defending herself.
�Be wary of traps,� Genoa said, interrupting Eva�s thoughts while echoing them at the same time. �Juliana told me about the room you found the other demon in. Lucy, was it?�
�I know. I was just thinking the same thing.�
All the anti-demon shackles and circles in the apartment room with Lucy had been doubly protected by either wards or enchantments over the walls and floors, preventing them from being destroyed easily.
With Eva�s warding class, she might be able to spot some wards. But this was likely an expert and Eva had only been taking the class since the start of September. Unraveling them was a bit beyond her abilities at the moment.
Still, if she spotted a magical ward making something invulnerable and couldn�t see any demonic shackles around it, it was bound to be some other type of trap. Good to know, at the very least.
�Just keep that hunter here. Even if you can�t kill him. I can�t do much against him at the moment and won�t be able to fight the other one if he shows up.�
�Don�t worry about that. I can handle him. Focus on not dying. I am not interested in finding out how Arachne would react.�
Eva glanced down at the spider-demon. She was now going between a number of pillars that Genoa had created and creating spider webs between them, further blocking in the hunter. The weavings were abnormally thick. Each strand stood out simply because they could be as thick as one of Eva�s fingers. She was really outdoing herself. Arachne�s threads were normally thinner than a single hair.
She must really be worried about the hunter�s sword.
�As am I,� Eva said quietly. She turned away, preparing to head up the stairwell. A quick comment from Juliana stopped her.
�Good luck.�
�Same to both of you,� Eva said without turning. �Stay safe.�
With that, she sprinted up the stairs.
She stopped at the third floor. There were a few things in her room that might help out. And she might not have been entirely in the right when she declined Juliana�s offer of clothing. She needed pockets for vials of blood, after all.
�Aww, I liked your long hair.�
Eva paused with her hand on her room�s handle.
Irene and Saija emerged from the former�s room just in time to catch Eva heading in. Both were staring. Saija was a bit more obvious about it. Irene kept glancing off to the side before looking back at Eva. More specifically, the top of Eva�s head.
Running her fingers through her hair, Eva found a distinct lack of resistance. Not a single strand of hair came away as she dragged her hand in front of her eyes. She was completely bald.
Eva grit her teeth. �Me too,� she grumbled.
That hunter was going to pay.
�Well, don�t worry. I�m sure there is some hair growing magic around. You should worry about your skin.�
Eva shook her head. �No time to talk. I have hunters to kill.� She swung open the door and took a step inside before pausing. �Speaking of, why aren�t you and all the other demons out fighting? You know he�ll come after you next if he wins.�
�With the doll out there?� Saija said as she slipped around Eva into her room. �Not a chance.� She glanced around the place, eying the fairly spartan room.
There wasn�t much in the room. Everything important was over at the prison. As such, Eva just ignored her to focus on finding some clothes and a few spare vials of blood. She wasn�t sure how much help the blood would be. Not if the hunter could just freeze it all.
But best to take it anyway. Just in case.
For clothes, Eva picked out the lightest shirt and skirt that she could find. Things that wouldn�t agitate her raw skin yet still had pockets. Her belt and its pouches that were specifically designed to hold vials�potion vials, but they worked for blood just the same�was gone. Destroyed along with her hair and her old clothes.
�I have to say that I think most of the demons are hoping that the hunter will win. After the doll is dead, then I�m sure some of us will help out. The��
�Are you still talking?� Eva said as she glanced around the room one last time.
She wished she had time to go get Basila, damaged though she was. Maybe a few spare bloodstones just in case she found a use for them. Unfortunately, they were important things that she kept at the women�s ward. Teleporting was quick. However, Eva had a really bad habit of finding herself distracted.
It would be just her luck to teleport over there only to find out that nuns were attacking again. Or more hunters. Devon, Catherine, Qrycx, and the waxy demon were all over there. They could handle whatever problems had arisen. Problems that Eva was now certain were definitely going on.
Ignorance was bliss at the moment, or so the saying went.
�Excuse me?�
Saija had her hands on her hips and was glaring at Eva. At least, she was until Eva turned to her. A flap of her wings carried her back behind Irene, once again hiding behind the human girl.
�If you aren�t out fighting, I really don�t care what you have to say at the moment. Of course, I don�t know what I expected from a lowly succubus anyway. Run and hide. Just know that humans are fighting while you cower.�
Eva blinked past them, not even bothering to squeeze by or push them out of the way. Nel hadn�t bothered to say which roof, so she had some scouting to do. Even this little detour to collect clothes and blood might have been enough time for the hunter to leave. Especially if the hunter could see through walls.
Not really the scrying method Eva had expected when Srey mentioned it, but it probably counted as being watched. If the hunter saw or suspected that Eva was coming after her, she would probably leave. Or set up more traps.
But she wasn�t in such a rush that she couldn�t stop for one quick moment. She felt a little bad about her words. Eva didn�t feel bad for Saija. But she wasn�t the only one around.
Irene was looking guilty, rubbing her hands together and averting her eyes�not in an embarrassed way as she had before, but just to avoid looking at Eva.
�Don�t worry, Irene. There are real monsters out there. I wouldn�t expect anyone to fight unless they were monsters as well.�
She stayed paused for just a moment, wondering how Genoa might react to being called a monster before shaking her head. It really didn�t matter at the moment.
The shake of her head almost sent her stumbling. Not because of the all-encompassing though gradually lessening pain of her body. It was almost like she was shaking too hard, despite not moving her head any faster than normal. Her hair wasn�t there to act as a counterweight to her brain. Probably her imagination, but the sensation was there.
Without waiting for a response from Irene, Eva sprinted back to the stairwell and climbed it to the top. From the roof, she blinked straight out towards the nearest building. It was a bit too far. Eva reappeared mid-air. She blinked again before she could fall more than a full foot, landing on the roof of another building.
About three inches away from a circle drawn in chalk that was not quite shackles but was definitely unfriendly towards demons.
�That could have been bad,� Eva hissed to herself as she took a step back. She double checked to make sure that there wasn�t another circle behind her before doing so.
Scanning the rooftops, Eva frowned. They were a veritable minefield of shackles. Concentrating harder on more magical effects, she found a number of spherical wards set up around the rooftops and down on the streets. Some might be barriers. Some Eva couldn�t even tell what they might be used for.
Best to avoid them.
However, in scanning the rooftops, Eva spotted her target.
The bright red hair made her difficult to miss.
Eva had no doubt that she had been spotted. And yet, the hunter made no motion. Not a twist of her head or an attack slung in Eva�s direction. For a moment, Eva thought she might be a mannequin designed to lure people closer into some larger trap, but she caught the hunter�s eyes moving ever so slightly.
A couple of roofs away and who knew how many traps in between, Eva now had her target in sight.
Author�s Note:Analyst 001.002 up over on the preview site.

Chapter 021

Assistance Rendered
Juliana turned away from Eva with a slight shudder.
Her skin had cracked and broken in the blast. If her hair loss had been the extent of her injuries, that would be one thing.
It had taken an effort to not throw up when she first saw Eva coming up the stairs. Between her charred black skin, cracks in the char looking like a dried desert, and a red almost glow emitting from between the cracks, she did not look well. Worse, if such a thing was possible, Eva didn�t even seem to notice herself. She walked up with only a ghost of a limp.
�Terrible� was the understatement of the century.
But then, while she had been talking, Eva�s skin changed. Some of the charcoal flaked off, replaced by fresh skin. The red glow dampened. She didn�t heal. Not all of her, at least. But the start was there.
It was somewhat creepy.
�Mom,� Juliana said, turning away from the staircase once Eva had disappeared. �She�s going alone.�
�We established that during our conversation. You heard her. She�ll be fine.�
�Not even Arachne is with her.�
�She�ll be fine, Juliana. Stay here and help me.�
�Help you?� Juliana marched over to the window and stared out at the fight below.
�I�ve done nothing so far. What am I supposed to do now? Throw stones at him? I can�t make a giant golem to fight for me and you won�t let me go down there.�
Juliana paused as Arachne moved from her webs at the edge of the fight, darting into the fray. The swordsman tried to move out of the way, but Arachne�s bulk still clipped him. He came out of his flash step in a stumble. Though his step carried him a good way away from Arachne and Genoa�s much slower golem, the doll was on him in an instant.
He twisted out of the way of her first slash and blocked a second with his sword. The stumble and the twist both put him off-balance enough that he didn�t have a steady hand while blocking the strike. He managed to keep a grip on his sword, but it still got knocked to the side.
Leaving him wide open.
The doll brought down her sword again in an overhead strike, apparently intending to split the hunter straight in two.
Ducking his head, he caught the sword right in the center of his off-hand�s vambrace. It didn�t stop the sword completely. The blade bit into his armor far enough to strike his forearm. Bright red blood ran down the blade, dripping to the ground from the end of the hand guard.
Both the doll and the hunter pulled back. The former attempted to strike again, but the hunter activated his speed and once more found himself with a small bit of breathing room.
The golem and Arachne moved in, keeping him from having too much breathing room and pressing their advantage over his injury.
�And what would you be able to do if you went with Eva?� Genoa asked as her golem moved to the hunter�s injured side. �Imagine fighting another one of these people. What would you do against them?�
�I don�t know. Something. Something more than I�m doing here. At least Eva wouldn�t be fighting alone.�
�Or you could find yourself in over your head. These people will not stop with their blades at your throat and ask you to surrender. They will run you through without a second thought.�
She threw her arm out in a wide sweeping gesture out the window. The action came at a cost in her concentration; her golem froze solid, missing an opportunity to grapple the hunter.
He took advantage of the lapse, diving between the golem�s arm and body, using its bulk as a shield against Arachne.
�Look at what they�ve done. There were people out there. Students. Human children. They essentially bombed this place, showing little regard for anyone�s life in trying to hit their target. It is a miracle that everyone had run indoors beforehand.
�If, somehow, they end up walking away from this, I will be personally taking out a bounty with the mage-knights on these demon hunters. Fighting demons? Fine, I can understand that. Attacking a school? Unacceptable. It wasn�t like they were sieging the school. The demons, by all evidence and observation, were behaving and simply attending the school as well.�
Except the demon who the doll killed, Juliana thought. One student had fallen into his trap, possibly more. If the doll hadn�t come along and gotten rid of him, who knew what might have happened. Half the school could be trapped in his delusions.
She refused to believe that her mother had forgotten about him, given Irene and Saija had just told everybody about it less than an hour ago. But, by observation only, the school had been running fine.
Even if the demon hunters knew about Timothy and his indiscretions with his contract, they hadn�t done anything about it. They had gone after Eva and Arachne. Nobody else. Or rather, anybody else had just been a bonus target.
So her mother�s explanation still fit.
�But that doesn�t change a thing. They�re still here now. Eva is still going off on her own. You, Arachne, and the doll are holding off this knight. He only has to fail once and he dies. But even if the other one is severely injured, she could still be a match for Eva on her own. I can�t do nothing.�
Juliana turned, preparing to head up the stairs and see if she could catch up to Eva.
A hand on her shoulder stopped her.
�Juliana Laura Rivas. I won�t stop you. But you come back.�
�Of course I will.�
�Good. I love you.�
Juliana turned back around, staring at her mother. There were no glistening tears in her eyes. Not even a hint of moisture. Her mother was much too hard of a woman for that. There was a certain tightness to her jaw.
�I love you too, mom.�
Genoa gave a curt nod before releasing Juliana�s shoulder. �If your father asks, you hit me over the head and escaped my grasp. In my weakened state, I could do nothing to stop you.�
Juliana rolled her eyes and turned back around. Halfway up the flight of stairs, she heard her mother again.
