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Void Domain, Book 09


Chapter 001

Press-ganged
�Everyone must be on their best behavior,� Saija said in a mocking tone of voice. It wasn�t hard to guess who she was mocking.
Anderson had been running around the entire school, snapping at anything out of place. Which, in his eyes, was just about everything and everyone. Especially anyone who had their uniforms crooked, ate messily, slacked off during class, or breathed too loudly. He had landscapers come in and tidy up every visible plant around Brakket.
Eva had been concerned that they might stumble across her fledgling ritual circle until she realized that visible just meant visible from the main building and the pathways in the Infinite Courtyard. They wouldn�t be going half as deep as her circle.
Construction crews had been working at all hours of the day and half the night just to repair the damage to the plaza fountain and the relatively minor damage to the dormitory buildings.
Eva�s blood-based floor replacement was still around. She got the feeling that it was one of the few things he was actually pleased with.
�Apparently, he changed his mind. We are not to display any inhuman characteristics unless told otherwise.� With an overly exaggerated sigh, Saija flopped over on the table, spreading her arms out against the surface. It wouldn�t be surprising if she went off and joined the drama club.
When she first sat down with them, Eva hadn�t recognized her. Without her wings, tail, and bright red eyes, Saija was just an exceptionally pretty human. She still felt like Saija. Eva got over her confusion relatively quickly once she realized that.
Not to mention the fact that she sat down with them and immediately started complaining. Humans, outside her group of friends, did not simply sit down for a casual chat at her table. If they approached at all, they would be timid and constantly shooting glances at Arachne.
Even with demons walking the halls on a regular basis, apparently Arachne was still intimidating enough to ward people away.
Looking around the hall, Eva found that every demon besides herself and Arachne were entirely human looking. Most had been human or human enough anyway, but many of the smaller characteristics had vanished. Horns and tails mostly. She could still feel them, so she knew where to look.
Of course, three demons weren�t anywhere to be seen. Technically four, if she included the deceased Timothy.
It was strange. She knew they were still around. She even knew who they had bound themselves to�three of the older members of the diablery class.
But she couldn�t feel them. Not even the slightest hint. And unless the human was actively channeling one of their demon�s powers, there wasn�t a single tell that she could pick up on from the outside. No changing eye color or sharpened teeth.
Which, really, she shouldn�t be surprised about. Though Shalise and Prax had somehow messed up their bond, Shalise had looked perfectly normal unless using Prax�s muscles.
The whole situation had made Eva somewhat self-conscious. Her first thought upon looking around and realizing that everyone was looking human was to wonder if she shouldn�t be wearing gloves and her blindfold again. Unlike all the demons around her, she couldn�t just magic away her demonic appearance. Neither could Arachne. If the two of them wanted to hide, they had to physically do so.
Her second thought was to screw that. The blindfold was annoying and the gloves uncomfortable. Her contacts had been obliterated along with her disguise when she had paid a visit to Martina, so they were out of the question as well.
The demons were likely to come out sooner or later. Why bother hiding what they were for a day or two.
And poor Saija was obviously thinking the same thing. Unfortunately for her, she had a contract requiring her to obey Anderson. The only way out of it was to get one of the human students to partner up with her, either as a bound familiar or a simpler contract.
In the week and a half since the demon hunters attacked, Saija had been sitting with them at lunch every single day. Always next to Irene. She followed her around and sat next to her in every single class.
The hinting could not be more obvious. Why Saija hadn�t just asked Irene to take up her contract was beyond Eva. Maybe the human had to initiate the request to make it valid. Or maybe she had asked and Irene declined.
But it wasn�t really any of Eva�s business. The succubus could go ahead and�
Her thoughts were cut off as the three tone pre-announcement chime played over the speakers.
�Evaleen Spencer, please report to the dean�s office immediately. Evaleen Spencer to the dean�s office.�
It took a great deal of effort not to grit her teeth. The new secretary had apparently not gotten the memo about her name.
Her anger dissipated with a short sigh. Something she never would have been able to do two years prior. She really didn�t know why she was getting so worked up. What did it matter what she was called. It had been forever since she last saw her father. With any luck, she wouldn�t see him again for the rest of his life.
�Ooh,� Juliana cooed. �Did you get in trouble again?�
�Doubt it,� Eva said as she stood. �Probably just wants me to make changes to the plaza. Maybe he decided he wants a pattern in it after all.�
Arachne stood along with Eva. As Eva expected of her.
Taking a moment, Eva checked her friend�s stomach. It still had a hole in it from the blade of the hunter. Every so often, Eva needed to readjust the hardened blood. The hole was healing and she didn�t want the blood to be in the way.
But it was so slow.
She could normally heal whole limbs in a week or so. A thin slit like the one in her stomach should have mended itself by the morning after.
All the more reason she had been lucky not to have her heart tube punctured.
�I guess I�ll see what he wants,� Eva said. �See you guys in class.�
With a wave of her hand, she stalked off through the cafeteria with Arachne at her heels.
Arachne being around was something of a great comfort. Eva didn�t like Dean Anderson half as much as she liked Martina and she really hadn�t liked Martina all that much. Being alone with him set her on edge for some reason. Probably just Catherine�s paranoia rubbing off on her.