�And if you die,� Genoa said, voice unusually harsh, �I swear I�ll take up necromancy, summon you back from wherever you�ve gone, bind you to your room, and ground you for the rest of your afterlife.�
Already halfway up the stairs, Juliana didn�t bother addressing her mother�s empty threats.
Probably empty threats.
There was a chance that she would follow through.
In fact, the more she thought about it, the more likely it seemed that her mother was being serious.
She would have to be extra careful to not die.
Eva had to be heading up to the roof. If she wasn�t, Juliana expected to run into her coming back down the stairs. Her conversation with her mother had taken a bit of time. Eva was probably already gone.
Juliana slowed down around the third floor corridor. Even though Eva was probably gone, she still was going to check the roof. However, a pair of familiar voices caught her ear.
�So scary. I thought I was going to die when she looked at me.�
�You�re exaggerating.�
�I don�t know what happens to you humans when you die, but a demon�s death is no fun at all.�
A short distance down the hall, just in front of Juliana�s open dorm room, Saija was�
Crying into Irene�s shoulder?
�Worse,� Saija said, wringing her hands with the sleeve of Irene�s shirt, �I wouldn�t be able to experience all this anymore. What if I never got summoned again?�
Irene, standing perfectly straight with her arms at her sides, grimaced as Saija wrapped her arms around her. She tilted her head away to avoid one of the succubus� horns. As soon as she tilted her head, she caught sight of Juliana.
�Help me,� she mouthed.
Seeing her dorm room open gave Juliana hope that Eva hadn�t left yet. She must be collecting weapons inside. So, against Juliana�s better judgment, she walked down the hall.
Irene�s face lit up, but fell to despair as Juliana edged around the two to get to her room.
The lights were on, but nobody was in. A few of Eva�s clothes had been thrown about the room. The desk drawers that Eva kept her spare vials of blood in were open and missing their usual contents. With the bathroom door open and the light off, Juliana had lost hope that Eva was still around.
Turning back to the two girls, Juliana gave Irene a shrug. She doubted that Saija had even noticed her presence; her head was still buried in the other girl�s shoulder.
�Eva already left?�
Saija jumped, snaking around Irene to hide behind her. Her apparent fear lasted only a few moments as her wide red eyes narrowed.
�Oh, it�s just you,� she said, moving out from behind Irene. �I thought Eva came back.�
�So she is gone.�
�She just left a moment or two before you arrived,� Irene said.
�And good riddance. She tried to kill me, you know?�
Juliana glanced over at Irene, who gave a brief shake of her head, before she said, �I didn�t know that. You probably did something to deserve it.�
Pressing a hand to her forehead, Juliana ignored the succubus� outburst of protests.
What do I do now?
She hadn�t seen Eva on the stairs. She might have teleported. Juliana couldn�t teleport or even blink.
Her first thought was to summon a demon. It was a terrible thought. Something she realized a mere instant after thinking it. No demon she had ever summoned had proven useful with the exception of Zagan. Almost all had tried to kill her. The ones that hadn�t tried to kill her had still not been very friendly.
While Zagan had proven useful, even unusually helpful, it hadn�t come without a cost. And, at the moment, Juliana was far from desperate enough to try summoning him.
Assuming any demons could even be summoned. Nobody had gotten anything but enigmas since early in the summer as far as Juliana was aware. Her demons had tried to kill her, but they could usually be argued with for a few minutes before they did so. The enigmas would just kill her, eat her, maybe become her? Eva had explained something about vampire enigmas, but she really didn�t get it. And then they would try to tear holes in reality to bring Hell through.
A great way to make a bad situation worse.
Not something that seemed like a good idea at the present time.
But the idea of demons wasn�t wholly without merit. They could sense Eva to some degree, most had ways of getting around quickly�either through super strength, flight, or outright teleportation�and perhaps best of all, one was standing right in front of her. No summoning required.
�Saija,� Juliana said, interrupting her continued diatribe about how innocent she was and how terrible Eva was for nearly killing her, �your wings are lovely.�
The comment stopped Saija�s comments in their tracks. She drew herself up to her full height, puffed out her chest, tilted her chin upwards with only a shadow of a smile showing on her face, and spread out her wings. The action knocked Irene off to the side, prompting a short grunt from her as she recovered her footing, but Saija didn�t even blink.
In a most humble tone of voice, Saija said, �Thanks.�
�They�re real right? I mean, they let you fly?�
�Of course. I wouldn�t just show them off for looks,� she said with a chuckle. For demonstration, she flapped her wings a few times. A fairly uncomfortable breeze stirred up in the hallway, but Juliana didn�t look away even as it dried out her eyes. Saija�s feet left the ground as she kept herself aloft. After a second or two, she dropped back down, landing with all the airs of a professional performer completing a difficult stunt.
�Wonderful,� Juliana said, clapping a few times. �But I suppose they�re too small to carry much more than yourself. Maybe a few small packages.�
�Nonsense. Just today I offered to carry Irene around,� she said, wrapping one arm and one wing around Irene.
Still partially recovering from being shoved aside, Irene might have fallen again as Saija dragged her back had Saija not wrapped her up in a hug.
Juliana had to admit to herself that she felt a bit bad for the girl. Saija didn�t have any friends as far as Juliana could tell. Everyone who hung out with her fit more in the category of admirer. By the looks of things, Irene didn�t quite fit into that category.
She was more of a plaything.
�Really?� Juliana said, not letting her thoughts appear on her face. �That�s pretty impressive. I wonder if you might be willing to offer me a quick ride?�
�Right now?�
�I�m not that heavy,� Juliana lied. Her armor didn�t double her weight, but it was a significant extra. Were she just going for a ride, she would probably shed it. However, she was going to fight. There wasn�t a chance she would be shedding it for any reason.
Though, if she was going to get carried by Saija, she should push any of the demon-harming metal deep inside her armor, covered by regular metal and her clothes.
�But if you�re worried, I understand. They�re very pretty, just not very functional.�
Saija narrowed her eyes. She parted her lips in something of a sneer, enough to show off her sharp teeth. �I could carry ten of you,� she said.
Which made Juliana feel much better about her armor.
�It�s just a bit� hectic outside.�
�Ah,� Juliana said with a knowing nod of her head. �You�re scared.�
Saija actually let out a low, guttural noise from the back of her throat.
�But,� Juliana continued before Saija could say something about how she definitely wasn�t scared and just didn�t want to scratch her nails or whatever, �I�m a little scared too. So why don�t we fly away from the battle, towards the city. We can get a nice bird�s-eye view of the fight while keeping nice and safe.�
And if Juliana was lucky, she wouldn�t have to ask Saija to sense Eva. The succubus didn�t seem to like her too much, so she might be more cooperative if she didn�t mention her goal. Nel had mentioned that the other hunter was on a roof in the city. Flying overhead might let her spot them much easier.
Juliana waited with bated breath as Saija seemed to consider the proposition. She had wanted to watch the a fight between the doll and Eva earlier, so mentioning being able to watch the fight could help sweeten the deal.
Saija hummed, eying Juliana. Almost as if she didn�t trust Juliana�s intentions.
Sweat dripped down Juliana neck. Here she was, trying to manipulate a demon that probably had centuries more experience than her in everything. There was no way that Saija would agree. Even with the needling of her pride in her wings and her ability, it wouldn�t be enough. She would realize and lash out, maybe even�
�Okay,� Saija said with a smile. �I haven�t had a chance to stretch my wings much since arriving here. I do want to get a better look at the fight and flying seems a safe location. I�ll do it.�
Juliana sighed, letting out a small breath. �Excellent,� she said, giving a half-shrug to a thoroughly confused Irene. �Let�s head up to the roof then.�
Not willing to give the succubus time to reconsider or otherwise back out of her commitment, Juliana took her hand and pulled her along. Being a demon, Saija could probably break free with relative ease. She didn�t. After a few steps, she started walking along on her own.
A few steps more and Saija was practically dragging Juliana instead of the other way around.
Once they got up, Juliana paused.
A human�or human-like being in Saija�s case�carrying a human in flight seemed like it would be incredibly awkward at best, uncomfortable at worst. Well, not quite. Being dropped at a high altitude would be far worse than merely uncomfortable.
�So how are we going to do this?�
�Well, first I�ll wrap my tail around you,� she said, moving up close and wrapping the tail around Juliana�s chest, just beneath her armpits. �That way I will have a chance to catch you if you fall. Like a seatbelt in your car things.�
Juliana glanced down at the tail. It was a thin bit of leathery flesh, far smaller than any staircase handrail, with a spaded tip at the end. Not very long either. Even with Saija standing right up against Juliana, it barely made it all the way around her.
Given its size, Juliana wasn�t feeling very confident. If Saija�s much more normal sized arms couldn�t hold her up, what hope did the tail have?
Maybe I should drop off a few pounds of metal before we get started, Juliana thought.
But Saija had other plans. She bent slightly, hooking one arm right against the backside of Juliana�s legs. Juliana flailed as she fell backwards, eventually grabbing onto both of Saija�s shoulders just as Saija caught her back with her other arm.
�There,� the succubus said. She let out a short, slightly strained breath. �You weren�t kidding about your weight.�
Taking a moment to make sure she wasn�t about to fall, Juliana readjusted some of her metal to make the side closer to Saija a bit thicker. Moving their center of balance a bit closer to the center seemed a good idea. Still, she had to ask. �Too heavy?�
Saija tilted up her chin with a smug look on her face. She tried to puff out her chest, but it wasn�t as effective with Juliana in her arms. �Never. When I said I could lift ten of you, that might have been a bit of an exaggeration. One is still fine.�
She took a few steps forward, each more steady than the last as her confidence grew.
�However,� she said, pausing, �maybe think about a diet? Some of the people I was eating lunch with were asking how I could eat so much and still maintain my figure. I didn�t really understand, but I guess a diet makes you less heavy. So try that.�
�I�ll think about it,� Juliana mumbled. It�s just the armor.
Saija walked them right up to the edge of the building. Craning her neck, Juliana managed to get a quick view of the fight below.
Arachne was missing several more legs. They were lying scattered about the plaza. She had actually shrunken down to her humanoid form, perhaps because she ran out of legs to keep her bulky form mobile. Or even standing.
The hunter was actively trying to disengage. He kept snapping away from the demon and the doll. Unfortunately for him, he couldn�t get away. Nearly the entire ground level had been webbed in like some sort of arena cage. Anytime he tried hacking away at the threads, Arachne or the doll made it to him before he could get through.
The doll would hound him relentlessly until he managed to get away again while Arachne just occupied his attention long enough for the doll to get over. She would stop fighting and repair the fencing.
Being less mobile, the golem would help keep him away from Arachne while she worked. Occasionally a rock would fly across the arena like a missile, sometimes missing and sometimes hitting but always forcing him to back away from the fence.
They watched for a few moments before Juliana remembered the whole reason they had come to the roof in the first place.
�Shall we take off now?�
�This seems to be a perfectly good view of the fight.�
�Well, if you can�t do it, I understand. I was just so looking forward to the flight.�
Saija didn�t respond. She tipped forward and stepped off the edge of the roof instead.
Juliana�s hands, already tight around the succubus�s shoulders, clamped down. Saija might survive, but Juliana wouldn�t.
The fall didn�t last long, however. Saija�s wings spread out, catching the air and turning their dive into a glide. A few quick flaps and an angle slightly upwards had them climbing and soaring straight over the battlefield.
�Please don�t do that again,� Juliana shouted over the wind.
�It�s more fun that way.�
Well, I�m not here to have fun, Juliana thought as she turned her attention to scanning the rooftops below. They were quickly moving away from the battle and towards the city, which was good for Juliana. She didn�t need to steer Saija. At least not yet.
�Oh. I wondered what that was,� Saija said.
It didn�t take long to realize what she was talking about.
One of the rooftops was lit up like it belonged in Las Vegas. Neon lights danced around in a large ring, flickering between green and red. Squinting her eyes, Juliana could barely make out the tiny form of Eva hammering her fists away at the flickering barrier.
�Quick,� Juliana said, �put me down on the edge of the roof.�
�Put you down? After all the fuss you made about getting to go flying?�
�Saija��

Chapter 022

Trapped and Trapped Again
Eva hit her fist against the barrier. Unlike her first several hits, the barrier barely flickered. Every time she hit it, her strikes got weaker. She could barely lift her arms. Worst of all, she couldn�t tell if it was doing anything. The barrier was still keeping her stuck on the platform.
Even if it was weakening, it wasn�t going to fall before Eva collapsed.
Really, she should just stop. Her arms were exhausted. So was she. She should just sit down for a moment, shut her eyes, and take a quick nap. Just a little rest to reinvigorate her.
The moment her eyelids started to droop, Eva slapped herself on the side of her face.
Whatever she was thinking, it wasn�t her proper thoughts. Something about the circle was draining her and she was falling into its trap.
More than she already had, anyway. How foolish. One step to the side and she found herself caught already.
There had to be a way out.
Teleporting didn�t work. Neither did blinking. They were among the first things that she had tried. Both felt like running headfirst into brick walls. Her flames didn�t scorch the floor. They just slid off the surface. Despite the roof being made of gravel, it was like there was there was a layer of water over the surface that just made her flames stay inert.
Attempting to use her blood to explode the chalky circle was the same. Her blood couldn�t pass through the barrier any further than Eva could. Like her flames, they didn�t damage the ground outside the circle.
Which made a disturbing amount of sense. If a demon could just use their magic or abilities to break the circle while stuck inside it, nobody would bother with shackles. They would be worthless for any demon more magically inclined than Arachne.
There was one thing she hadn�t tried yet.
Her blood hand spell didn�t need to physically pass through a location. They appeared around the targeted area. If she could make a hand appear outside the barrier, she could rake it across the ground and disrupt the circle. Even breaking a single line should be enough to get her out of the trap.
Failing that, maybe it would at least stop the draining effect.
She was exhausted. Not thinking properly. There were probably ten thousand reasons why she shouldn�t try it�it had to backfire somehow�but she was running out of options and time.
The thing that made her most nervous was the hunter. She was still just sitting a few rooftops away. Her eyes were glued to Eva, but otherwise doing nothing.
Eva kept expecting a crackling in the sky overhead. She had a shield all prepared and ready if such a thing did happen. Her shield couldn�t go outside the barrier, but it worked just fine inside it.
But nothing had happened. Maybe the hunter couldn�t use it so soon after firing it off. How long had it even been since then? Five minutes? It couldn�t have been much more, but Eva had been unconscious for a portion of the time immediately after the initial sky cracking.
Or, more likely, the hunter didn�t want to ruin her own trap so long as Eva was stuck inside it.
It was wearing her down. Even if it didn�t kill her, it wouldn�t be hard to walk over and slice off her head if Eva did lie down and take a nap.
So she had to get out.
Drawing her dagger, Eva made a small slit in her upper arm. If her own blood wasn�t enough, she could use Arachne�s blood later. No sense wasting Arachne�s if this experiment failed.
She drew out a strand of blood, formed it into a ball, and took a deep breath as she plunged her hand in.
Eva had been aiming just outside the barrier.
Instead of her claw appearing outside, Eva found herself thrown back and pinned against the opposite wall of the shackles. Her hand was pulled from the ball of blood, killing the spell near instantly. Eva fell to the ground, collapsed in a pile of worthless blood.
Not a drop of blood made it outside the barrier. It had successfully contained her spell.
She was well and truly stuck. Climbing to her feet, ankle-deep in magically worthless blood, she continued hitting against the barrier with her fist. There wasn�t much else she could do.
If she could get a message off to someone, maybe. She should have kept a hold of Juliana�s cellphone.
Eva jumped back from the shackles as something fell from the sky. It landed with a clatter in a heap just on the other side.
�You didn�t have to drop me,� Juliana shouted as she picked herself up.
Blinking twice, Eva let out a small sigh of relief. It wasn�t an enemy. At the moment, Juliana was even better than someone like Arachne or Ylva showing up.
Juliana was a human. She could waltz in and out of the shackles as if they weren�t there.
Again, Eva sighed. The relief brought with it exhaustion. A sudden lack of adrenaline through her system had the barrier�s draining effect feeling ten times as strong.
�Juliana. I need you to destroy this circle as soon as possible.�
Juliana�s eyes went wide as her head whipped over to face Eva. It wasn�t hard to imagine why. Eva was covered in blood and, currently, sitting in an ankle-deep pool of the stuff.
Normally, such a thing wouldn�t be that big a deal for Eva. Good, in fact. Unfortunately, none of it was controllable. It was all magically created blood. She wasn�t sure what was up with the bleeding walls. That blood seemed usable, or at least, Eva couldn�t remember even running low on blood during the previous fight with the hunter. She hadn�t been thinking perfectly straight, but the blood had just been flowing. She couldn�t even remember cutting herself after the walls had started bleeding.
The only real downside was that Eva couldn�t trigger it. It was obvious to see that the walls started bleeding during emotional distress. Obviously, being trapped in a set of shackles and nearly dying was not quite as distressing as Eva thought it should be. Or the shackles were preventing the effect from manifesting.
Either way, she would soon be out of her predicament.
While her hazy mind was going over useless thoughts, Juliana actually got to work.
She recovered from her brief shock at seeing Eva�s state and got to work. With the rooftop covered in a layer of gravel and the shackles drawn out on top in a layer of paint, an earth mage was its greatest enemy. Stretching out her hand, Juliana churned the gravel.
Eva felt herself drop an inch, landing atop the gravel as the blood escaped its confinement and spread over the roof.
Along with the barrier, the draining exhaustion immediately receded. She didn�t feel reinvigorated, but it was like shrugging off a weight from her shoulders. Breathing was easier and, after standing up, Eva didn�t feel a need to go take a nap.
An improvement no matter how one figured it.
�Thanks,� Eva said just as Saija landed on the roof.
Unlike Juliana, Saija landed on her feet. She touched down on the tips of her toes and stepped forward twice, almost like a dancer just landing out of a particularly tricky jump. The smile on her face wasn�t one of pride or joy. It was the nasty grin of someone who realized their rival just stumbled down the stairwell.
�Big bad Eva getting stuck in such an obvious trap? Here I was thinking you were something special. And after that big speech about fighting too.�
Eva didn�t bother responding. She twisted to one side, feeling the cold of an icicle brush past her skin. It landed in the rooftop with a thunk. Had she not moved, she would have an arm-sized hole in her chest.
The thunk was quickly followed by a metallic clang and a wet squelch.
Both Juliana and Saija fell to the ground. The former had torn clothes and a slight dent in her armor with an icicle lying at her side. Juliana quickly got back on her feet, molding over the dent with fresh metal as she moved.
Saija didn�t get up.
�Ahhaha, what?� Saija said as she lay face down in the gravel. An icicle stuck out of her back. Black blood dripped around her side to join with the blood from Eva�s claws. �It hurts.�
�Watch out for flying icicles,� Eva said, ignoring Saija as she glared at the red-haired hunter. �Traps too. And keep an eye on the sky.�
There were only three buildings between Eva and the hunter. Three trap filled buildings. She could try blinking across. Even blinking out to points in the air to avoid the three buildings. However, she didn�t have a lot of time to think while in mid-air. She could just wind up in another trap.
With Saija down and now shouting about a pain in her back and how much the hunter would pay, Juliana would have limited mobility. Assuming Saija had been the one carrying Juliana in the first place.
�What about Saija?�
�Can�t help her while being bombarded. Since no portal opened, she�ll survive.�
Probably. Eva doubted that she would perish because of her injuries. However, the hunter could still drop a spike of ice right over her head. The best way to avoid that was simply to keep the hunter too busy to fight an already downed opponent.
�We need to move,� Eva said, grabbing Juliana by the arm and pulling her out of the way of another icicle. Once clear, Eva didn�t stop. She continued across the roof towards the next building.
She was only barely watching the hunter as they charged across the rooftop. Juliana had armor covering every inch of her body. She had wrapped it around her head with only a hole for her blond hair to trail out the back. Eva herself was fairly resilient. So long as she used her hands to shield herself from any oncoming icicles, she would be fine.
Of a much greater concern were the wards and shackles. None of them would be good to get stuck in.
Although, she didn�t have much to worry about. Juliana was being extremely proactive in keeping the roof churned. Shackles vanished before Eva even had to worry about standing in them.
The wards weren�t so easily removed. The roof wasn�t large. It shouldn�t take longer than about a minute to run from one end to the other. However, the maze of wards that Eva could sense had her backtracking half the time.
By the time they made it, Juliana had formed an arm�s worth of metal into a shield, holding it out in front of them as they ran.
�We�re jumping across,� Eva said, planting her feet just at the edge of the building.
Juliana screeched to a halt.
�Jumping?�
�Can you make it?�
�I��
Eva didn�t wait for her hesitation. She scooped up Juliana much like how Arachne had carried her on occasion. The girl was heavy, especially on her upper arms, but she could hold her for the few seconds it took to cross the gap. It wasn�t even that long a gap. A few feet at most.
Arachne�s legs could carry the two of them that far, at least.
Eva took two steps back, giving them a short runway to springboard off the ledge.
Juliana made it. Being a foot forward in Eva�s arms, she sailed onto the next roof with ease. Eva would have made it as well had she not run into another barrier. She smacked into it, stopping straight away with a pain in her hands and face.
And started falling. A tiny bit of the ledge was barely within the barrier.
Eva stretched, grasping for it.
Her fingers scraped along the brick, leaving long gashes as she failed to slow down. Eva kicked a foot into the wall. Brick shattered under her carapace. She still fell a bit more as the bricks crumbled, but managed to slow herself enough to dig her hand into the wall as well.
Only the tips of her fingers made it in before she felt the barrier prevent her from going any further. So long as she wasn�t tipping backwards and falling on her head, she was fine with being stuck for the moment.
Glancing over her shoulder at the alley below, Eva snarled. Rows of shackles had been set up adjacent to one another. No matter where she would have jumped from, she would have wound up stuck. There weren�t any shackles out in the streets, but Eva could feel wards out there. Not as visually obvious as the shackles, but still potentially as problematic.
Worse, the wards would probably hurt Juliana as well. In that line of thinking, jumping over shackles had been the correct choice.
Of course, it would have been better to have checked before jumping. They could have avoided this whole mess.
�Eva?� Juliana called out from somewhere up above.
�Over the edge!�
A metal helmet peeked over the top of the building, accompanied by a metallic clang as an icicle glanced over the top of her head. It wasn�t a direct hit. Just enough to clip the helmet.
But it had enough force to send her forehead straight into the ledge, eliciting another clang.
�I am sick of these icicles,� Juliana said, lifting her head and rubbing her forehead. The rubbing probably didn�t do much given her helmet.
�Enjoy it while it lasts,� Eva said. �It isn�t practical to throw car-sized ice boulders at us from this distance.�
A crumbling of a brick forced Eva to dig her other hand into the wall for stability. She couldn�t dig it in too far. The barrier of the shackle extended only a few inches into the brick wall, not giving her much room to dig her claws in. She wasn�t sure if the barrier extended beyond the exact lines of the drawing or if the building was leaning or otherwise built poorly.
Given that this was Brakket, probably the latter.
Either way, she was thankful for it. While she wouldn�t die from the fall�she had jumped from the top of the dormitory building before�it would still be unpleasant and all the more distance to go to get back up to the roof.
�Worry about the icicles and boulders later. Mind destroying the shackles down there?�
She stretched out her hand.
But the shackles stayed where they were.
�It�s asphalt.�
�I really wouldn�t care if it was reinforced concrete. It needs to go.� Preferably before any sort of secondary effect started up. Eva did not need magical sleep trying to take her while hanging off the side of a building. �If you have to make a sinkhole that swallows up both buildings beneath them, do it.�
Eva paused as a thought occurred to her. �Actually, could you swallow up the building the hunter is on in a giant sinkhole? She isn�t very mobile, so she would probably get caught in it.�
�I�m not my mother, Eva�� Juliana�s voice came slightly strained. And slightly annoyed. As if she were carrying a couch all by herself while Eva just sat to the side and watched.
�Thought I�d ask anyway,� Eva said.
A cracking below her pulled Eva�s attention back to the ground. The center of her shackle was sagging downwards, unable to support itself fully as Juliana moved the earth beneath. Another moment�and several clangs of ice off Juliana�s armor�and a part of the center fell inwards.
Eva immediately kicked her foot back and dug it deep into the brick wall. She repeated the action with her hands and other foot, giving her a much better hold of the wall.
�Thanks,� Eva said.
Juliana let out a few short pants. �Just don�t ask me to do that again,� she said between breaths. �I�m really not so great at manipulating earth I can�t see.�
Eva had really only touched earth magic. Nothing more than dipping her fingers into it. And what she had tried had been inside a classroom. Not enough to really get a grasp on the limitations of the element.
So she just nodded.
Rather than try to climb up the wall, digging holes into it as she went, Eva blinked upwards. Just above the level of the roof. Without hesitation, she blinked straight forwards.
And landed on her feet just a step away from Juliana.
Thankfully, not in another set of shackles. Twice in one day was beyond enough. A third time would just be embarrassing.
She did have to dodge one icicle, bat a second out of the air, and catch a third mere seconds after landing. The third icicle exploded into shards of ice as Eva crushed it in her fist.
Glaring at the hunter a mere two roofs away, Eva dared her to sling a fourth icicle over.
She wished that she had a valid means of striking back. The hunter would just freeze over any blood that came close. Even fireballs had been woefully unhelpful during their previous engagement. Ice could work as a shield just as well as a projectile.
Really, Eva was putting far too many eggs in the basket that kept the hunter from moving. Injured though she appeared to be, it could all be a feint. She could throw off the blanket that covered her chair to unveil forty shotguns aimed right at Eva. As soon as they fired, she might blink straight behind Eva and slice off her head.
At least, that was one of the worse case scenarios that Eva could come up with.
It really didn�t fit with what little she knew of the hunter�s personality, however. The hunter seemed more like Arachne. The kind of person to charge her foes head-on with as much force as she could put behind her attacks. This mostly ineffectual long-range bombarding wasn�t doing much of anything except for annoying the two of them.
Though, if they let their guards down, they could easily wind up like Saija.
�Let�s move.�
Eva took off. She didn�t need to look behind her to tell that Juliana was following. The traps on the roof disappearing as the gravel churned was proof enough of that.
The next building didn�t have a large gap between the rooftops. At least not a horizontal one. There was a few foot drop, but nothing that Eva couldn�t handle with a small jump. Juliana took a little bit longer to climb down as she decided to lower herself down. Eventually, she made it.
Only this roof left before the hunter�s roof.
�Why aren�t we moving?�
�I�m not sure where is safe,� Eva said.
Though Juliana had taken out all of the shackles before them, Eva still stood frozen. Bubbles of magic that Eva had taken to be wards dotted the rooftop. She wasn�t entirely certain that they were wards; Eva had only been in the warding class for a short while. But if the previous roofs had been mazes, this was a minefield.
It wasn�t a long minefield. Whatever was inside the building obviously didn�t need much floorspace. Were the wards gone, Eva could be across the roof in ten steps. Unfortunately, she couldn�t see a path through.
The only real consolation was the short drop. It put them out of line of sight of the hunter, granting them a short reprieve from the ice. Though the hunter should still be able to see them through the walls if Nel was right.
Which meant that the reprieve might only be around until they were successfully distracted or lulled into complacency. She would then rain ice down upon them from above. Possibly with the boulders that Eva had mentioned earlier.
Great. One more thing to be worried about.
�So what do we do?�
�I�m not playing her games. We�re skipping this trap.�
�Skipping? What do� Hey! E-Eva! Wait��
Juliana�s protests were torn from her mouth as Eva hefted her up and slung her over her shoulder. Perhaps not as comfortable as the princess-carry that she had just used to cross the gap, but Eva needed a proper center of balance and a much better grip.
�Just clear out any shackles you can see when we land. I�m not getting trapped again today.�
Before Juliana could protest, Eva coiled the muscles in her legs and sprung off from the side of the roof.