Whenever Catherine had business around Brakket Academy, she always found an excuse to be escorted everywhere. Usually with Eva being the escort. Though she never said it directly, she was obviously trying to avoid being alone with Anderson. At least, that�s what Eva got from her fairly lame excuses. Often involving Eva sticking around her for some odd reason that didn�t make sense once the situation was over.
Such as asking Eva to walk with her so that they could discuss their upcoming ritual, only to not speak a word of it the entire time.
Thinking on the ritual brought up a flash of irritation. Though it was in the middle of November, the typical month for her treatment, Devon hadn�t said a word about her treatment until Eva asked him when they would be doing it. His response had been to shrug and say that they were delaying it. Possibly by as much as three months.
Ever since Arachne died and they had to use the new version of the ritual, there had been drastic changes to Eva after every one. The nubs on her forehead, the sharp teeth, her elongated tongue, and her blood to name a few. He was concerned that her body wouldn�t hold up to such rapid changes and, despite the danger in waiting, wanted to give her body more time to acclimatize to everything.
And that was in spite of Eva�s protests. She felt fine. Nothing hurt. Even a day after the treatment, she had felt fine. What acclimatizing did her body need to do?
But he was the expert. If he thought his precious test subject needed her rest, she really didn�t have much room to argue.
Eva pushed open the doors to the office area adjacent to the front lobby. The secretary�a distinguished older man with circular spectacles�glanced in her direction. As soon as his eyes met hers, he flinched back.
Something that just had Eva rolling her eyes. If Anderson was going to get a new secretary, he could at least get one that wasn�t uncomfortable around demons. The man should know better.
Though, maybe the secretary wasn�t all that bad. He looked mildly ashamed of himself as he cleared his throat. �The dean is in his office,� he said without a hint of a tremor in his voice. �You can go right in.�
�Thanks,� Eva said as she did just as he suggested.
�Ah, Eva.� Anderson turned around as the door to his office opened up. He had been standing next to the window, staring out into the afternoon light.
Martina�s office had been a dark environment. The window curtains were always closed and the overhead lights kept off. Her only source of lighting came from a desk lamp and a few standing lamps around the corners of the room. Her desk had usually had piles of paperwork mounted on top that never seemed to get any smaller.
The current office was almost completely opposite. Natural light poured in through the open window, joining up with the fluorescent tubes in the ceiling.
His desk was clear of all but a single pen and a sheet of paper. He might have cleared it just because he had called up Eva, but it could also be a sign that his secretary was actually doing his job. A stark contrast from the game-obsessed Catherine.
One more obvious difference caught Eva�s eye.
Anderson�s desk was just in front of the window, angled so that his back would be facing outside. He would face the door in a far more welcoming manner than Martina.
When she had been the dean, her desk had been tucked away in the corner. She still faced the door, but also faced her perpetually closed window. It felt far more paranoid than the welcoming of the current room.
�Please, come in,� he said with a gesture of his hand. �Have a seat.�
His eyes were locked solely on Eva, never once glancing over her shoulder to where she knew Arachne would be glowering at him. But she had no real reason to refuse, so she took the center of three chairs. Arachne stood behind her, not taking either of the empty seats. As she sat down, a thought occurred to her regarding just why Anderson might wish to speak with her.
�I�m not wearing gloves or a blindfold,� she said firmly, brokering no room for an argument.
Apparently, she had guessed wrong. Anderson frowned as his face changed from false pleasantry to confusion.
�I�m sorry?� he said after a moment of pondering.
�You told all the other demons to disguise themselves as humans,� Eva said, figuring she may as well continue with her line of thought. �I refuse.�
�Ah.� Anderson closed his eyes and gave a tiny shake of his head. �No, no, that isn�t why you�re here at all. The demons are as they are for one simple reason; I merely wished for our guests to not be too shocked upon their arrival.
�One or�� he trailed off, finally glancing towards Arachne for the first time since they entered the room, �or two abnormalities is far more palatable than a dozen.�
Well, that was good news. For a moment, she thought he was going to ask her to skip class and stay hidden for a few days. Something that Eva would have been opposed to in principle, but would have gone along with anyway to work more on the ritual site.
As it turned out, having an open-sky field was more troublesome for rituals than she had expected. It had rained the day after they started tracing out ritual lines, ruining much of their efforts. Mostly Juliana�s efforts as she was the one who could dig out deep troughs in the ground. Luckily, rain soaked into the ground, vanishing after doing only a little damage.
She would probably be a whole lot more irritated if it had been cold enough to snow.
As such, they had decided not to waste their time trying to dig more until Eva had the time to set up some protections against the weather.
Blood wards were neat things. They didn�t require much effort to set up. Just a little globule of blood being told to keep an area safe would have a sort of invisible mist spread through an area, killing anything not keyed into the ward. It needed a bit of blood as fuel, but not much.
Unfortunately, a blood ward did nothing to protect against falling rain or falling anything for that matter. It certainly hadn�t protected against the falling boulder that Genoa had dropped on the women�s ward during her first meeting with the former mage-knight.