Chapter 023

Encased
Arachne hissed through her teeth. Another of her legs was lying on the ground. Attacking with them had definitely been the right choice. Arms, and the hands attached to them, were just too valuable. Especially while she was weaving webs.
It hurt to lose them. When Eva had amputated her legs, she had taken several anesthetics to numb herself to the pain. Arachne hadn�t. And frankly, it hadn�t hurt much at all. The following weeks she had spent regrowing her legs had been more annoying than any kind of suffering.
But the hunter�s sword was odd. It cleaved cleanly through her limbs as if they weren�t even there. The human phrase would be �like a hot knife through a stick of butter.� Worse than that, it reminded Arachne of being hit with lightning from the Elysium Order�s nuns. Not so much the time her face had been exploded�she hadn�t felt much from that incident�but she had been hit with it enough otherwise to remember its feeling.
That feeling of it crawling through her, eating away at even her demonic regeneration.
But still, better to lose a leg than lose an arm.
Though, that didn�t mean that the legs were infinitely disposable.
There were only the six on her back plus her two primary legs in her human form. Well, there had been six plus two. At the moment, there were only the two left.
The hunter was getting desperate. With the way the doll moved and hounded him, he had been largely ineffective in doing anything.
Except for when he sliced off her legs.
Really, that was more Arachne�s fault than anything. She didn�t have to put herself in danger. He would hack his way through the makeshift walls penning him in and escape. Arachne could just let him go instead of intercepting him.
But Eva was out there.
Seeing Eva stand up and walk into the dormitory had been a relief. Feeling her leave towards the city had been a shock. Arachne wanted nothing more than to chase after her. Her Eva could be walking into more danger.
Let�s be honest with myself, Arachne thought as she watched the hunter duck under the doll�s sword only to find himself punted across the plaza by the golem�s fist. Eva is definitely heading into danger.
That was just how Eva worked.
Arachne narrowed her eyes as the hunter crashed into Brakket Academy�s brand new fountain, mostly destroying it. The doll jumped high into the air, dropping down with her blade pointed straight at the ground.
The hunter managed to roll out of the way, dodging the attack just as he had the last four times the doll tried to get the drop on him.
It was enough to make Arachne wonder if the doll couldn�t learn properly. If he could dodge it three times, a fourth was probably not going to help. A fifth certainly not. She might eventually get lucky, but Arachne might be dead of old age by then. And Arachne didn�t even age.
The hunter continued his roll for a short distance before snapping up to his feet and charging the webbing separating him from the rest of the city.
And that was another reason Arachne couldn�t leave to help Eva. He was getting desperate to escape. Perhaps he had noticed Eva leaving as well and wanted to stop her from doing whatever she set out to accomplish.
That was something Arachne could never allow.
Glancing down at her severed leg, Arachne picked it up.
Not to mention, he is really pissing me off.
The tip of her leg was still sharp. This one had been severed at the first joint, leaving it looking more like the top of a spear than anything else.
Pulling back her arm, Arachne threw the leg at the hunter. She didn�t expect it to do much damage. His armor could stop the doll�s sword from slicing all the way through.
But the hunter did stop hacking at the webbing long enough to slice at the flying limb.
He backed away from the webbing almost immediately. The doll was still digging her sword out of the fountain, but Genoa�s golem was moving into position.
With two quick steps, he made it to the doorway of the Rickenbacker dormitory building.
Genoa�s golem crumbled to a mound of lifeless earth.
At first, Arachne thought that Genoa was fleeing, running away like a coward before the hunter could reach her.
A wall rose from the ground in front of the Rickenbacker. A smooth sheet of stone stretched high up, rising even higher than the roof of the building.
Arachne grit her teeth. The stupid woman should have just done that in the first place instead of creating the small pillars that Arachne used to web in the plaza. It would have been far more effective.
The reason why quickly became clear.
The golem was down. A fact that did not escape the notice of the hunter. Getting obviously desperate, he charged straight back towards the section of the web he had just been hacking away at. A section Arachne hadn�t had a chance to repair.
Golem down. The doll was still busy for another few seconds.
Too long. He could be gone by the time the doll got into the fray again.
Arachne grit her teeth and charged. Spare legs or not, he would not be making it to Eva.
� � �
Eva landed right on the edge of the roof, almost falling backwards onto the minefield of wards.
A barrier from a set of shackles that she had landed on saved her. It caught her, acting like a wall to lean against. Juliana wasn�t stopped by the barrier. She went straight through. It was a bit disorienting to have the weight on her shoulders not be stopped by the wall that Eva hit, but the situation quickly resolved itself as Eva shoved off the barrier.
At the same time, she slung Juliana around, dropping her onto the rooftop. Eva hadn�t intended to drop her, but the sensation of being off-balance combined with Juliana�s weight had her moving not quite how she wanted.
�Shackles,� Eva said.
Though her words were unneeded. Eva was kept from interacting with the shackles and the rest of the roof by the barrier. Juliana wasn�t. The moment she hit the ground, her flailing hands disturbed the chalk enough to break the shackles.
And a good thing too.
Eva needed the mobility.
She gripped Juliana�s hand and pulled, dragging both of them out of the way of an icy boulder crashing down right where the shackle had been.
After making sure that Juliana was actually on her feet this time, Eva ignited her hands and started tossing fireballs. It didn�t matter that the hunter intercepted every single one with a flurry of snow. So long as she was busy defending herself, she couldn�t conjure up giant balls of ice.
Eva let out a sharp hiss of pain as something tore into her side. Just because the hunter couldn�t conjure boulders didn�t mean that she couldn�t slip in an icicle.
She realized in an instant what had happened. Eva hadn�t see it coming. When her fireballs hit the hunter�s snowballs, they exploded in a burst of steam, snow, and flames. The icicles came straight through, leaving her with very little time to react.
Worse, Eva couldn�t take cues from the hunter�s body language. Now that Eva was closer, she could clearly see that the hunter wasn�t moving in the slightest.
She had something around her neck, encrusted with gemstones. Some kind of focus, probably. But she barely moved her neck. Her arms hadn�t moved. Her legs were just as still, bent in her chair at a slight angle. It would have been an awkward position to sit in. Eva doubted that she could feel it.
The holes in her back were still there. Someone had tried to stitch her skin up, but they hadn�t fixed up the actual punctures in her spine.
Really, it was amazing that she could cast at all. Eva didn�t need a focus. Her entire body, being mostly demonic, acted as a focus. But even though the woman clearly had a demon�s eye, Eva doubted that would allow her to cast spells with no focus.
Devon had a tentacle for an arm and still used his rings on his other hand.
If Zoe were here, Eva might consider asking her how foci worked with severe nerve damage and how magic flowed through the body. But she wasn�t. Eva didn�t know where she was. Maybe Wayne had teleported her back to her house only for them to get caught up in whoever was attacking Ylva.
Also, probably not a good idea to have idle conversations while fighting.
The fact of the matter was that the hunter was casting spells and she was doing it without moving. The hows and whys just didn�t matter.
Of course, being close enough to see into her body through her blood gave Eva hope. The hunter was undoubtedly paralyzed from the neck down. At least.
To the hunter�s side was a small table. Atop it sat the corrupted idol, the one Nel believed to be the cause of the sky cracking effect.
Eva jumped to the side, avoiding an array of icicles while launching a few more fireballs of her own. None of her fireballs were the big explosive kinds. The hunter would likely see them coming from miles away. Even in her debilitated state. Eva didn�t want explosions being somehow rebounded on her.
Juliana was finally getting her bearings. Only a few seconds had passed since they landed on the roof, so Eva couldn�t blame her too much for being a little stunned. Especially with the dropping and dragging. The icicles pinging off her armor probably didn�t help much either.
But once she finally got to work, she didn�t waste much time in becoming effective.
The rooftop gravel around the hunter exploded. Her chair tipped straight backwards as rock flew up into the sky.
Eva didn�t waste the opportunity. They might not get another one.
She charged forward. There were no wards on this roof to get in her way. Juliana had handily taken care of all the shackles with her explosion. Nothing was in her way.
Not even a wall of ice sprouting from the ground would stop her.
Eva vaulted it, hopping over to the other side with only her hands grazing across the top.
She landed on the other side and purposefully fell to her knees. Between her knees, she pinned the hunter down.
Just in the off-chance that the hunter was feigning her paralysis.
Eva drew back her fist and brought it down, bashing out a few of the hunter�s teeth. She had to keep the hunter as disoriented as possible to avoid becoming an icicle pincushion.
For just a moment, she paused. Eva almost said something incredibly silly. �That was for Martina,� or something similar. But it was too embarrassing. In the end, Eva just shook her head and punched the hunter a second time.
As she drew her hand back again, Eva opened her fist. She clawed her hand, preparing to tear the hunter�s throat out.
But paused again.
Though a few of her teeth were missing, the hunter was smiling.
Eva felt a chill run down her spine. She had missed something. Some trap. Some weapon.
Juliana!
Had she still had hairs on her neck, they would be standing on end. Eva blinked away from the hunter. The ice wall was still just behind her. It had grown for a few moments more after Eva had vaulted it, but it wasn�t much of an obstacle when she could blink straight up.
Landing on the top, Eva was overjoyed to see Juliana standing right where she had been. Her first thought had been that something had happened to Juliana. That not being the case did not mean that everything was fine. She could hear a light crackling somewhere in the air.
Eva jumped from the top of the ice wall. As she moved, her vials of Arachne�s blood exploded, releasing their contents. The blood swirled around behind her. She landed on Juliana, tackling her to the ground. The blood formed into three overlapping shields around the two of them.
The outermost shield collapsed almost instantly. The second followed, lasting a few seconds longer than the first before succumbing to the heat.
Eva never got to find out how the third shield would have fared. A lurch in her stomach and a lack of building beneath her had Eva falling straight downwards.
She lay still for a moment. Powdered brick and sawdust clouded the area, making breathing unpleasant.
On a brighter note, while the heat was still around, it wasn�t scorching her. In fact, it was at the point where it was almost a pleasant heat.
For her.
Juliana was� not screaming. However, she wasn�t sounding as if she were enjoying a nice vacation on the beach either. Muffled moans and groans escaped from the vents in her helmet.
�Are you alright?�
At her words, Juliana just gave a loud groan. A louder groan.
�Right,� Eva said, taking her eyes off Juliana to look around. Just because she wasn�t dead now didn�t mean that the hunter had expended all of her traps.
While there was evidence of more shackles having been drawn on the walls and what was left of the ceiling of the building they had fallen into, it was all damaged beyond a working state. Probably meant to hinder or trap Eva if she chose to get to the roof from street level instead of hopping across the neighboring buildings. It certainly wasn�t meant to operate after destroying half the building.
It wasn�t hard to imagine what happened. The hunter had obviously been channeling magic into the false idol during their fight. She made another of those sky cracks.
And, unless she had been intending to commit suicide, she was likely still alive somewhere.
�Juliana, I�m leaving for just a moment,� Eva said, turning away.
She had to find out what happened to the hunter and whether or not they were still in immediate danger. Before moving, she did glance down at the obviously in-pain girl. Through her sense of blood, Eva could see no immediate problems. She wasn�t bleeding out or even hemorrhaging blood internally.
�Try not to die. Your mother would kill me.�
�Me too,� she said after drawing in a labored breath. �She threatened me with necromancy.�
Eva smiled for just a moment. It disappeared as she turned away again.
The building had survived the attack for the most part. Half of the roof had collapsed. A good portion of the debris was glassed over similar to the bricks in the Brakket dormitory plaza. The edge of the roof looked to be relatively stable. Mostly because of the brick wall beneath it. It hadn�t collapsed and it wasn�t swaying. Even if Eva�s weight disturbed it enough to cause the whole wall to come tumbling down, the building�s roof was only three stories high.
She would survive a fall.
Eva blinked up to the top and froze again.
She hadn�t been able to see the top of the intact portion of the roof from below. It was a solid sheet of glass. No evidence of the ice wall remained. No chair. Not even splinters of the table. Even the neighboring buildings had their roofs half glassed. A good portion of the wards on them had failed entirely. At least, Eva could detect nothing from them.
Because the roof was a smooth surface, it didn�t take long to find one thing that had survived the destruction.
A simple idol. A statue of a woman in tears, holding her hands up to her face. It was small enough for Eva to carry. About the size of an extra-large water bottle.
But there was no way she was going to touch it.
There was a zero percent chance that it was not a trap in some way or form. The hunter might have teleported away after being knocked down. She might have actually gone through with the suicidal route and vaporized herself in her own attack. But no matter what, she wouldn�t leave behind a weapon of such a magnitude. Even if she assumed that Eva had perished in the attack, there were still other enemies of the hunters around.
And yet, Eva couldn�t leave it where it was. The hunter was gone at the moment, but leaving it behind to rejoin the fight against the armored hunter would let somebody else collect it.
Eva grit her teeth. She had accomplished her objective. The hunter wouldn�t be bombarding them with the idol anymore.
Unless it was a fake. That was also a possibility.
But for the moment, she was going to both assume that it was real and that the hunter had retreated.
Glancing back down into the building to make sure that Juliana hadn�t been attacked while Eva had been distracted, Eva found her to be sitting upright. Which she took as a good sign.
�How are you?� Eva called down.
�Achy. I could use a massage.�
�Just be glad you didn�t get boiled alive in that armor.�
�Yeah, thanks for that.�
�I need you to come up here and encase something in a solid block of metal. Can you do that?�
�Probably.� Juliana slowly got to her feet. There were a few choked off grunts of pain as she moved. Most of them happened as she tried to straighten out her back. Once on her feet, she placed her hands on her hips and arched her back.
The pops were audible even from where Eva was standing.
�The stairs,� she said once she finished stretching and had a moment to look around, �I think they�re gone.�
Eva jumped off the edge of the roof, touching down next to Juliana. �Don�t worry. I can carry you.�
Juliana immediately took a step backwards. Holding up her hands in front of her, she said, �I don�t think��
�No time to argue,� Eva said, grabbing one of Juliana�s outstretched arms. She used the arm to help heft Juliana up into a fireman�s carry. �Don�t worry. It�s a higher jump than last time, but not as far horizontally.�
�Eva, I don�t��
�Too late.�
Eva jumped back up to the roof. This time, she didn�t land right on the edge where the brick wall turned into the roof. It wasn�t a very wide landing spot. With a squirming person on her back throwing off her center of balance, Eva wasn�t feeling too confident balancing on a thin beam.
Especially with how she had nearly fallen off the roof the first time, only saved by the shackles.
The glassed over part of the roof that was still intact had looked stable enough.
Eva�s carapace-covered feet touched down on the smooth surface. She immediately froze.
Cracks spread out from where she landed. A spiderweb of lines appeared in the glass, accompanied by high-pitched snaps.
Holding her breath, Eva waited. She didn�t think that falling through the roof would kill her. Or Juliana, for that matter�though she had been banged around a lot, she was well protected within her suit of armor�but it could cause more of the roof to collapse on top of them after they fell through.
The cracking stopped shortly after Eva landed. She let out her breath in a sigh of relief.
�Let�s be careful where we step,� Eva said as she gingerly set Juliana down.
Juliana didn�t move from where Eva set her. �This doesn�t look very safe.�
�Probably not. The sooner you encase that thing in metal, the sooner we can both��
Eva trailed off. There was something. Something in the air. A feeling she had not felt for some time.
And a feeling she had only felt once before.
Confusion settled in as Eva tried to puzzle out just what was causing the disgusting sensation in her stomach.
�Eva?� Juliana said, voice full of concern. She glanced this way and that as if she was expecting an ambush. �Are you alright?�
Waving her hand, Eva closed her eyes. The feeling wasn�t around them. It was coming from the direction of the school. Not a danger to them. No ambush to be worried about.
At least, not one from the sensation she was feeling. There was still the possibility that the hunter was still around.
�I�m alright,� Eva said, snapping her eyes open. �But someone else isn�t.�
�What��
Eva was gone. Blinking away as fast as she could.
The feeling was something she had felt before. Right before her first real encounter with the hunters.
When Daru was being tortured. Given that Daru hadn�t ever turned up again, he had probably died as well.
Someone, some demon was in a serious state of injury back towards the school.
Clenching her teeth together, Eva felt her rage burning.
Only one demon had been in direct danger. Only one demon had been fighting with the other hunter.
�Arachne,� she hissed. �I�m not letting you die again.�
� � �
Juliana watched as Eva disappeared, leaving her all alone on the roof. At least the hunter was gone. And the thing Eva pointed out�
Thinning the metal armor on her legs gave her plenty to work with. She set to covering the disturbing little idol with metal. After a few moments, she had a shiny smooth tube. It looked like something that would be launched out of the main guns of a battleship. Except much smaller.
With that done, she tried nudging it with her foot.
Nothing happened.
She picked up the encased idol. Just in time for a small portion of the roof to crack and fall into the rest of the building.
I really need to get down from here, Juliana thought as a few more cracks spread across the top.