She could put up a blood shield. She had done so during the aforementioned incident with Genoa. Such a shield was not cheap. With the area it needed to cover, she would be going through as much blood as currently made up the ground of the new plaza every week.
Probably. Rough estimates were hard when she had never done such a large shield for any real length of time.
Not really a tenable option unless she was willing to sacrifice huge numbers of people. Which she was, so long as they were the wrong sort of people. But even with her contact in Florida�whatever his name had been�Eva doubted that she would have enough people for more than few days of powering a shield of that magnitude.
Luckily, she had a third option. Thaumaturgy. Setting up such a large ward would be complicated, but not impossible. To make matters better, weather wards were among the simpler types and didn�t take much magic unless it was raining or snowing. Even then, the magic required was mostly negligible. Stopping by once a day to ensure that it was topped off should be plenty.
Eva was planning on trying to conjure up a ward as soon as school ended for the day. She hadn�t ever done a weather ward as part of class, but how hard could it be?
Anderson clearing his throat snapped Eva out of her thoughts. He stared at her, clearly expecting a response to a question that Eva had not been paying attention to.
�Sorry,� Eva said, shaking her head. �What did you say?�
�I said that I called you here to ask about this,� he said with a frown as he tapped the sheet of paper on his desk.
Eva leaned forward to read it as he continued speaking.
�You didn�t sign up for the interscholastic��
Cutting him off with a wave of her hand, Eva slid the sign-up sheet away from her. There were several names written down. More than she had honestly expected. A number of perfectly normal humans�mostly those in the top two years of school�along with all three of the former diablery students who had taken on demons.
Saija had put her name down for whatever reason, just above Irene�s name. Both names were in the same handwriting and Eva was betting that the handwriting hadn�t come from Irene�s hand. Shalise, Shelby, and Jordan were all missing from the list while Juliana�s name had been crossed out.
Eva distinctly remembered hearing Juliana complain for a few days about how her parents didn�t want her participating.
A few other demons aside from Saija were listed as well. Some on their own, but a few on the same line as human names in parentheses. Bound demons and their contractors, most likely.
�I�m really not interested,� Eva said, keeping her voice polite yet firm.
�After the show you put on last week, and several other events that Martina made me aware of before her untimely passing, I�m afraid I really must insist.�
�Show?� Eva said through grit teeth. �You mean when I skewered a man with crystallized demon blood and blew it up to the point where nothing but his legs remained?�
Anderson winced ever so slightly.
�I didn�t realize this contest would be so vicious and that killing the other schools� competitors was the goal.�
�It certainly isn�t the goal. It isn�t even an option.�
He sighed, sliding into his chair. �Eva, I know you�re smarter than that. You�re a powerful mage as clearly evidenced by your various altercations with enemies of Brakket Academy. Participating would go a great deal towards ensuring Brakket�s victory.�
�I thought this tournament was to show off our school, what we learn, and how it stacks up to the other schools around America.�
�That�s all true,� Anderson said, dipping his head in an agreeable nod.
�Then I should be the last one to participate. Nothing I do has come from this school. I�m a few months into my third year of instruction. In thaumaturgy, I think I�m right where I should be. Juliana is far ahead of me in that respect. You should be speaking with her instead of me.�
�As soon as we are done here, I will be calling her and her parents in to discuss just that.�
�Outside thaumaturgy,� Eva continued as if he hadn�t spoken, �I have a handful of demonic traits. Which I could ignore and participate with. It might even be representative of Brakket Academy. Especially if you make demons a more permanent fixture.�
�That is the plan.�
�Demons are one thing, but I consider myself primarily a blood mage. I can�t imagine that would be a subject coming to Brakket anytime soon.�
�No, certainly not. In fact, that is another topic I wished to discuss.� He clasped his hands together and looked over the top of his fingers with his elbows on his desk. �I must ask that you do not use blood magic while the other schools are in the area.�
�Wasn�t planning on it.�
And that was the honest truth. Being a diabolist did not automatically make one a murderer. The same wasn�t true about blood magic. While her demonic secrets had pretty much all come out over the course of her school days, she was quite pleased that her blood magic was still a secret to most people.
Even her fairly public use of blood magic when she had killed the hunter wasn�t obviously blood magic. Most humans saw black liquid and didn�t make the connection with blood. Given the size of the pool, who would ever think it was blood? Even if they suspected, she could claim that it was a demonic trait that allowed her to control it.
Which, for all Eva knew, was the truth. She hadn�t dipped her dagger into the blood. It had heeded her commands without any bloodstones touching it. Though it was a useless point to consider. Not a single person had commented about it while Eva could hear.
Though a number of people had started avoiding her. More than normal, anyway. Probably because she had publicly killed a man. Though it was a clear case of self defense.
�Good,� Anderson said with a smile as he put his hands down into his lap. �Now, about signing up��
Eva let out a long groan as her mind searched for some other excuse to skip out on the stupid contest. Anderson was giving her a feeling that he would keep pressing no matter what she said.
�You haven�t even told anyone what the contest is going to entail. I have so many things to be doing and zero time to study for written exams or whatever this is going to be.�
�No one is going to be told until after the other schools arrive. There will be a large feast on Sunday night where most of the details will be announced. I will say that it is nothing so boorish as exams.�
�It isn�t going to be something like fighting dragons or finding your way through a trap-filled maze, is it?� Both of which sounded far better than exams, but still not things that Eva wanted to do.