Chapter 024

Trousers
Eva dropped out of the sky, seething with her fists clenched tight as she grit her teeth together. Her final blink had carried her over the makeshift wall of the Brakket dormitory plaza.
The first thing she noticed were the arachnid legs scattered about. Arachne�s dismembered legs. Perhaps the source of the disturbing feeling.
Or so Eva thought until she spotted the rest of the demon, the hunter, and the doll.
The hunter�s curved sword was buried in Arachne�s stomach.
Blood boiled the moment Eva saw Arachne�s state. Time stood perfectly still as Eva�s brain screeched to a halt.
Arachne�s eyes were wide. As wide as they could be with the way her facial carapace worked. Her body was half twisted, as if she had tried to avoid the blade only to miss it by just a few inches.
Her carapace was cracked. Black liquid oozed from the wound. It dripped along the length of the sword, staining the edge black. When it hit the emerald encrusted hand guard, the blood flowed over the gemstones until it reached the very lowest point.
From where it dropped down onto the ground, creating tiny splashes as it pooled on the glassed-over surface.
The pool expanded slowly. Blood seeped from the ground, filling the area around the fighters� feet. It spread outwards, the circle growing to cover more of the plaza with blood. More than could possibly have seeped from Arachne�s wounds. Even with her severed legs, her body simply couldn�t hold so much blood.
Arachne had her mouth open in apparent shock.
But only for a moment.
As Eva watched, Arachne�s mouth curled into a vicious grin.
Time snapped back into place, reality resettling as Eva let out a short breath.
Arachne was still alive. For the moment, at least. No portal had opened to ferry her back to Hell.
Hands snapping forward, Arachne clamped down on the hilt of the sword, locking it in place and preventing the hunter from pulling it out.
He only tried for a moment longer before releasing the sword.
The doll forced him into a retreat. With his sword stuck in Arachne, there was nothing aside from his armor to protect him from the doll�s blade. He was obviously not willing to take the chance his armor could handle the blow.
He slid backwards, just barely ducking his head under the doll�s sword. His head came back up.
And he caught sight of Eva.
She couldn�t see his eyes. The visor of his helmet was nothing more than a thin slit. Even were she closer, she would have trouble seeing what lay behind it. Yet him noticing Eva was plain to see.
He stilled ever so slightly, angling his helmet further towards her.
Eva broke into a run. She could have blinked across the battlefield, but she was still forming a plan in her mind. Without his sword, the hunter would be far less deadly. Though, given how prepared he and his partner were, Eva couldn�t discount the possibility of traps or secondary weapons.
She was half hoping that he would pull out something else before she got to him. Preferably with enough time for her to react.
One thing was certain, this hunter was not leaving alive.
The other hunter had escaped, barring the suicide theory. It didn�t bother Eva that much. She had been able to confirm that the hunter was crippled. More importantly, they had gotten a hold of the idol. So long as it wasn�t a trap, Eva likely had Juliana to thank for that acquisition. She had been the one to knock over the hunter�s chair, putting her farther away from the idol and making sure she couldn�t teleport away with it.
Without the idol, creating a large ritual circle would be significantly easier.
But seeing what this hunter had done to Arachne� for that alone, he would pay.
Eva did note the blood around the hunter was freezing. White frost started close to him. It spread out in an almost perfect circle up to a few feet away from him.
At first, she considered the notion that the other hunter had come back. While a possibility, there was a far more likely explanation.
His armor had been enchanted to freeze liquids that came too close. The other hunter had never been actively protecting him. She had merely been watching from a distance, perhaps looking for another opportunity to crack the sky.
It hadn�t frozen Arachne�s blood as it dripped down his sword, but perhaps there hadn�t been time. In her momentary shock, the moment had felt like it had taken forever when, in reality, the entire interaction between the hunter, Arachne, and the doll had passed by in an instant.
Eva moved close enough for her feet to touch the black liquid. It didn�t splash or even ripple where her feet came down. Rather, it moved to the sides, allowing her to reach the dry ground beneath.
Despite not having touched her dagger into the liquid, it moved.
Which gave Eva an idea.
She called on the blood, willing a small orb to move up to her hand just as if she were manipulating regular blood.
The black liquid answered her call.
Eva let out a small chuckle as she ran, calling up more and more to surround her in a nearly opaque whirlwind of blood. Of course, with the hunter still able to freeze it, it wouldn�t do that much good. Perhaps she could bury him, but that could give him time to think of a way out.
She would much rather just tear out his throat and be done with it.
The blood twisting around Eva drew in close. It ran along her skin and her carapace. With a thought, she formed it into sharp claws extending from her hands. As soon as the blood was in place, she solidified it into razor-sharp crystal claws.
If the hunter was going to freeze it anyway, she would act first. Better yet, if her theory was correct and the hunter was only freezing liquids, she would still have enough control over her solidified crystals to explode them should any shards make it through his armor.
Eva called up the blood around her feet. It was nice that it wanted to give her a decent grip on the regular ground instead of the likely slick surface caused by the blood. However, that wasn�t what Eva wanted at the moment.
The last�and first�time she had tried this had been during her first trip to Hell. She had stood on liquid blood, using it as a step-ladder to get over a wall. The blood had only been able to act as a platform because of her will holding it together.
Unfortunately, she hadn�t been thinking much at the time. The reaction had been mostly fear driven.
The sounds the Keeper made as he moved, the pain, and being blind had all made the situation somewhat hectic at the time.
Just before she reached the hunter, Eva pushed off the ground. A jump with Arachne�s legs could carry her straight over the hunter with no problems.
The hunter pulled a dagger from his armor, slicing it through the air right in Eva�s path.
Still in the air, Eva kicked. The blood on her feet acted as a solid platform for a mere instant. The strength behind her kick ricocheted her at a right angle. With the hunter turning to slash at her old position, it put Eva right behind him.
Eva wasted no time. There was a small seam near his waist. Larger gaps in his armor just under his armpits and the backs of his knees.
She swiped at the easy to reach spot first. With his arms raised to attack Eva, it was almost like he was offering himself to her.
The crystallized claws extending out from her regular hands barely skimmed the surface of one of his pauldrons. Before Eva even realized what had happened, the hunter had vanished.
Without the expected impact and the unfamiliar weight on her hands, Eva stumbled forwards. Her foot hit against the ground.
In trying to dig her foot into the ground to catch her stumble, her foot slid out from under her. Eva did the splits as she fell to the ground.
She grit her teeth, letting out a slight hiss of pain.
Ice crystals coated her feet. The blood had stayed liquid long enough for her to pull off her aerial trick, but it had frozen soon after. Combined with the already frozen ground, her footing was in a precarious spot.
Eva rolled along the ice, avoiding a dagger in her back thanks only to a moment of forewarning from her blood sense.
He didn�t stick around for long. Somehow, someway, he noticed the doll sprinting up behind him. Her blade sailed clean through the air as the hunter moved to escape.
�Thanks,� Eva said as she climbed back to her feet. She made sure to brush off the lingering ice before planting her feet down again.
A quick glance behind her showed Arachne still around. She wasn�t moving much, just lying on the ground while holding tight to the hunter�s sword. That she hadn�t been drawn into a portal to Hell filled Eva with relief. If she had survived this long after being skewered, Arachne would live.
So long as she kept the hunter from finishing the job.
The doll twitched her head ever so slightly in Eva�s direction. �This� human is a troublesome opponent. He doesn�t move like a human.�
�Fighting is taking its toll on him,� Eva said, swinging her head back around to face the hunter full-on.
He was just standing there, panting for breath. He gripped his dagger tight in his hand.
For all the similarities between wards and enchantments, Eva couldn�t actually tell if it was magical or not. His sword gave off a feeling of revulsion that made Eva want to avoid it. But his dagger looked utterly normal to her eyes.
The bones in his body were slightly misaligned. Especially down in his legs. Were he to take off his boots, he would probably need a cast for several weeks. There were a couple of spots that looked as if they had broken clean through. He was held up thanks only to the rigid armor he wore.
Of course, Eva fully intended to help him avoid such a dismal fate.
�I don�t think he was meant to be in such a prolonged battle. So long as we keep him from escaping, he will wear down until he makes a mistake.�
�I would prefer if this ended sooner. I do have other business I must attend.�
Like standing around, frozen in indecision?
Eva almost spoke her thoughts, but the doll had moved before she could open her mouth.
Rather than follow after only to find that the hunter had moved before she got there, Eva waited. There was almost no chance that he would attempt to engage with the doll using only the dagger. Either he would reveal some other trick from up his sleeve or he would be forced to move.
If he didn�t� well, no need for Eva to get involved in that case.
The second before the doll reached the hunter, he vanished. As Eva expected.
He was dashing back towards the web wall in a straight beeline.
Straight to his sword and Arachne.
Eva blinked towards him with a snarl. Three rapid blinks to disguise her intentions. One to his left, one to his right, and finally one right in his path. Eva kicked off some of the slowly freezing blood to dodge a downward slash of his knife. On her way, she raked the jagged tips of her claws across his armor.
It wasn�t the weak points. Her claws scraped across his chest and arms, shedding thousands of tiny shards into the air. A few even got caught in his armor.
She blinked just a short distance away before he could properly retaliate, clapping her hands together even before she had fully rematerialized. Eva made sure to target only the crystalline shards. Normally, when she clapped her hands, she obliterated any blood that wasn�t near her body. That usually covered any attacks she had thrown. A few special cases, such as when she amputated her legs, required more precise targeting.
In this case, such indiscretion could be bad. She had considered just detonating the entire battlefield. But who knew how much debris would fly around. Not to mention the problem of Arachne. The spider-demon was lying right in the middle of the deepest puddle. Theoretically, she could try only exploding the pooled blood around him.
Theoretically, she could accidentally explode it all.
Not to mention the fact that he froze the blood around him. That would give him enough of a buffer that his armor could probably take any residual impact from the still-liquid blood.
Loud snaps accompanied the clap of her hands. Pockmarks dotted his breastplate and arm guards. A few of the holes even started bleeding, especially those around his arms. Not much red liquid dripped out of the holes. But Eva could still see it. It dripped down his arms, pooling inside his armor.
More important were the holes. Openings for a second, deeper attack.
The hunter had to break off his charge for the sword. Eva�s interception bought time for the doll to close the distance. Again, the hunter chose to retreat rather than meet her blade. He moved quick enough that Eva couldn�t follow. Somewhere to the side.
Eva heard a soft groan just behind her. She started to turn.
Only to feel the cold edge of a blade against her throat.
�Stop her,� the hunter hissed with wet words. Though her back was to him, she could clearly see blood splatter against the inside of his helmet. �And you get to live,� he added after taking in a labor-filled lungful of air.
Her first thought was to simply blink away. She could. She had just before been blinking around him, so he didn�t have any sort of mobile anti-teleportation wards about him.
In front of Eva, the doll was approaching. Not with the speed that she normally used, but walking. The heels of her leather boots made slight ripples in the sea of black blood as she moved. Her sword was held downwards in a single hand with her arm stretched at a slight angle to keep the tip from touching the ground or the liquid.
Her eyes stared forwards with a certain coldness that Eva might have otherwise ascribed to only Ylva. Only, they lacked the dead milky grey of Ylva�s eyes, being a vibrant silver instead.
For some reason, staring into those eyes, Eva got the distinct impression that the doll wouldn�t hesitate to run her through to reach the hunter. It would probably resolve her indecision as well.
More to the point of the hunter�s request, Eva doubted she would be able to stop the doll. At least, not without fighting. Fighting the doll didn�t seem like it was the smartest idea.
So Eva just stood still. She spent a moment, listening to the heavy breathing of the hunter behind her. Each breath came in strained and sounded as if he were gargling blood with every exhale.
It was a wonder he was even standing.
�Tell her to stand down,� he hissed into Eva�s ear as he dug his blade deeper into her throat. It was still not quite cutting. He held it at just the right angle to where most of the pressure came from the flat of the blade rather than the edge.
Even if he did twist his arm, Eva doubted it would be that troublesome to deal with. Small cuts could be healed in an instant. Even deeper gouges could be repaired or at least contained with assistance from her dagger.
In contrast to his already fast heartbeats increasing in speed, Eva was the epitome of calm.
She had a plan.
She just needed a few more seconds.
It would be nice if the doll would hurry up.
To be fair to the doll, her languid approach might possibly be an attempt to give Eva the time to escape. Eva wasn�t sure if the doll would or even could think along those lines, but the only other option was that she was moving for intimidation purposes.
Smelling the rancid stink of sweat pouring out of the hunter�s armor, Eva doubted that he needed anything more to intimidate him.
Tapping her leg, Eva gave the slightest jerk of her head towards the hunter. Just moving her neck a fraction of a hair in the hopes that the doll might hurry up.
While she could escape, as she had already considered, doing so would just continue the chicken chase around the arena.
The doll apparently got the message or got tired of waiting. She kicked off the ground, sending a wave of black blood high into the air as she rocketed forwards.
Eva felt the hunter tense through his armor. She wasn�t sure if he tensed to run or to slice her throat.
Shedding the larger portion of her crystalline claws to avoid jabbing herself in the face, Eva snapped her regular claws up to the hunter�s arm. She clamped down, holding his arm, and the rest of him, in place.
The dagger he had half stuck into her neck didn�t even factor into her concerns.
She was too busy watching the doll.
Three more steps, Eva thought. Two.
Once the doll raised her sword to strike, Eva released the hunter and blinked away.
A clang of metal on metal echoed across the battlefield.
Eva wasted no time, she turned and blinked straight back behind the hunter.
The hunter had both arms in the air. One still held his dagger, dripping with Eva�s blood. The other crossed his dagger, using both his armor and the blade to catch the doll�s sword. Despite stopping the doll�s blade, his own dagger had been half buried into his arm.
Bending her wrists, Eva moved the remainder of the crystallized blood into place. A single spike on the end of each arm. She pulled back and jammed both straight into the hunter�s armpits and pulled away, leaving the spikes in place.
He let out a cry. Knees buckling and arms weakening, it wouldn�t be long before the doll beheaded him.
Eva didn�t give her the opportunity.
Blinking away, Eva clapped her hands as she moved. She didn�t even turn to face the hunter when her hands touched.
A spray of warm liquid hit her back.
She waited for just a moment as more blood rained down, joining with the black demon blood.
Eva let out a long sigh before finally turning around.
The doll stood to one side, covered in red with her sword angled downwards at her side. Eva half expected her to be caught in the blast. If she had, oops. But obviously the explosion hadn�t harmed a hair on her head. Aside from the red, she looked as pristine as she had when Eva first saw her.
As for the hunter�
His legs were still there.
Some of his torso as well. Everything from ribcage and up was simply gone. His armor had split apart like a soda can that had been left in the freezer. One of his arms was lying a good distance away, sticking out of the black blood. Scanning the area, Eva couldn�t see the other.
Or a head, for that matter.
Despite the lack of head, Eva felt quite confident in proclaiming him deceased. The jury was still deliberating over Sawyer, but this man had not been a necromancer.
In fact, now that she thought about it, she wasn�t sure that she had seen him cast a single spell.
Breathing out a sigh of relief, Eva just about sat down for a rest. She did take a quick moment to patch up the hole in her neck before she remembered something.
�Arachne,� she hissed to herself as she whirled around.
The spider-demon was still lying on the ground. Still grasping the sword. Still on Earth.
Still alive.
Eva blinked over.
Arachne was staring up at the sky with her teeth set in a grimace. The moment Eva stepped over her, that grimace turned to a smile.
�Don�t worry,� Eva said before the spider-demon could try to speak. �I�ll take you to the nurse right away.�
That smile immediately slipped back into a grimace.
Just as Eva was reaching out to pull the sword from Arachne�s stomach, she felt another blade against her neck.
�We have yet to resolve our dispute.�
Eva closed her eyes as she drew in a deep breath. She was really getting sick of having blades at her throat.