Anderson just gave a slight shake of his head before sliding the paper over towards her. He dropped the pen right on top of it.
Eva sighed, glancing towards Arachne and getting nothing but a shrug in return. She could keep fighting against Anderson, but missing golemancy would be annoying. Sitting here staring at his unpleasant smile, Eva very much doubted that he cared how many classes she had to miss.
Whatever, she thought as she picked up the pen. It�s not like this is a binding contract.
Fae could make a binding contract, but this obviously was not one. There were no contract details. Just a simple note at the top saying what the sign up sheet was for. And there were more than ten names. Unless Brakket Academy had some home-school advantage and could field a lot more students than the other schools, some of these people wouldn�t be chosen to participate.
Demons could also form a contract, but their contracts weren�t written ones. If a demon wrote down the terms of their contract, it was more to get a full look at what was being agreed upon before actually committing.
�Happy now?� Eva said, dropping her pen. �If this contest is tedious, I�ll skip it. Find a way to force me to and I�ll deliberately sabotage our school.�
�Don�t worry,� Anderson said, smiling as he took the paper back, �I�m sure you�ll find it both entertaining and enjoyable.�

Chapter 002

Preparations
Juliana took in a deep breath of the cool November air and let it back out as a long sigh.
The days were getting colder. Not quite cold enough to need a heavy coat, especially not while the sun was still up, but a light jacket wasn�t cutting it anymore. Winter was coming late this year, but it was still coming.
Soon enough, Juliana would be spending every weekend walking through shoulder-high snow, uphill both ways.
After a brief smirk at her own joke, Juliana sighed again. Just when she had been starting to convince her parents that she didn�t need to come back every weekend, the hunters attacked. It was a wonder that her father even let her out of his sight after that. While slightly more lax in terms of what Juliana should be allowed to do, her mother was just as worried. Even if she didn�t show it on her face.
Which probably had something to do with her near drowning.
She had downplayed it. On her insistence, Eva barely said a word, letting Juliana explain that she hadn�t even come close to drowning. If possible, she wouldn�t have said a word at all. Unfortunately, her cellphone being full of water along with being soaked to the bone was enough to warrant some explanation.
Though she had said that the water never went higher than her waist before stopping completely, that didn�t reassure her mother.
�What if the trap froze solid, you along with it? What if it had been fire? What if it had sucked all the air out of the bubble?� Her mother had gone on with a thousand more what ifs.
As a result, she had been forced to drop her magizoology elective�something she had really only taken in the hopes that it might make her father feel better about� well, everything. Now she was in Eva�s warding class with her mother giving her a crash course every weekend to help her catch up to what she had missed over the first few months.
Which just meant that she wouldn�t be getting out of walking to their house every weekend.
As she walked down the sidewalk, Juliana went over everything that had happened during the week. It would be the first thing her parents asked about.
Really, nothing especially interesting had happened. Something that Juliana would be happy to report. The less excitement, the better. For her parents at least. If she was being honest with herself, she liked a little excitement. Just enough to keep her on her toes.
Going to Hell was a bit much.
Juliana froze. Both her thoughts and her footsteps came to a screeching halt.
The house her parents had purchased was on the outskirts of town. The farthest possible residence in Brakket that could still be considered in Brakket. As such, it was something of a long walk.
And a quiet walk.
Too quiet.
She couldn�t point out anything in particular that made her stop and look around. The houses were few and far between on the edge of the city. Most didn�t have lights on in the early evening darkness, indicating a lack of residents. Untended yards were overgrown, grass and weeds stretched as high as they wanted without fear for a simple mower. Much of the area had long since been overgrown.
Nothing stood out to her. No glowing red eyes watching from the shadows. No leather-coat wearing dolls rushing at her with a sword. Not even another person walking along the street who might be a hunter about to pounce.
Still, the metal coating her body rippled, ready to form into armor at the first sign of danger.
She took a step. Then another step. Slowly, Juliana resumed her walking.
A shift in the wind had her diving to the side, armor flowing up and around her as she jumped through the air. She landed in one of the overgrown lawns, rolling a few times before coming to a stop.
Something hit the ground where she had been standing. She could hear the impact. The sidewalk cracked.
Not wanting to present a still target, Juliana pushed against the earth. Flaring her magic, the earth pushed back. Acting like a kind of spring against her feet, she flew through the air much faster and much farther than she would have ever been able to jump herself.
Her instincts proved correct. A series of boulders landed in the yard, each one nearly scraping her back as they fell and she moved.
As soon as she saw what they were�boulders of loosely compacted dirt�Juliana started to form some suspicions about just who was attacking her.
But no time to ponder. Another boulder forced her to dive to one side, only for the ground to drop out from under her to form a large pit. A twist of her hand pulled the earth back up to her, raising her up even higher than the surrounding landscape.
She had seen where that last boulder had come from.
Her eyes found a silhouette atop a nearby roof, haloed by the setting sun.
The plateau of earth beneath her feet started to crumble as several earthen spikes rose from the ground around her, trapping her in one spot.
Or it would have trapped her had she not been an earth mage.
A hill rose up, destroying the spikes before her. The crumbling remnants of her plateau sifted, sliding her along to the hill. Hills continued rising as she kept shifting the top to the next one, surfing along the top.
Her mother tried to knock her off with a few softball sized stones. Juliana twisted under the first, sidestepped the second, and brought up a wall of earth to block the third. All while continuing her forward movement.
A fourth softball struck her square in the back, sending her toppling forwards. Her own earthen hill that she had been surfing atop collapsed around her, partially burying her. The only redeeming thing was that her upper shoulders and head were still in fresh air.
Her mother blinking atop the mound, effectively standing on her chest, only added insult to injury.
�Not good enough Juliana,� she said, looking down on her daughter.
�I�ll show you not good enough,� Juliana mumbled as she wiggled her fingers�which was about all she could do while half buried.
The top of the hill lost its shape, acting more like a liquid as it swept off Juliana.
She had expected it to take her mother with it, but her mother simply blinked away again, appearing just over the now freed Juliana.
�Nice try, daughter. But not good enough. Where did you go wrong?�
Juliana grumbled to herself as she got back to her feet, half-brushing the dirt off and half-magicking it off her. �I didn�t realize there was another rock coming for my back.�
�That certainly spelled your downfall, but here is a better question. Why was I able to attack you with those stones?�
Blinking, Juliana stared up at her mother. She betrayed no real clues in her face, so Juliana�s eyes dropped down to the dagger held lightly between her fingers.
�Because you�re an earth mage?�
�Because I didn�t have to worry about being attacked. I stood in one place, didn�t even have to lift a finger to defend myself. Why didn�t I have boulders flying towards me?�
I can�t concentrate on so many things at once, Juliana almost said. But such an answer wouldn�t have gone over well. Her mother would have expected her to try, if nothing else. And Juliana couldn�t deny that she hadn�t launched one single attack towards her mother.
Instead, she tried changing the topic. �Dean Anderson wants me to join his contest between the schools.�
Genoa frowned. Whether at the change in topic or at Anderson, Juliana wasn�t sure.
�Does he now?�
�I told him that I would have to ask my parents first.�
�And we say no. You�re not having a demon bound to you if we can help it.�
Juliana blinked and shook her head. �I don�t think that�s what he wants. There were several humans and demons on the list. I think he wants a mix of regular humans, humans with bound familiars, and demons. And Eva.�
�Eva�s participating?�
�Apparently her arm is being twisted to get her into it,� Juliana said, using Eva�s words from earlier in the day.
�I see�� Genoa trailed off, bringing a hand to her chin. �If you�re not being paired up with a demon, I suppose my objection lessens. We�ll have to see what your father says. And what do you want to do?�
�I�d rather not.�
Eyebrows lifting, Genoa widened her eyes ever so slightly in a look of surprise.
Before she could ask, Juliana explained. �He just wants me to compete because I�m younger yet ahead of my age group in magic.�
Though Juliana wasn�t sure how long that would last. The rest of the students were catching up while she had been more-or-less stagnating for the past two and a half years. They would still lack her combat training and experience, but in terms of magical ability, Juliana would probably be even with them by the start of the next year.
�It will make the school look good in comparison to all the other schools who should only be fielding the oldest students. But I didn�t get where I am because of him or his school, you trained me.�
Normally, Juliana might have agreed right away. But that just irritated her beyond belief. If she was going to compete, it should be under her mother�s name. She should be advertising her own school.
�Well, your father will be pleased to hear that.� There was a pause. Just for a moment while her mother turned her thoughtful expression back to a glare. �But don�t think you�ve gotten out of talking about your poor performance here.�
Juliana groaned. �Shouldn�t you be resting anyway? What are you doing out here picking fights?�
�I need to get back into the swing of things. I was far too exhausted during that hunter�s attack. This is a great way to train myself up and you at the same time.�
Great, Juliana thought. I�m going to be attacked every weekend from now on.
�But don�t worry. It won�t be happening every weekend,� Genoa said as if reading Juliana�s thoughts. �It will be entirely random.
�Have to keep you on your toes, never knowing when you�ll be attacked.�
� � �
Warding, Eva thought, is not as simple as theory says it should be.
Eva dropped her arm, removing the carapace shield from her eyes. For a moment there, she had been worried that there was going to be a far more catastrophic failure. A few bright flashes followed by magic dispersing into the atmosphere was more than she would have hoped for.
Well, no. Not quite. She had been hoping for a successful rain shield. But if it had to fail, it was best that her ward didn�t violently explode.
She had succeeded once. A stable barrier that kept the rain out was actually about as easy as Eva expected. Unfortunately, it was a barrier to everything else as well, including herself. Had anyone been inside, they would have probably asphyxiated eventually as well. Eva didn�t actually have proof that it had been impermeable to air. It seemed likely though.
Since then, her warding had been nothing but failure after failure. Each one somehow worse than the last.
Keeping up trying might just give her the actual explosion that she really didn�t want. Even if it didn�t harm her, it might be noticeable enough to draw attention from the school.
Or other interested parties.