Chapter 025

A Sixth Sense
With a long guttural noise from the back of her throat, Arachne tried to sit up.
Eva slammed her foot down on Arachne�s shoulder despite the sword at her neck. The sudden move shouldn�t alarm the doll too much. In fact, pretty much nothing alarmed the doll. Throughout that entire fight with the hunter, Eva hadn�t noticed a single recognizable emotion cross her face.
And even with a sword at her neck, Eva couldn�t allow Arachne to move. The sword had come perilously close to cutting straight through her heart tube. Of course, she probably shouldn�t have kicked her down so hard, but the sword didn�t cut anything vital.
So long as Arachne didn�t move more, everything would be fine.
To that end, Eva kept her foot firmly planted on Arachne�s chest.
�Look,� Eva said, turning her head slightly to address the doll, �I�m not going anywhere. No need to be so touchy.�
The doll said nothing. Only half looking at her, Eva couldn�t get a very good picture of what the doll was doing. Even if she could, she doubted she would gain any insight from looking at her face. The term �doll� was quite apt in her case.
As the silence continued, Eva slowly raised a hand. She used just the very tip of one finger to slide the blade off her shoulder. When she failed to encounter any resistance, Eva grew a little confidence. As soon as the blade wasn�t touching her, she twisted around and stepped onto the other side of Arachne to face the doll.
Of course, she didn�t take her foot off Arachne as she moved.
�While running around, I had some time to think. I think I�ve come up with something that might convince you to not send me to Hell or the Keeper.�
The doll remained where she was. Now that Eva was actually facing her, Eva found herself somewhat disturbed.
Blood hadn�t bothered Eva in years. The sight of it didn�t elicit any real feelings. Nor did the smell. Not fresh blood at least. The memories of Sawyer�s autopsies while she had been in his head were about where she drew the line in terms of body decomposition.
So it wasn�t the blood alone that made Eva take in a sharp breath.
It was the doll and how she just stood there, covered in blood, as if she didn�t even realize it. Her whole face was stained red, losing the alabaster look. Her hair as well. And her eyes� she obviously had them open when Eva had clapped her hands together. Larger bits of flesh hung off her body as well. A chunk of skin clung to a matted strand of hair.
Perhaps she did realize it. Without it factoring into her current mission, she just didn�t care.
Eva grimaced, remembering that she had her back turned while the hunter was busy exploding. She had definitely felt some blood hit her�and now that she was looking at herself with her blood sight, her worries were confirmed.
She definitely needed a shower.
Shaking her head and clearing her throat in an attempt to take her mind off the matter, Eva moved on with her explanation.
�Ylva killed me.�
The doll just continued staring.
Perhaps it wasn�t the best explanation. Eva had more to elaborate upon it, but at the moment, Arachne was letting out an even deeper growl as she struggled to get up.
Which was exactly why she had never told Arachne about that little incident. She knew that the demon would become agitated. Eva did not want Arachne trying to fight Ylva.
Eva lifted her foot and slammed it down. A few cracks spread through her carapace.
�After this incident you�re concerned about,� Eva said as Arachne settled down, �the one where I took a beacon from Hell, Ylva killed me. It was an experiment. One I was somewhat displeased to be the subject of. However, no portal to Hell opened to draw me back in. If I�m not demonic enough for Void to draw me in, I must not be demonic enough to have the Keeper�s laws applied to me.
�That combined with my earlier argument about realizing my mistake and destroying the beacon should be enough to absolve me.�
Or so Eva was hoping.
�She�s out in the city,� Eva added after a moment. �You can even ask her if you don�t believe me.�
Throughout the entire time Eva spoke, the doll had just stood there. Her sword was not up and at the ready, but hovering off to the side. Her facial expression never changed from her impassive stare.
So Eva held her breath, waiting and hoping that the doll judged her innocent.
Though she did have something of a backup plan. Unlike Eva, the black pool of blood they were all standing in did not avoid the doll�s feet. It was all still under her control. While it might not have seeped up into her boots, a great deal had splashed around the doll just from walking. Much of it had joined up with and been contaminated by the hunter�s blood, but plenty more was still pure enough to work with.
Eva could distinctly tell the difference between the hunter�s blood and the demon blood. A clap of her hands and the doll should be crippled if not killed outright.
Hopefully, anyway. Before any of that, Eva would be blinking away to give herself some time to clap.
Just as Eva was thinking about good locations to blink to, the doll�s sword-arm shot straight up into the air. She didn�t have time to react before it came back down.
Eva winced, expecting to find herself split in two.
But the doll�s sword came down to the side, splattering a great deal of red blood into the pool of black.
In one swift motion, she slid it across the opening of her scabbard, stopping at the tip, and plunged it in.
With the doll�s sword put away, Eva breathed out her held breath.
Eva turned her attention to Arachne now that the doll had sheathed her sword. Ever since she had stomped on Arachne�s shoulder, she hadn�t tried to get up. That wasn�t to say that she was sitting still and content. Her fingers were scraping through the pool of blood as she clenched and unclenched her fists.
More, she had an almost constant low rumble coming from the back of her throat.
�Just sit still,� Eva said. �I�m obviously alive and fine. Ylva put me back together after killing me. And, thanks to her, I am no longer in danger of��
Eva trailed off as she glanced back up at the doll.
Or where the doll had been standing. She wasn�t there now. It took Eva a moment to realize that the doll was walking away. And then, she only noticed that the doll was still in the area thanks to the ripples in the blood.
She watched for a moment as the doll approached the webbed fence, hopped straight over, and came down on the other side.
�Well, I think she has decided to let me go. Which is great news,� Eva said, looking back to Arachne.
�Ylva killed you,� Arachne snarled.
�And I�m still here. If you go off and attack Ylva, she�ll kill you. And maybe she�ll be mad enough to kill me. And if either of us die, I will be very upset,� Eva said, leaning over Arachne to better glower at the demon.
Arachne�s teeth clicked together. She somewhat shrunk in on herself. As much as she could with a sword through her chest, anyway.
Which just brought Eva�s attention back to how close it was to cutting into her heart tube.
�Now, let�s get that sword out of you.�
�My legs are still bleeding. I can feel it. They should have stopped by now.�
Eva blinked. Apart from her initial shock at seeing how dismembered Arachne was, she hadn�t paid all that much attention to Arachne�s legs. She lost them often enough that Eva never considered them all that big a deal. Just a measure of how dangerous whoever she was fighting might be.
But now that she was looking, she could see that Arachne was right. The stumps on her back were still bleeding, as was her chest where the sword had partially come out.
Most of it was beneath the surface of the black pool.
Which helped Eva immensely. She solidified some of the blood around each of Arachne�s major wounds and even a few of the minor cuts and cracks in her chitin that looked like they were leaking.
Now for the sword, Eva thought, reaching out for the hilt.
She stopped her hands just before touching the hilt. As with the idol, this sword could be trapped somehow. Or worse, made of the same metal that hurt demons when touched.
Eva pulled back, choosing instead to call up the surrounding blood. The blood swarmed around the sword, swallowing it up in an inky blackness. Eva solidified a large portion around the hilt. As added security, she solidified more blood in a handle that extended well beyond the original hilt.
Even with all the crystallized blood, Eva still only grazed her fingers along the surface.
Really, she was probably being paranoid. Arachne had part of the sword buried in her and had gripped the hilt to get it away from the hunter. Though injured, most of that looked to be because she had been stabbed. Unless there was some enchantment that caused the blade to turn on its wielder, Eva should be fine.
As nothing had killed her yet, Eva gripped the handle with both hands and hefted the sword up.
And just about stumbled forwards, coming far too close to dropping it back into Arachne for her tastes. Even using her legs to do most of the work for her didn�t help much. The sword had to weigh twice as much as Eva did.
She did get it up enough to clear Arachne. Despite the demon�s injured state, Arachne managed to slide out from under the hovering tip.
As soon as she was out of the way, Eva threw it back down, fully encasing the rest of the blade in crystalline blood drawn from the pool it had landed in.
�How,� Eva groaned between sucking in gasps of air, �did that hunter manage to lift that thing.�
Even when it fell, some of the hardened blood cracked. Eva had to spend a moment shoring it up and ensuring that it wasn�t going anywhere.
With a sigh, she finally turned to face Arachne. There were still a few spots where the sword had been that were bleeding, so Eva fixed them up.
�How are you feeling?�
�Like I have a hole in my chest,� she groaned, sitting up properly. She paused, glancing downwards. �Oh. Look at that.�
Eva rolled her eyes. �You�re hilarious.� She took a deep breath and just sighed. Arachne was alright. �About Ylva� just let it go. Pretend nothing happened. She killed me only because I asked. It was all an experiment.�
Sure, she hadn�t explicitly asked to be killed, but if Arachne believed so, then all the better.
�Though,� Eva said before Arachne could do more than growl again, �Nel mentioned that they were fighting another group of hunters just a few minutes ago. I wonder how they�re doing.�
� � �
Nel shrieked as something flew right towards her. She ducked back behind her altar, letting it sail overhead. It bounced off a wall and�
Is that a grenade?
She scrambled around to the other side of the heavy marble, just barely making it with enough time to clamp her arms over her head.
An explosion sent her eardrums ringing. All the sounds of gunfire died off, replaced by a high-pitched whine. Shards of marble from the altar went flying through the air while the main bulk of it collapsed into where Nel had just been hiding.
The lack of gunfire was actually quite refreshing. Guns were noisy. Painfully so. Every time one of the hunters fired off a shotgun, she feared that she would never hear again. And not just because she was dead. The way it echoed in the small home burst her eardrums again and again.
Though, just because she couldn�t hear didn�t mean that the battle had stopped.
And, though her altar had saved her from the grenade, it was no longer protecting her from the flying bullets.
Marble dust exploded around Nel�s head as a bullet whizzed past her ear. She pinched her eyes shut, throwing herself back down as flat on the ground as she could possibly make herself.
Scrambling along the ground, Nel made it back to the safer side of her altar. Shrapnel and debris littered the small corner of the room. The wood floor had a hole in it at the main point of the explosion. One full of splinters that were just waiting to become slivers.
Nel pressed her back against the largest still intact chunk of marble and let out a breath. The ringing in her ears was slowly dying down, only to once again be replaced with the cracks of gun reports.
There had been five hunters to begin with. Two were little more than husks.
Nel took a quick glimpse of the area, making sure that none of the remaining hunters were circling around to get her.
A white lightning bolt crackled through the air. Alicia flung two more, but they both missed. The first hit the hunter that Ylva was stalking square in the back, sending him crashing to the floor.
He managed to roll on his back, bringing a shotgun around and leveling it at the skeletal form of Ylva.
The roof had partially collapsed thanks to one of the hunters and his fireballs. He had been the first to go. But the damage had been done and Ylva was out in the unobstructed sunlight. Her white dress was riddled with holes from the hunters� bullets. However, with no skin or organs, it was nearly impossible to tell how injured she was. One of her ribs had broken off, but that was about it.
The hunter on his back unloaded three shotgun blasts straight into Ylva�s chest.
Not one of the shots gave her even the slightest pause. She reached down, brushing her skeletal fingertips across the hunter�s cheeks.
Screaming, the hunter writhed on the ground as black veins spread out from the touch. Within a few seconds, his screams died out and the hunter went still. As with the other dead hunters, it was as if all the water in his body had dried up, turning him into a sort of mummified husk.
�Hey Dean?�
Nel turned her attention to one of the remaining hunters. A younger man with somewhat long brown hair.
�Little busy at the moment Sammy,� the other one�shorter and with a crew cut�said. He leaned around the corner, brandishing a heavy pistol.
Nel clamped her hands over her ears. Despite that, she still heard the crack as if it were right next to her head.
Ylva�s head snapped to the side. The bullet had been traveling too fast to see, but a bullet-sized hole appeared in the side of Ylva�s skull. Only one side. It didn�t make it out the other.
Snapping her head back upright, she lifted a hand to just under her jaw. A single silver bullet fell down into her waiting palm. She looked it over for a moment before dropping it to the floor. Her skull swiveled over to face the hunter with the pistol.
�I don�t think this is a succubus,� the taller hunter said.
The hunter with a pistol ducked back behind a broken wall just in time to avoid a lightning bolt from Alicia. �You think? What gave you that idea? Was it the turning into a skeleton? Or maybe the fact that it didn�t die with a bullet to the skull. Find a way to kill it.�
�Just keep it off me,� the first said, opening a small leather-bound book. �I�m going to try to banish it.�
Alicia snarled upon hearing that. Emerging from her cover, she threw lightning bolt after lightning bolt at the wall the taller hunter was using for cover. With every step closer, the lightning grew more intense than the last bolt until it was almost blinding to look at even through Nel�s glimpsing.
The hunter with the pistol didn�t seem too concerned. He leaned around the corner, aimed, and fired all before Nel could even think to do anything.
Alicia crumpled to the ground, blood leaking from a hole in her own skull.
Her shield should have protected her. Nel saw it. It flashed for the barest moment in Nel�s glimpse. Nel had never heard of an enchanted bullet that could penetrate an Elysium Order shield with only a single shot. But then, perhaps Alicia hadn�t been maintaining her shield properly. Her fellow former nun did not display the best mental discipline. Something that had only been getting worse as time went on.
With her real eyes, Nel started to see ice crystals forming from her breath. She started shivering as the cold set in, penetrating straight to her core.
�I think you just pissed it off!�
Ylva marched towards the pistol wielding hunter, ignoring shot after shot even as parts of her body were pulverized by the bullets. Even while fighting with the other hunters, Ylva had a grace about her. A certain regal bearing that she managed to maintain no matter the situation.
That regality was gone. Her footfalls were heavy and angry. Her hands clenched into fists. The teeth in her fleshless jaw ground together.
Just outside her reach, the hunter decided he had stuck around long enough. He turned to run.
And found himself facing the bright pinpricks in the back of Ylva�s skull.
She reached forward, gripping his neck. As with all the other hunters, black veins started spreading from her touch. Unlike the others, the veins spread slowly. They crept from her fingers, lingering in spots before moving on.
Nel stopped watching. She stared at her feet with her hands clamped over her ears, trying to shut out the noises the hunter was making. She had thought that she had seen Ylva angry before. How wrong that was. Nel now believed that she had never seen Ylva more than mildly irritated. With a shudder, Nel considered just how grateful she was to be Ylva�s servant and not her enemy.
When she finally worked up the courage to look again, she found nothing but dust around Ylva�s feet.
And an unmoving Ylva.
The taller hunter had his hand thrust outwards towards Ylva with a look of abject anger tormenting his otherwise pretty face. His lips moved, murmuring something.
He was trying to banish her.
Judging by her immobility, he was succeeding.
Nel jumped up. She couldn�t fight, but she could throw a lightning bolt or two. Enough to distract him and let Ylva free to take him out.
But before she could properly connect to the Source, the hunter�s head fell from his neck.
His body stayed upright for just a moment before tottering to the ground.
A woman covered from head to toe in blood stood just behind him, not even tracking his falling corpse with her eyes. She flicked her sword to one side before sheathing it.
�I have an inquiry,� she said, stepping over the body towards Ylva.
Though she was obviously not frozen anymore, Ylva stood still, watching the sword-wielder approach.
�The individual known as �Eva� claims to have been killed by you.�
�Her claim is accurate.�
�No portal to the Void opened beneath her corpse?�
�Your statement is accurate.�
�I see.�
The two stood, staring at each other for another minute. Neither said another word. Even still, as if by some agreement, both started moving at once. The sword-wielder turned on her heel, stepped over the body, and walked out through a hole in the house.
Ylva turned to face the crumpled form of Alicia.
Her strides still heavy though lacking their anger, she approached the body. Half-way there, she stepped out of the direct sunlight and into a portion of the house that still had a roof overhead. Her flesh returned, appearing on her body as if nothing had happened. Though her bones had been damaged and even broken in places, not a single blemish marred her skin.
The only evidence of a battle was her long dress and the tatters the bullets had made of it.
She stopped a foot away, standing and staring.
With the danger passed, Nel stepped out from behind the slab of marble. She wasn�t quite sure what to do. Comfort Ylva?
She wouldn�t know where to begin in doing such a thing.
For the time being, she merely stepped up beside Ylva.
Nel couldn�t say that she ever really liked the other nun. Quite the opposite, in fact. Nel frequently felt an uncomfortable sensation on the back of her neck only to turn and notice Alicia staring at her. It gave her the creeps. And after Eva had mentioned how Ylva recruited the nun, that creepy feeling only grew. She knew Eva felt the same. They had both worried that she might betray Ylva.
Yet here she lay, having given her life in an attempt to stop Ylva from being banished. All while Nel cowered behind cover.
Ylva�s face was set in stone. Yet there was a certain sorrow behind her eyes. Something Nel hadn�t ever seen before despite all the time she spent around the demon.
She couldn�t keep silent any longer.
�Can you not bring her back?�
�No.� Ylva�s voice came out heavy and full of conviction. Not the voice she occasionally used when she wanted to make an impression. That voice tended to echo everywhere and force people to their knees. Just one with a hint more emotion than she normally expressed.
Nel shook her head, not quite understanding. Was she not a servant of Death? Did she not have certain powers over death?
�But you killed Eva. She�s still around.�
�None came to collect Eva. She is unwanted by all. Perhaps in time, Void will stake a claim on her being. Even had a reaper come, We may have been able to stake Our own claim. Yet We did not kill Ali. She is not Ours to restore.�
Ylva reached over, tapping Nel in the center of her forehead.
Nel blinked as a rush of cold passed through her body. Not the uncomfortable sort of cold she had felt when Alicia had been shot. Just a chill. It lasted a mere instant.
When she opened her eyes from her blink, she could see.
The world had become muted. Blood from the hunters had turned grey. The pictures on the walls, grey. Everything she could see had been drained of color.
Yet Nel didn�t waste her time looking around.
An ethereal Alicia stood just in front of her. Her face was devoid of all expression. No staring at her own corpse, no longing for Ylva. Just a vacuous gaze that stared off to one side.
Another being stood nearby. A kindly old man stood just over the beheaded hunter�s corpse. Despite his somewhat disturbing location, Nel didn�t get any worrisome feelings about him. If anything, she found him pleasing to look at.
With his lightly wrinkled face, she thought that he might be the kind of person that might be found in a park, reading a book under the warm sun. While Alicia looked like a ghost, the man was far more solid. Nel could almost see through him, but at the same time, she felt as if she might bump into him were they to touch.
He drifted forward. Though his feet moved in proper steps, his body moved so smoothly that it was almost as if he were gliding. As soon as he reached Alicia, he reached out, tapping her on the shoulder.
Alicia�s face came alive. First, her initial snarl. The exact same expression she had on while marching after the hunter. That disappeared in an instant, replaced with open-mouthed confusion. She stared at Ylva first, then Nel.
Then down to her own body.
Nel clamped her jaw shut, not trusting herself to not make a noise. The anguish on Alicia�s face, the despair. It was enough to make Nel want to cry. As it was, her stomach was churning.
�Thank you, Ali, for your service.�
The former nun�s head snapped up to Ylva. Her eyes looked wet, full of tears. But not a single drop made it out. She gave a shallow nod of her head.
The old man spoke. At least, Nel assumed he was speaking. His mouth was moving and Alicia had turned as if listening. However, Nel couldn�t hear a thing. She watched as Alicia opened her mouth as if speaking in response before the old man started talking again.
After they had spoken, the old man turned to Ylva. He gave her an almost imperceptible nod of his head. One which Ylva returned.
He took Alicia by the hand. Both vanished in a flash of white light.
Nel blinked, looking around. They were well and truly gone.
�Humans have hourglasses,� Ylva said. �We know rumors of such have been distributed throughout the mortal realm. Not literally true, but a decent metaphor. Getting the hourglasses to turn around is difficult. Though not truly a crime. Attempting to freeze the sand in place through idols of gold is what Death finds most offensive. However, sometimes sand can be added. Sometimes, taken away. Alicia� was taken before her sand had run its course. Her hourglass had cracked, to continue the metaphor.�
Turning away from Alicia�s corpse, Ylva glanced down. She pulled at her dress, looking it over with a deep frown on her face. After a moment, she released the fabric.
�Alicia may prove worthy. A reaper. Maybe a valkyrie. Should she prove worthy, I may put in a request to have her assigned to me.�
Nel didn�t say anything. She was relatively certain that she should never have seen what Ylva just showed her. The churn in her stomach was still there. Worse now, with what Ylva had said.
She opened her mouth.
How long is left in my hourglass?
She almost asked. Came so close to spilling the words.
But she was afraid. Ylva would answer. She would speak honestly and probably bluntly at that.
Nel shook her head, narrowing her eyes. She latched onto Ylva�s other words.
�H-How do I become worthy?�
� � �
�Eh, I�m sure she�s fine,� Eva said with a shrug.
Author�s Note:Specter chapter 2 up over on the other site.