For the moment, Eva decided to sit down. Ward work was exhausting in a way that casual casting of magic never could be. Never before, no matter how many fireballs she created or how long her hands were on fire or even how much she blinked, had Eva actually needed to rest. She might physically grow tired from lack of sleep or overexerting her body. Blood magic tended to make her anemic after prolonged use of her own blood.
But never had she suffered magical exhaustion. She hadn�t known it was even a thing. Zoe hadn�t mentioned it during any of her theory classes.
Which made her think that she was doing something extremely wrong.
Really, it probably wasn�t the warding itself that took her energy, it was tearing them down after failures. She had to infuse more magic than it took to create the ward to tear it away. Multiple times.
Which might be the reason for her increasingly spectacular failures.
�Are you alright?�
�Mostly fine,� Eva said with a tired sigh. She did give Arachne a small smile. One to help reassure the spider-demon.
Arachne did not look reassured. The chitin plates around her mouth twisted into a frown.
�Okay, you�re right. I feel like I don�t want to move for the next hour.� Eva leaned back against a tree. She was probably getting her back coated in sticky sap, but mustering up the effort to care was beyond her at the moment. It would have been a bigger issue had she still had waist length hair, but that didn�t grow back in a week, not even for a partial demon.
The short fuzz atop her head was slowly trying to reach its old length, but this time, she might keep it in a short bob above her shoulders. Waist length hair was a nightmare to care for. Her shower times had dropped in half since losing her hair. Which, honestly, was more of a positive point than anything.
Arachne kept up her glare for a moment before shaking her head, sending the tendrils that made up her hair snapping through the air. �You wanted this complete before the other students arrived. It doesn�t look like you�re going to succeed.�
�Rub it in some more, why don�t you.�
�Just pointing out the obvious. Perhaps start with smaller wards? If you fail, it wouldn�t take so much out of you to destroy them.�
The idea had occurred to Eva, but she ignored it. She had been hoping to get it right the first time. Failing that, the second or third time. By the fifth failure, she had been too frustrated to consider attempting it on the smaller scale.
Arachne should have pointed that out much sooner.
It was a bit too late now. Eva had been out trying to conjure up a ward since school ended. The sun had still been up then, so it must have been a few hours at the very least. If her cellphone hadn�t been destroyed, she could have checked the actual time.
She really needed to get a new one.
With the sun gone, the little heat it brought to the November air vanished. Eva�s breath left mist in the air and, now that she was no longer actively concentrating on magic, she could feel the cold digging into her bones. Eva shook in a fairly violent shiver as she realized just how light her clothing was.
Despite her desire to sit in one spot and never move again, Eva dragged herself to her feet. �Let�s get back to the dorms, shall we?�
Arachne gave an eager nod, placing her fingers around Eva�s arm to help keep her steady.
Normally, they would have teleported back. They weren�t too far into the Infinite Courtyard, but teleporting was always faster than walking. However, Eva wanted to put as little stress on Arachne�s still injured body as possible. Even though her method of teleporation didn�t seem to affect demons in the same way that it had torn apart Lynn Cross or drained Serena, she still didn�t want to take the chance.
It was one of the main reasons they were actually using the dormitory instead of sleeping in the women�s ward every night.
So walking it was.
Eva leaned against Arachne and Arachne leaned back as they walked with each other. The spider-demon�s carapace wasn�t exactly warm. In fact, it felt even colder than the already freezing air.
Magic had a solution to most problems. Fire magic in particular was especially useful in this situation. Warming spells acted just like a tablet of runes set up to generate heat except they didn�t need all the fussy inscribing. A casual wave of her hand had her magic keeping the night air at bay.
She could have lit her hands on fire. Fire was even warmer than warming spells and she doubted Arachne�s carapace would have minded. But fire was bright. It would ruin their night vision at the same time as it signaled their position to anything that might be in the Infinite Courtyard.
Without Srey along with them this time, Eva didn�t want to take the chance of missing any movement in the moonlit night.
Despite being somewhat tense and wary about the possibility of something jumping out from the dark at them�the doll was still around somewhere, probably, and Eva couldn�t even detect it with her sense of blood�Eva walked with Arachne in a companionable silence. Neither felt an immediate need to talk.
Taking a languid stroll with Arachne was nice on its own. No need to weigh it down with unnecessary conversation. With her warming spells, she didn�t even feel a need to rush.
Though she wasn�t speaking, Eva was relatively certain that Arachne was enjoying herself as well. She could speak up if she was feeling uncomfortable.
So they walked through the Infinite Courtyard.
It didn�t take long to reach the edge of the forest section. They passed by the magizoology classroom and its conjoined zoo. As they did so, they moved from the rough terrain to the paved pathway that led to the school.
The closer one got to the school building, the fewer and farther between the trees were. That combined with the relatively straight path led to something of a rare situation.
Eva actually saw someone before the person entered her range of blood sense.
Arachne tensed the arm that was wrapped around Eva�s shoulder, apparently having noticed as well.
But Eva ignored the spider-demon. The figure leaning against the wall of Brakket Academy looked vaguely familiar. And not in the way that warranted immediate alarm.
Crossing a quarter of the distance to the main building confirmed Eva�s suspicions.
The person leaning against the wall was dead. Very dead. No living blood circulating through her veins. Yet she still shoved off the wall when she spotted Eva and Arachne despite her living-impaired body.
�Serena!� Eva said as she got closer to the vampire. �I haven�t seen you in forever.�
�Eva,� the vampire greeted with a fanged smile. �Good to see you again. Smelling stronger than usual.�
�If I didn�t know you were talking about my blood, I�d be a little offended,� Eva said, placing a hand on her hip and faking a little glare.
Which only had the vampire widening her grin.
Deciding to be a little ornery, Eva split her lips, matching Serena�s wide smile.
Serena blinked, actually taking a step back as her eyes dropped to Eva�s smile. Somehow, using some supernatural ability, Serena managed to turn her step back into a step forward. She got right up in Eva�s personal space.
Something Arachne actually let out a little growl about.
�Eva,� she said, not taking her eyes off Eva�s mouth. �You�re making me a little envious. Am I crazy or did you have normal teeth last time I was around?�
�You�re not crazy. And it�s good that you mentioned my teeth. My mouth,� she started, momentarily hanging her tongue down to her chin before continuing, �is a bit different nowadays and nobody has said a word. I was beginning to wonder if they just couldn�t see it.�
�Well I can see it and I�m feeling inadequate now,� Serena said, leaning back with a pout.
�So, what are you doing here?�
�Hopefully keeping Zoe and Wayne from getting themselves killed.�
�Ah. Yeah, they do seem to have a habit of attracting trouble, don�t they.�
�I doubt they�re the only ones,� Serena said with a pointed look. �What are you doing out in the forest in the dead of night anyway?�
�Trying to stop the rain and snow.�
Serena glanced up to the cloudless night sky before looking back to Eva, giving her a thumbs up. �Good job.�
Eva just rolled her eyes. �I don�t suppose you know anything about weather wards?�
�Not a thing. I might be able to trick someone into thinking it wasn�t raining��
�Unless you can trick the ground, it isn�t very useful.�
�Ah,� she said with a hum, nodding in understanding. �You�re doing a ritual of some sort and need the elements kept out. A large one too, or you would just do it inside one of your prison buildings.�
�That�s� accurate.� Eva might have to be careful about how she explained her wards in the future. And to who. If Serena figured out what the ritual was for, it probably wouldn�t be the end of the world. Other people might not be so understanding.
�So what is it for? Giving yourself even sharper teeth?�
Best to be somewhat vague even if Serena was on-board to summon a Power.
�I�m hoping it is going to solve one or two problems without creating any of its own.�
Serena just stared, lightly tapping her foot against the cement pathway as she waited for Eva to explain more.
She would be waiting a long while.
�Burr,� Eva said. She rubbed a hand over her arm as she faked a shiver. �Sure is cold out here. We really should be getting back to the dormitory about now.� Her words came out stiff and awkward, but that didn�t really matter. She knew she wasn�t fooling Serena.
Hopefully the vampire would pick up the hint and not press more.
Serena continued her stare, narrowing her eyes ever so slightly. After letting Eva sweat for a moment, she finally sighed. �Maybe I�ll come spy on you one of these nights.�
�Hate to disappoint you, but there won�t be much to see even if you do. Can�t work on the circle until I figure out this weather thing. The winters here are not kind in the amount of snow they normally dump on us.�
�Well, I�ll figure it out sooner or later. But, since you mentioned the dorms, I wonder�� She paused, looking almost bashful as she clasped her hands behind her back. Her cheeks didn�t light up with a blush, but she was a vampire. Not really possible for her. �Do you happen to know anyone who might be willing to part with a pint or two of blood?�
Eva blinked and started to shake her head, but stopped as she remembered a few of the edgier students in her diablery class. �There might be one or two,� she admitted. �I�m surprised you�re not begging me.�
Serena sniffed at the air once or twice. Not quite wrinkling her nose, but not looking quite as enamored as Eva remembered.
�I�d say your blood has a cup of sugar or two too much, if you�ll recall my past analogy.�
That� actually made Eva feel a little bad. She had given Serena her blood, but never in a situation where the vampire could enjoy it. Now it was too late. Unless Devon went and found another valid test subject, Serena would never be able to have something like that again.
Despite her somewhat morose thoughts, Serena grinned. She stepped up and linked arms with Eva�on the side that Arachne hadn�t claimed�and leaned against her.
�So,� Serena said, �I don�t suppose you�ll lead me to these one or two people? I�ve been here for a few days now and haven�t had a good drink in forever.�
Eva just sighed. �Let�s go introduce you.�

Chapter 003

Guests
No one could say that Brakket Academy wasn�t welcoming towards its guests. Anderson had pulled out all the stops to make them feel as comfortable as possible even with all the demons wandering around. Though with his order for the demons to remain hidden, the only obvious demonic beings were Arachne and Eva.
After having her inhuman hands revealed in public, Eva had gotten her fair share of stares. Getting a few more was nothing special. And the meal was doing a decent job of distracting everyone.
A feast had been laid out for everyone. In typical Brakket Academy fashion, Eva couldn�t tell what most of it was. The mashed potatoes and roast were obvious. That is where the food she was familiar with ended.
An orange soup that smelled of lilacs seemed to be favored by one of the schools, though nobody Eva was sitting with had touched it. Perhaps it was a local delicacy of some sort. There was a thick, almost honey-like drink for everyone to partake of. Though it wasn�t sweet like honey. Rather, it had a taste not unlike that of lightly salted butter.
Eva had taken a single sip and decided that between the thickness and taste, that one sip had been more than enough for the rest of her life. Which, assuming all went well, would be practically forever. Luckily the feast had water available as well. Something Eva was much happier with.
Still, the students from another school were guzzling it down by the glass, making Eva wonder if it hadn�t been laid out specifically for them. Each school seemed to have some odd food that they favored over the others.
The thought had Eva�s mind running off on a tangent. She had never actually met the cooks at the school. With all the weird stuff they served for lunches, Eva wondered if they were even human.
But, that was just a tangent. She shook her head and went back to inspecting the new arrivals.
They were staring at her. She would stare right back.
Unfortunately, she couldn�t stare at one of them for even half as long as they stared at her. Luckily, she didn�t have to. As soon as her eyes met with someone else�s, they would always look away first. Usually in the first second and with a slight jump of shock.
Once or twice, when faced with a student who didn�t look away fast enough, she would even smile at them.
While amusing herself with making everyone uncomfortable, there wasn�t all that much to look at. Not everyone was human, but none particularly stood out to Eva as they ate. Well, except for the woman apparently made of wood and leaves over at one of the tables. So far, that woman hadn�t even looked to Eva. Aside from that, small talk was made, often with points or gestures in her direction. In fact, few people actually seemed to be eating, focusing more on the talking.
Not really surprising.
Well, almost nobody stood out. There were a few she was suspicious about. A group of twenty students from one of the schools in particular.
There were only supposed to be ten contenders, but apparently the other schools had been welcome to bring friends or family. Or maybe just spectators that had wanted to come.
Eva didn�t really care. She hadn�t paid any attention when the schools were being announced. Her interest in the event amounted to how much she could avoid participating while still participating enough.
Not paying attention was coming back to bite her at the moment. Two members of that school had something unusual about them. Each had an eye-like object implanted right around their sternum.
Leaning over past Shelby, she tapped Jordan on the shoulder. �Which school was that group from?� she asked with a nod of her head in the direction. He should know, he was the dean�s son after all.
�Isomer Holy Academy. A school for thaumaturgy from where the Elysium Order gets most of their recruits.�
Eva slowly nodded as she glanced back to the two girls a table and a half away.
The two immediately locked eyes with her, not flinching away in the slightest.
�They�re nuns in training,� Eva murmured with a groan. She really did not want to deal with some half-baked nuns out for revenge because of her various humiliations of the Elysium Order.
Nobody had even died last time save for Arachne, and she returned the stupid obelisk. They should just get over themselves already. Eva wasn�t even holding that big of a grudge for them killing Arachne�it was mostly her own fault for assaulting them, even if she hadn�t had much of a choice at the time.
But maybe they didn�t even know about that. Would the higher-ups in the order have told two lowly recruits? They were probably the freshest of all the nuns, given that they were still in school.
Maybe they just hated her because she wasn�t human.
The rest of the students looked hostile, but not quite to the level of the relentless glare that those two nascent nuns were giving Eva. Most glanced away as soon as Eva looked at them.
Oddly enough, the two adults with that school�the headmaster and some other authoritative chaperon�were looking more uncomfortable than angry. Both sat up with the rest of the visitors, professors, and the dean, quietly talking to each other as they ate. Neither had eyes implanted in their chests. They were, to the best of Eva�s ability to detect, two perfectly normal humans.
The Elysium Order must employ regular humans as professors and staff.
�I�m surprised they bothered to come at all,� Eva said, glancing back to Jordan.
�The Elysium Order isn�t currently operating in North America, but they didn�t shut down the school. It is, after all, just a regular school for mages. As for actually showing up,� he paused with a shrug. �Maybe they wanted to keep an eye on you. Or us.�
�As long as that�s all they�re doing.�
Eva shrugged her shoulders, breaking eye contact with the nearly-nuns. Technically, she looked away first. It wasn�t that big of a deal to her though.
Besides, she was in much too good of a mood to have it ruined by a few sticks in the mud.
She had been practicing her warding. Right over her own plate of half-finished half-pushed-around food was a small bubble. A ward she had been toying with. It let her hands pass through and it let food out�when she deigned to take a bite�yet the few droplets of water that she flicked over the ward hit it, stopped, and ran down the side to pool on the tablecloth.
Eva grinned for a moment before clamping down on her expressions. While she had flashed a brief smile at a few of the students just to make them uncomfortable, she really wasn�t interested in being known as the girl who sat around playing with her food and smiling at it.
Not only that, but this ward still had problems. She had a feeling that snow would pass through without trouble. The potatoes had a good amount of moisture in them and they went through without trouble. Of course, it couldn�t be completely impermeable to water. Humans were basically bags of the liquid.
Which was probably why so many of her failures were completely impassable, now that she thought about it.
Though pleased with her current success, the situation as a whole was frustrating enough