Chapter 026

Disaster
�This is a disaster.�
Eva took her eyes off Arachne for the first time since the hunter died and the doll ran off. She had plugged every injury that was bleeding, either stopping the blood completely or bridging the gap between veins with solidified blood. Of course, apart from patching them up a little bit, Eva couldn�t do all that much to fix Arachne�s internal organs.
Then again, Eva wasn�t sure how much they mattered. Her brain and heart tube were still intact. So the important parts were alright. But her stomach had a gaping hole in it. Eva had never seen Arachne eat, so it probably wasn�t a huge deal, but having whole organs had to be better than damaged ones.
However, the demon seemed to be alright at the moment. Not in danger of dying at least.
More importantly, a certain someone was walking towards them.
Governor�or Dean Anderson walked across the lake of blood. Though, Eva just about started laughing as she watched him.
He, like most of Brakket Academy�s staff, wore a suit. In order to keep the suit clean, he was walking while hiking up his trousers. More than that, he was tiptoeing across, trying to keep his shoes up and out of the liquid as much as possible. With his hands on his legs and his tiptoeing, the way he walked was almost more of a waddle than anything.
Stopping at the damaged fountain not far from Eva, he lifted one foot up on the ledge before releasing the leg of his trousers. He took hold of a small bit of rubble with his now freed hand, turning it over.
One side was obviously brick. The same material that made up most of the courtyard. As he turned it over, it glinted in the sun. The opposite side was a smooth and shiny glass surface.
The basin of the fountain had been destroyed by the doll. However, now that Eva was actually looking at it, the actual fountain itself was still intact. Functional, even. It spewed liquid out the top.
Black liquid.
Eva couldn�t be sure if she had turned the water to blood or if the damaged basin had let in enough blood to stain the water. Either way, she actually somewhat liked the effect.
And if it stayed like that�if Anderson didn�t clean it out, it could be a handy supply of blood in case the school was attacked again. It wouldn�t last. Open air preservation of blood was difficult. Her vials kept it nice and fresh for a good amount of time, but the fountain would be unusable after a few days. So not a real solution.
Fun to think about though.
After a moment of examining the rock, he set it down carefully so as to not splash the pool of blood. Hiking up his pants again, he started waddling towards Eva and Arachne.
�This,� he said as he got closer, �is a disaster.�
�I heard you the first time.�
Eva narrowed her eyes, waiting for Anderson to start laying blame at her feet for the mess the courtyard was in.
It wasn�t her fault. It wasn�t Arachne�s fault either. If anything, they had saved the school from far worse damage. Not to mention all the demons that the hunters would likely have torn through.
While the demons were demons without a doubt, they weren�t� too scary. From watching them since they arrived, Eva got the distinct impression that all of them were relatively young. They grew excited about things that Eva couldn�t even imagine demons like Catherine or Arachne blinking an eye at. And they socialized. Perhaps not the way a human would, but they still seemed almost eager to be around people.
Well, except for Srey. Eva had a feeling that his particular abilities made him far more paranoid than the rest of the demons.
They, as a group, had dispatched hunters before arriving. Eva couldn�t guess how dangerous those hunters had been.
Eva glanced over, staring at the remains of the hunter she had just killed. Given how much trouble he had given Arachne, Genoa, the doll, and herself, she was willing to assume that he was a step above the hunters that the demons had fought before their arrival.
Of course, had they not cowered away from the doll, the fight might have ended with far less difficulty.
Or they might have all died.
Hard to tell. However, should anyone ask, Eva was going to claim that she had saved all of them.
�We need to clean this up,� he said, interrupting Eva�s thoughts. �With your specialty lying in�� he trailed off, glancing at the blood on the floor, �all of this, might I ask for more of your help getting rid of it?�
She blinked, not quite expecting that. She had been expecting something like, �how could you have let this happen? Why did you destroy half the plaza? Your blood is everywhere!� To which she would have mentioned something about not seeing Anderson anywhere around, helping out.
�The representatives from other schools are arriving next weekend. I need this place presentable.� Dropping his pant legs, he reached out and touched the web wall. After a sigh, he turned to face the giant earthen wall that had risen up around the Rickenbacker. �What am I going to do,� he mumbled.
Eva bit her lip. Now she was actually feeling a little sorry for the man. Not guilty, just sorry. He wasn�t blaming her and had even asked for her help.
�I could get rid of the blood,� she said slowly. With her control over it, that shouldn�t be a problem. Of course, how was the big question. She didn�t have anywhere to store this much blood. Leaving it out would render it useless soon enough. She supposed that she could clap her hands and be rid of most of it instantly, taking care not to kill herself, Arachne, or Anderson.
�But the ground beneath is quite a mess as well,� she continued part of her thoughts aloud. Blowing it up would only make that worse. �Especially where the sky crack hit. Maybe��
Eva started to smile as a thought occurred to her.
The surface of the blood was perfectly still. Smooth and glass-like. It covered almost the entire courtyard between the dormitories. With a thought, she spread some of the blood out, evening the distance with the fountain as the main center point.
Starting at her feet, Eva hardened the blood. It crystallized, becoming as solid as the claws she had used against the hunter. The crystal portion crawled across the ground, growing larger and larger until the entirety of the blood had solidified into a smooth surface.
Eva grinned. It resembled obsidian. Black glass. She doubted there was anything like it in the world. Even if a solid chunk of obsidian existed at this size, this was made of demon blood. Which, in her opinion, was much better.
�Looks nice, right?� she said, turning towards Anderson. �I can�t do anything about the stone pillars. Genoa could probably��
Anderson was looking around the landscape with a look a horror on his face. Though that horror was slowly receding to a more thoughtful expression as he crossed an arm over his chest and brought the other up to his chin.
Eva barely paid attention to him beyond that cursory glance. Apart from herself, Arachne, Anderson, and a certain hunter�s legs, the courtyard was empty. Nobody had emerged from either dormitory. Something that would be difficult for most people inside the Rickenbacker given the giant earthen shield blocking the entire front.
With the fight over, she had expected Genoa to have emerged at least.
But there weren�t any windows in the earthen shield. No way for Genoa to know that the fighting had ended. Something that Eva felt was a huge oversight.
What if things had gone poorly?
What if the hunter had circled around to enter the building through another entrance? Or if he had gone towards the Gillet?
Blocking herself off completely was simply irresponsible. More importantly, it wasn�t something Eva believed Genoa would do.
With a worry building in her mind, Eva started to walk away.
�Wait,� Anderson said, finally letting his pants down and getting off the tips of his toes. There were small indents where he had been standing. Things Eva could fix later, along with the spots where Arachne and the remains of the hunter were. �Where are you going?�
�Genoa isn�t here,� Eva said, not stopping. �She might be in trouble.�
�I�m coming with you,� Arachne said, trying to get on her feet.
This time, Eva did stop. She turned with a shake of her head. �You focus on getting better.�
Turns out that she needn�t have stopped. Arachne wobbled on her feet, trying to maintain balance. A futile effort. She overcorrected and fell flat on her face with a growl.
�Mr. Anderson, ensure Arachne comes to no more harm and I�ll help you do whatever you want with this,� Eva said, waving her hand around the plaza.
Without waiting for a response, she turned and ran towards the Rickenbacker.
Not directly towards it, of course. She couldn�t phase through the stone wall. Neither was her earth magic up to taking it down. But there should be doors around the sides. The webbed net posed no obstacle to her blinking past it.
There was a door on the side of the building. A good distance away. Windows were much closer. Eva blinked straight into an occupied hallway. Eva ignored the students�possibly first years judging by their shorter heights, wide-open eyes, and screams as they ran back into their rooms�choosing to run straight for the stairwell she had last seen Genoa in.
She skidded to a stop on the second floor landing, just in front of the large window they had all been looking out from earlier.
The good news was that Genoa was still there. Unfortunately, she wasn�t standing.
Genoa had collapsed with her back against the window. Her head had dropped to her chest with her eyes closed. However, she was breathing. Her heart was beating. Without any obvious injuries, Eva had to assume that she had simply pushed herself too much. Between managing that golem and creating the wall that obscured the window, it wasn�t hard to guess how.
�Genoa?� Eva asked in a quiet voice from several paces away. She didn�t want to startle the former mage-knight. She was liable to get her head chopped off thanks to Genoa�s instincts and reflexes.
Sure enough, that single word was enough for Genoa to snap both her eyes open and her focus up. She held her hand out, keeping the tip of her dagger steady as her eyes focused on Eva.
�Eva,� she said, dropping her arm back to her side. �I see you�re alive.�
�I am. The hunter in the courtyard isn�t doing nearly as well. The other hunter ran away. Again.�
With Genoa�s focus down and the woman recognizing her, Eva finally felt safe to approach a few more steps.
�We should get you to a nurse. I don�t want to explain to Juliana why her mother died of exhaustion.�
As soon as Eva was close enough, Genoa�s hand shot out again. This time, lacking her focus. Her fist gripped the front of Eva�s shirt before she had a chance to react.
�Where is Juliana?�
Eva winced at the harsh tone of voice. �She�s fine. I left her on the roof where we fought the other hunter. Not a scratch on her.�
�Alone?�
Wincing again, Eva nodded her head.
�You didn�t think the hunter might return?� Genoa pushed Eva back, releasing her shirt. �Go find her. Ensure she�s safe.�
�But you�re��
�I can handle myself. Get out of here.�
With the glare Genoa was giving Eva, she didn�t try arguing again. As before, she ran up the stairs. She skipped over her hallway this time. The clothes and equipment she had on already would work just fine.
Now that she was running, she realized Genoa was right. Leaving Juliana alone was stupid. How could she have done such a thing? Even if the crippled hunter didn�t come back, she knew that other hunters were in the area. Someone might come along to check out what had happened with that second sky cracking.
Juliana was human, but would a hunter stop to ask? Probably not.
Eva reached the roof and immediately started blinking through the air. Having just done this, it wasn�t difficult to follow her path back. Thanks to Juliana having already destroyed all the shackles, navigating through the remaining wards wasn�t an issue.
She stopped on the first roof. Saija was still lying on her stomach with a slowly melting shard of ice sticking out of her back.
Eva paused in her rush to find Juliana. On one hand, Juliana could be in trouble.
On the other� Saija was looking pitiful. Very pitiful. And she had saved Eva from the first set of shackles, if only because she had delivered Juliana.
So Eva nudged the fallen succubus with the tip of her foot. �How are you doing?�
�Oh, just fine,� the succubus drawled without turning her head to face Eva. �This roof was so comfortable I thought I would just lie here a little longer.�
�In that case,� Eva said, starting to walk away.
�Wait! You can�t just leave me here! What if those hunters come back?�
�One is dead. The other hasn�t come back?�
Eva sighed. That was good news. If nobody had been around, Juliana should still be safe.
No longer in quite the rush, Eva knelt. Pressing one hand on Saija�s back, she gripped the icicle and yanked it out of her in a single twist of her hand.
Saija shouted out, clawing at the roof. �That hurts!�
�Oh quit being such a baby.�
Eva stood, inspecting the wound. She could block off the blood vessels and keep her from bleeding out, but it didn�t actually seem to be bleeding that much. Maybe the ice had helped close off the punctured veins or maybe that was just natural demonic healing at work.
Either way, Eva shrugged her shoulders.
�It missed your spine. You shouldn�t be paralyzed or anything.�
�I hurt when I try to move.�
�Well, just sit tight here then. I�ll be back as soon as I�ve found Juliana.�
The succubus started to protest, but Eva ignored it as she walked away. Following her path across the rooftops, Eva reached the partially destroyed, partially glassed building.
The roof was empty. No Juliana. No metal-encased idol.
But that wasn�t surprising. Nothing to worry about. Juliana wouldn�t have wanted to stick around on an unstable roof. She would have gone down inside, maybe even down to street level.
�Juliana!� Eva called out as she leaned over the edge of the roof.
No Juliana down on the street. No answer either. She must be inside.
Eva dropped down into the main building, landing roughly where she and Juliana had landed after the crack in the sky. Landing elsewhere could be dangerous. In fact, moving through the building could be dangerous. The kind of dangerous that wound up with her stuck in shackles.
And if Juliana was in trouble, it might be some time before someone came along to free her. A potentially deadly situation should the shackles drain her as the other shackles tried to do to her.
�Juliana,� Eva called out again.
This time, she actually heard something in response. Nothing clear. A mumbled noise coming from somewhere below.
The staircase leading up to the roof had fallen with the blast. The way down from whatever floor Eva was on looked more or less intact.
Unfortunately, she spotted several demon shackles just waiting for some poor demon to try to walk up it without glancing above them. They were much easier to notice while facing the stairwell from the wrong direction. However, they spoke of just how on guard she would have to be while walking through the building. Or any of the buildings around.
If she had her cellphone on her, she might have called up Irene to see if she could get a human walking her through the area. At the very least, Irene should be able to scuff up the shackles enough to break them.
Not a choice at the moment, sadly.
Eva overpowered a fireball, throwing it right at the shackle before it exploded. When it did go off, it took most of the ceiling with it.
Surprising, given the difficulty in destroying the shackles within the apartment building. Perhaps they hadn�t had time to make them difficult to remove. Though they had managed to set up all the other wards that littered the rooftops.
�Oh well,� Eva mumbled to herself. �No complaints here.�
She carefully descended the staircase, checking every nook and cranny for more shackles. Even underneath the handrail and the vertical slat on each stair. Rubble from the ceiling of the stairs or the roof itself littered the landing, nearly causing her to miss another set of shackles.
This time, she tried a far less explosive fireball. Just enough to chip into the concrete platform and disrupt the shackles.
She made it all the way down to the first floor.
And promptly froze.
�Am I glad to see you,� Juliana said.
Eva wasn�t sure what to say in response.
A half-sphere of water sat in front of her. Somewhat like an above-ground swimming pool. Except there were no walls. The water was entirely held in by magic.
Wards.
Juliana stood inside it, feet about an arm�s length away from the ground, standing on a pillar of metal. Her pillar let her stick out from her chest up, but she had clearly fallen in at least once. She was soaked from head to toe.
Obviously, given her toes were underwater.
The pillar was probably made of her armor; she was only wearing her regular clothes at the moment. The only metal on her was her ring foci and Ylva�s black band.
The metal-encased idol was lying on the floor right next to the metal pillar.
Eva reached out, about to touch the bubble of water.
�Don�t!�
Juliana�s shout had her pull her hand back, clutching it to her chest.
�What if you got stuck in here? How would we get out then?�
�I�m just confused as to how you managed to fall into this trap?�
In slow motion because of the water, Juliana placed a hand on her hip. �It wasn�t full of water when I walked in. I didn�t see a thing until I ran into an invisible wall. Then it started to fill with water.� She paused, lifting a hand out of the water. Her hand hit something about a foot over her head, roughly twice as high as the water level. �I�m glad somebody showed up before it finished filling. I was about to try summoning a demon.�
She pointed down at her feet. As she lifted one foot out of the way, Eva found a mostly formed summoning circle had been etched into the top of the pillar.
�Of course,� Juliana continued in a quieter mumble, �probably would have gotten an enigma which would have just killed me. Better than drowning though. Even if I got a demon, no room for shackles here.�
�Don�t worry about either. I�m going to get you out of there.�
An easy statement to make. Much harder to follow through with. Now she was wishing she had a phone to call up Professor Lepus. The warding professor should be able to tear it down in the time it took to snap her fingers.
�How fast has it been filling?�
�Fast enough that I�d rather get out now than later.�
�You didn�t think to call someone once you got trapped?�
Juliana pulled a cellphone out of her pocket. One long dead from the water.
�Was the first thing I thought of once I realized I was trapped. Unfortunately, the water was rushing in much faster then. Enough to knock me down.� She dropped the phone with a shrug. It sank down alongside the idol and her pillar. �I honestly thought I would drown before I even had a chance to form the summoning circle,� she said.
Faster before, but now the water was slowing? The ward is running out of magic. Or maybe not the ward but whatever is filling it with magic, Eva thought, slowly circling around the bubble.
She kept a careful eye out for any shackles as she moved.
Packing both the invisible wall and the water conjuring into the same ward wasn�t impossible. Difficult maybe. Especially for someone who had only been in the class as long as Eva. But probably difficult for others as well.
With the staggering amount of wards and shackles around the place, Eva couldn�t imagine that they would have gone with the more complicated and more time-consuming route of wrapping both effects up into a single spell. They would have built everything within the last hour or so, or people might have noticed. Two people did all that. Maybe a few more if they had recruited the hunters who were attacking Nel and Ylva.
They had to have made mistakes in their castings. Eva doubted that the water conjuration was supposed to have given time to escape.
�Maybe it will run out of magic soon,� Eva said, mostly to herself.
Apparently Juliana heard. �I�d rather not take that chance.�
�Right.�
Eva considered going back up the stairs and finding a decently sized bit of rebar and having Juliana smack it against the top of the shell for a while. But if the shell and the water were separate as Eva suspected, the shell could last for a very long time before running out of magic enough to release Juliana.
She would have to try deconstructing the ward.
It was simple in theory. Being able to tear down their own thaumaturgical wards was one of the first things taught. Otherwise the teacher would have to go around and dispel everybody�s practice wards every single time they went into class.
Professor Lepus had warned them never to tear down other people�s wards. It was possible to build traps into the things that activated upon attempts to break them. From simple things such as alarms to full on explosions.
But in the hunters� haste to erect these defenses, would they have put more time and effort into trapping them?
Eva reached out again, keeping her hand hovering just above the bubble. She channeled her magic through her fingers as if she were conjuring a fireball. Instead of flames, she forced the magic into the shell.
All while focusing on the level of the water.
The water did not significantly rise from her added magic.
�Excellent.� She could toy around for a moment without accidentally drowning Juliana.
Forcing her magic into the bubble again, Eva waited just a moment before yanking it back. Much like removing excess hair with a strip of hot wax paper. Or so went the example Professor Lepus had used; Eva had never had a bikini wax in her life. They sounded painful.
Also, since about a half an hour ago, entirely unnecessary given her lack of hair.
Eva held her breath, waiting and watching.
No explosions. She was taking that as a good sign.
Trying again and a third time, Eva smiled.
A leak had formed in the shell.
�I see the water going out,� Juliana said slowly, �but it�s up to my shoulders now.� Her voice had just a tinge of panic in it. �And still rising. I can make my pedestal bigger, but not by much.�
Eva grit her teeth. Is it trapped then? Or worse, is it intended to cause slow and painful drowning? These hunters were terrible, if so. Still terrible anyway, but worse. Absolutely sadistic.
�Just hold on a minute,� Eva said, pouring more and more magic into the shell.
She tore it all away, peeling it back. More cracks were forming. More water escaping.
�My chin, Eva.�
As she had said she could do, Juliana�s pillar stretched, growing slightly narrower at the top. The water level moved from her chin back to her shoulders as her head bumped into the top of the ward.
�Working as fast as I can,� Eva said, continuing to rip apart the shell.
�Eva��
�When this thing shatters, try not to get washed into another ward.�
�Gee, okay. That�s first on my priority list at the moment!�
The water had risen back to her chin despite the additional cracks in the shell.
�If you get washed into another one, I�ll have to do this all over again. And maybe it will be fire instead of water.�
Juliana grimaced without speaking. She had to tilt her head back to try to keep her mouth above the water line.
As she continued ripping apart the ward, Eva considered something. It might not have been designed to speed up because she was ripping apart the barrier. The fact of the matter was that the shell was in the shape of a sphere. Beyond the half-way point, for every inch the water level rose, less water would need to exist to fill the next inch.
That didn�t really help much, but at least she knew that she wasn�t fueling some trap.
Feeding in enough of her magic to detonate several of her most explosive fireballs, Eva tore it away in a single jerk of her hands.
It started around the middle. Water exploded outwards in a ring. The rest of the water held its shape for just a moment. All at once, that sphere failed. The ring traveled upwards and downwards, letting the water collapse in on itself as it rushed to fill the rest of the first floor.
It was enough water to almost knock Eva off her feet.
Juliana, being in the water, did exactly as Eva had asked her not to and started to head towards where she knew another ward was waiting.
Eva snapped a hand out, grabbing Juliana�s arm. Her other hand wrapped around Juliana�s waist.
As soon as her arms were around Juliana, Eva stopped fighting the water and let it sweep her backwards. The stairs were already clear of traps. She could fall towards them all she wanted.
Juliana coughed a few times, sputtering out a bit of water.
She didn�t speak.
Neither of them did. They just sat, soaked to the bone. Eva had her arms wrapped around Juliana while the other girl coughed every once in a while.
As the water settled�save for a weak fountain floating in the middle of the air where the bubble had been�Eva gently shoved Juliana off.
�Let�s not do that again, shall we?�

Chapter 027

Epilogue
Eva stood in the middle of a small clearing. Not the one a short distance from her prison. This clearing was out in the Infinite Courtyard in the center of Brakket Academy�s main building. This would hopefully prove to be a much safer alternative.
Or at least, more difficult to reach for the hunters.
One, perhaps the more troublesome one, was dead.
If Eva didn�t miss her mark, the other might return with something of a grudge. Assuming she didn�t starve to death because she couldn�t feed herself with her paralyzed body. As much as Eva wanted that to be the case, she wasn�t going to get her hopes up too much.
But with the death of one hunter and the idol destroyed at Nel�s hands, Eva was feeling safe enough to attempt clearing out an area for the ritual again. There might be other nasty surprises waiting, but it needed to be done sooner rather than later. It needed demons to work.
Between hunters running around and the doll�who Eva hadn�t seen since she ran off after the battle�the ritual needed to be done before they all wound up dead. If they ran out of demons, there would be nothing to do but wait for Life to bring Void over on its terms.
Something Eva had accepted would likely be far more destructive than doing it their way.
But those were all concerns that only might come to be a problem. At the moment, not having a ritual circle�or even a place to start the ritual�was a far greater problem.
Eva glanced over towards Srey. The demon was relaxing on a toppled log, using it as a chair as he thumbed through the pages of a book.
Fiction. Some fantastical story about a steam-powered society, judging by the cover. Not a book on magic or any sort of useful topic. Much like Catherine, he was reading purely for the fun of it.
Demons and their distractions, Eva thought with a slight shake of her head. Maybe I should find a hobby.
�Anyone watching us?�
Srey glanced up from the page. �Nope. We�re good at the moment.�
Eva gave him a curt nod in return as he went back to his book. He didn�t look as if he had any intention of helping out. However, Eva didn�t much care. So long as he warned them of any approaching hunters, his value was perhaps greater than everyone else combined.
Lips tightening as her gaze connected with Arachne�s, Eva offered the spider-demon a small smile.
Arachne was still injured. Even two days after the battle, her chest still had a hole in it. Her legs as well, though she had managed to pull her severed legs back inside her body, making them far less obvious.
It was that sword. Something about it acted similar to nun lightning, though only towards demons. Not quite the same, as it lacked the magic eating property, but it did inhibit healing.
Arachne was healing, just slowly.
At the moment, Eva was torn between destroying the sword or keeping it around just in case she needed to fight some demons. A third option, one she had been considering more seriously ever since she realized just how slowly Arachne was healing, was handing it off to Zoe.
If Zoe could come up with a method of reversing the effects, that could prove invaluable. Any similar swords would be rendered useless as far as their magical effects went. They would still be sharp bits of metal and thus still dangerous, but not cripplingly so.
There was just one problem with that line of thinking.
She really didn�t want anyone else to touch the sword.
Eva trusted Zoe. Quite a lot, in fact. She had been given almost unquestioning support from the theory professor since they first met. That was more than she could say about most other humans.
However, the sword was a danger to Eva. A direct personal danger that couldn�t really be compared to anything else. Not to mention the danger it posed to Arachne, Catherine, Lucy, and� well, just about half of everybody Eva knew. So long as it was in Eva�s possession, hidden behind her blood wards at the prison, it wasn�t going to be used against them.
While Zoe would probably keep it safe, she didn�t exactly have a home to hide it in anymore.
Again.
Though, maybe now that her third residence in as many years had been blown up, she might actually consider Eva�s offer of housing her at the prison.
Of course, Eva wasn�t too thrilled with the prospect of her prison blowing up a few months after Zoe moved in. She seemed to have extraordinarily bad luck with regards to homes. Unless the bad luck followed Ylva around. But Ylva hadn�t been living at her first home when it was burned down by Qrycx and the jezebeth. So it couldn�t be Ylva�s bad luck.
At the moment, Zoe was living with Wayne at his house. A place Eva still didn�t know the location of. She had never once been there. Wayne had never invited her. Or even mentioned his house. For all she knew, he teleported in from wherever Serena lived�a place a few states away based on hints dropped by the vampire.
Ylva had moved into the Brakket dormitory. Eva didn�t know if she had asked Anderson for permission or simply decided that it would be her new residence. Either way, she was now living two doors down from Eva�s dorm room. Along with Nel.
Neither had mentioned Alicia, but Eva had noticed a certain hardness in Nel�s eyes when asked about the former nun. It wasn�t hard to put two and two together.
Of course, neither were in the clearing at the moment. Eva was still keeping the ritual secret. And she was doing a remarkable job of it, if she said so herself. Given her failures in keeping several other things about herself secret�diablery and blood magic, namely�she was quite pleased with the low amount of people around her.
Vektul was here. He had the exact designs for the ritual circle in his head, making him not only indispensable but also more knowing of the secret than most everyone. That said, Eva doubted that he would be helping much either. He really didn�t seem to be the strongest demon around.
And heavy lifting was what they needed at the moment.
Last was Juliana.
Eva gave her a smile.
She only half returned it.
�Ready to begin?�
Juliana fidgeted, glancing around to the other demons. After eying both Vektul and Srey for a moment�something that had Srey shifting in his seat, though he didn�t look up from his book�she turned back to Eva. �Are you sure we should be doing this?�
�Mostly sure.�
The metal coating Juliana�s arms rippled before returning to its still state. �Only mostly? This doesn�t seem like the kind of thing you should be mostly sure about.�
�Well, yes. I agree with that. However, we�re not actually performing the ritual today, as I said a thousand times, just clearing the area.�
Something that shouldn�t be too much work. The grass and brush were a tad overgrown, but it could definitely be worse. There could be trees and boulders littering the clearing. It was part of the reason she had chosen the location in the first place.
Finding the spot hadn�t been that easy. While the Infinite Courtyard was grossly misnamed, it still covered a fairly large space. Roughly ten square miles according to Zoe. Enough that the entirety of Brakket city could fit within and still have space left over. Eva had wandered around, picking the fifth spot she had come across that looked even mildly usable.
There might be better areas. In fact, there were almost definitely better areas. It was hard to imagine there weren�t any given the size. But they couldn�t be anywhere too close to the school, or near any paths leading to the handful of buildings that had been built out in the courtyard. Not to mention, Eva didn�t really want to spend ages just wandering aimlessly about.
�We should really talk to Zoe,� Juliana said. �I mean, bringing a Power to Earth? I�ll admit, I don�t know much about the Powers. But, that can�t be a good thing. They�re in their own planes of existence for a reason.�
Eva just sighed. Explaining things a hundred times got annoying by the second time. For some reason, she felt like she would be explaining things a hundred more times before the ritual was complete. They did have to bring other people in at some point, after all. More demons and more humans were needed.
�Like I said, Zagan�s theory is that Life is bringing Void and all of Hell over into the mortal plane. Probably destructively. This ritual should only grab the Power.�
�So says Vektul,� Juliana said. �This guy just shows up out of nowhere and you�re going to trust him?� She paused for just a moment, turning to the demon in question before adding, �No offense.�
Vektul just tilted his head to one side.
�But you�re supposed to be in the center of this circle. Arachne too. How do you know it isn�t going to do something terrible to you? You should at least have Zoe look over it. Catherine too. You said she was good with rituals, right?�
That was something that Eva actually had been considering. They would need to bring in more demons before the ritual actually started. Catherine was not only good at working on and developing rituals, but she was also a demon that Eva knew. Just because the doll hadn�t come back to kill off the rest of the demons did not mean that they were good, trustworthy, and not about to stab Eva in the back.
But Catherine had her own interests and designs. She was currently picking out demons for her upcoming ritual. While Eva had offered again, Catherine still hadn�t decided on what she wanted to do. And if she wanted one of the other demons around Brakket, she had to pick them while they were still around. Especially those who might become bound familiars.
They might not be around by the time she performed her next ritual.
�I might,� Eva said, voicing her thoughts aloud. �But not today. We need to clear out brush and grass from here to about halfway across the clearing,� she said with a gesture of her hand. It wasn�t a very useful gesture. Pointing at this distance wasn�t very precise.
�Preferably with as little burning as possible. I�d rather not have a column of smoke pointing out our location for everybody to find.�
�So I�m doing most of the work,� Juliana said with a sigh. �Great.�
�Well, I do recall saving your life. Wasn�t going to force you or anything, but consider it a nice way to pay me back.�
Juliana craned her neck, looking up to the sky. �How would smoke even look from outside?� she said after a moment. �I mean, would someone sitting on the dormitory roof see a great black plume that appeared to come from the whole courtyard or would it be a thin streak, barely visible?�
Eva shrugged.
Space manipulating wards were some of the most complex bits of magic that were possible, according to Professor Lepus. Wards that Brakket Academy made liberal use of in both the main building and the dormitories. Apparently that same professor not only created the wards when the school was first built several decades ago but still maintained all of the wards to this day.
All without looking a day over twenty.
Eva had considered asking her about it, but eventually just shrugged her shoulders and assumed �magic� to be the answer.
�But don�t worry. I�ll help out as well.�
� � �
Zoe let out a long sigh. �For the last time, I didn�t even come close to dying.�
In contrast to her own morose exasperation, Zoe got a fanged grin in return. Hands on her hips, Serena spun around, walking a few steps away.
�Zoe, Zoe, Zoe. Wayne told me you know? You would have been a crispy corpse without him.�
�He exaggerates. I was fully prepared to escape.�
�But you didn�t. Wayne had to save you and you know it.�
Again, Zoe sighed. Arguing with the vampire was just not something that could be done. �Serena, what are you doing here? And how did you get here?�
Pausing, Zoe glanced out the window. Night had fallen a mere ten minutes ago. It still wasn�t completely dark. In fact, it would be more accurate to say that the sun had dipped below the horizon ten minutes ago. About a minute later, Serena had waltzed into her office.
She should have been back in Michigan. A bit far to travel in the span of sixty seconds. At least, a bit far for Serena to travel.
�I can�t imagine Wayne would have brought you here,� Zoe finished, looking back to Serena.
�But he did!� She spun back around, boring her eyes into Zoe. �His sister can take care of herself. She doesn�t need me babysitting her at all hours of the day. And if you two are going to get nearly killed every few months, I should be here. Somebody has to protect you. And I don�t sleep�at nights�so I can hover creepily over your beds and ensure nothing disturbs you.�
Zoe rolled her eyes, shaking her head.
Ylva had essentially performed that task for the last several months.
Serena spun back around, walking through Zoe�s office. A stack of ungraded papers caught her attention. She skipped over and started thumbing through the top few, pausing every now and again to read some of the text.
�So he just brought you over?�
�Well, there was a bit more arguing. As I told him, I�m not some pet to be chained up. I do as he asks because of respect and friendship. Also because your company is far more enjoyable than that of my brethren kin.�
�I hope you didn�t threaten him.�
�Of course not. Friends don�t threaten each other. I merely suggested that I would be making my way here anyway. The long and laborious task of crossing several state lines would be dangerous to only myself. Well, myself and whatever I was traveling with. I might have mentioned that his car might not survive the journey.�
Deciding to ignore the fact that she had threatened him, Zoe sunk down into her office chair.
�Well, I hate to break it to you, but there isn�t anywhere for you to stay.� She waved her hand towards the couch in her office. A small case full of clothing had been shoved underneath while a few of her teaching suits hung off a rack overhead. �I�ve been sleeping there almost every night.�
Serena paused her rifling through the papers, looking up to Zoe with a frown on her face. �Wayne doesn�t let you stay with him?�
�I spent a few nights with him, and I�m sure I could say longer should I ask.�
�Then��
�I am not a little girl anymore. I prefer to live on my own.�
Though, she had been living with Ylva, Alicia, and Nel since being kicked out of the apartment, and next to them before that. But they were more like roommates than anything else. It was somewhat like being back in school dorms.
�Besides, its only temporary.�
�Moving into the dorms?�
�I� How did you know?�
�Even in a housing market as poor as this city�s, buying a house isn�t a thing you can do lightly. Burning one house down, being kicked out of your apartment for vandalism, and blowing up another house? I doubt that any insurer will cover you. Which means somewhere free or exceptionally cheap.� Serena dropped one of the essays onto the center of the desk.
Eva, read the simple print at the top. No last name. One of the longer essays in the stack. Then again, it was on the topic of demons. Not something Zoe usually included in her curriculum. With all their new guests around the school, she had thought that assigning a research paper on the subject wouldn�t be the worst idea.
�Prisons just don�t seem your style.�
�You�re right, but your deduction is off. The apartment and second house were both owned by or, in the apartment�s case, paid for by the school. Both were something of bribes to keep me in my teaching position. Anderson is not as willing to pay for my housing as Martina was.
�I could buy a smaller home. I�ve saved up enough. Wouldn�t even need a loan. But you are right. I don�t really want to talk to insurers. More, I�d rather not have another house destroyed in another six months.� Zoe sighed. Again. �If, in six months, the dorms have become uninhabitable for some reason, I�ll probably just take Eva up on her offer to live at the prison.�
Serena hummed a few times before walking over to the window. She took a moment, just staring out at the black surface that now made up most of the ground between the dormitory buildings.
After Genoa had taken down her walls, Eva went around smoothing the place out. There were still no patterns in it. Just a smooth sheet of glass-like material that Zoe worried might become too slick once the winter weather started up in force. On her suggestion, Eva had added a slight slope and channels for water to run down, as the crystallized blood was otherwise nonporous. It wouldn�t help with anything that stayed frozen, but would get the water off the platform.
Assuming they could remove the ice, magically or through mundane salt, it shouldn�t be much of a problem.
Serena�s interest with the world outside the window gave Zoe a moment to tidy up her desk. Papers which had formerly been in a neat stack awaiting reading and grading had been strewn about into a disorganized mess. It was a good thing that she kept her desk neat. With only one other stack of papers, one that Serena had barely touched, it wasn�t hard to put everything back in its proper place.
Whoever said that vampires had an obsession with order and counting had never met a real one.
�Wayne said that new students will be arriving soon.�
�The top ten students of the top four North American schools. Here to show off what they have learned.�
�How many are going to be demons, vampires, dragonkin, necromancers, or half-fae?�
�I would say hopefully none. We have enough excitement as is. However, the Nod Complex has been invited. I know at least a dryad will be arriving with them.�
�Yet a bunch of humans are expected to compete with demons?�
�Mr. Anderson,� Zoe said through pursed lips, �hopes to show off alternate methods of utilizing magic. A protest, if you will, against what he feels is a society stagnating by restricting itself to thaumaturgy.�
�Sounds like cheating to me.�
Zoe kept her mouth shut. The same thought had occurred to her. But it didn�t really matter. He would be getting the school�s name mentioned alongside the names of actually reputable schools. For the next school year, they might not have to go around, scrounging for students. Some might actually apply willingly.
�Who is running the betting pool on some disaster happening while the other schools are here?�
Zoe blinked in confusion. �I�m� What?�
�Figures you wouldn�t know,� Serena said, turning back to the window. �But somebody has to be gambling over this. Maybe I�ll try to sniff them out.� After a brief moment, she shook her head. �Though I don�t know why. Probably terrible odds on something happening and I�m certainly not betting against.�
Leaving her chair and walking around her desk, Zoe approached the vampire at the window with a long sigh. The fourth in seemingly as many minutes.
�Yeah,� she said, resting her forehead against the cool glass. �I wouldn�t bet against it either.�


Author�s Note 008

Hello, thanks for reading.
Book nine will continue as scheduled. No intermissions or interludes. Tune in next time for 009.001.
As with last time, I�d just like to say thanks before anything else. So thanks to all my supporters on Patreon and PayPal. I really do appreciate your support. And thanks to everybody else for reading my story!
I don�t know about all of you, but I had a lot of fun with book eight. It didn�t cover half as much as I wanted to cover, though I�m not sure why I don�t just plan for that. Pretty much all books so far haven�t gone exactly as planned.
Next book, we will finally be getting the other schools involved and start their little tournament. Something I know at least one of you have been waiting for since waaay back in book one.
Last Author�s Notes, I said two books left. Since one book has passed, that means one book left. Except� not. As mentioned, I didn�t cover as much as I had planned. How many books are left? No idea! Probably best not to listen to me on these sorts of things.
I�ve actually been thinking a lot lately about writing and characters. Specifically my writing and my characters. I posted a Worm fanfic titled Ziz (Simurgh!Taylor), only about 30k words worth as of writing this. Depressingly enough, I�m pretty sure that story that I�ve put about twenty minutes of thought into got at least a few thousand more viewers in two weeks than VD has gotten in the near two years that I�ve been writing it. Now, to be clear, I�m not mentioning that to whine about my numbers or anything, at least not too much, but simply to add context.
Some of those thousand people made their way to VD and started reading it. A tiny subset of that larger subset actually sent me private messages with critiques of Void Domain. That tiny subset is only about three people, but point still stands. Anyway, I sent messages back and forth to a few of them, discussing writing and my writing.
One of the big things I�ve decided is a problem is the lack of real consequences. The stakes in VD are almost always life or death, which is a fairly silly thing to have on the line as I�ve barely killed anyone. Even antagonists. If I were writing Game of Thrones (which I admit, I�ve never read or watched), death would be a valid consequence because of how frequently GRRM kills off his characters.
I touched on this in the previous Author�s Notes, but antagonists are another thing I feel I�m deficient in. Gertrude and Clement and the occasional Elysium Order are probably the best antagonists in the story. Sawyer, Willie, Des, not so much.
Honestly, it is likely too late to do much for proper antagonists. Gertrude and Clement have been a good shift, but too late. Still, something I�m heavily considering while thinking about new stories to write.
While on a semi-related topic, however, I�d like to pose a small question to people.
Chapters 004.020-004.024 are, in my opinion, the lowest point in the entire work. For a refresher, those covered the fight in Willie�s domain between Eva, Genoa, and Arachne. I�ve been considering outright deleting them and replacing them with a single chapter. Probably a simple battle to the death between the three of them without all the minions and nonsense, one that still ends up with Genoa stabbed and Juliana summoning Zagan. I�m not sure that it is the best choice, but it does need to hook into the rest of the story still and would at least get rid of all the meandering about with the cat-vampires and other things that I really don�t know what I was thinking at the time.
What do you all think?
Now for some side notes:
Again, thank you to everyone who has donated through either Patreon or PayPal.
As a reminder, I�ve posted a few chapters of a series that might be in the future for me on a second WordPress site. Tower Curator Preview! Yay! There are currently three stories with at least two chapters each, all of varying genres. You may have noticed little author�s notes at the bottom of some chapters during this book. If you�ve never clicked them, that�s what they were.
As for whether or not any of them will actually become real series after Void Domain, I�ve got no idea. I went through dozens of story ideas before settling down to write Void Domain. There are only three over there. Far from dozens. Though I will admit that I�ve started and have thrown out about five other first chapters that I haven�t even bothered to post.
I�ve also considered trying to find an agent and get published. Not Void Domain, as I still don�t think it is publish-worthy and it has already been published online�something publishers don�t like, I gather. If I go that route, there might not be a web serial. Or, if there is, it would probably be posted at a much slower rate and would not be what I am considering publishing.
Of course, that�s all merely in the consideration phase. I�ve barely looked up what I would need to do to find an agent, let alone actually get published. Though I do believe I need a complete novel that I haven�t put online.
So don�t worry too much, I�m mostly rambling anyway.
I�d like again to point out that a good amount of referrals to this story come from Top Web Fiction. As such, I would appreciate any extra votes in my direction. It is a quick click once a week and helps a lot.
On to the trivia section!

� The segment where Alicia died was originally intended to be a quick joke. �I wonder how Nel is doing,� Eva says, right before it cuts to Nel standing in a cartoonish bullet-hole outline in the wall behind her. It got a bit longer, but I think it was a fairly decent chapter. And added character development for Nel! Yay!

� Poor Irene. Always getting caught up in trouble. But how do Jordan and Shelby manage to avoid all the fun? Well, Jordan, as I�m sure many have guessed, has a demon bound to him that can manipulate shadows and allows him to teleport through them. Maybe if Irene hung out with Jordan just a little more often, she could hide out in the shadows as well.

� Did you know that the demon bound to Jordan has appeared in the text? Before all the student demons showed up even!

Reading recommendation:
Ah� so� this is really only barely reading. Still going to post it however.
This season, I watched my first anime in over two years. There have been shows that I�ve wanted to watch, but writing has sort of consumed my life. Anytime I try to watch anime, I just feel like I should be doing something else instead.
Youjo Senki � The Saga of Tanya the Evil managed to get me to watch the entire thing AND LIKE IT.
A sociopathic salaryman from modern day Japan gets sent back to World War One by a god-like being. In the body of a little girl. Fighting for the Germans. With magic. I really don�t know what else people need to know about it. If you�re reading Void Domain because of Eva and her fairly callous amorality, you�ll probably really like it.
Anyway, it counts as reading recommendation because subtitles. I don�t think it has been dubbed yet.
�
Book Eight Stats:

Chapters: 27

Wordcount: 97,473 (according to WordPress� built in word counter)

POV counts (max of one count per chapter):
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That�s all, thanks for reading book eight. I hope you enjoy book nine.

OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg





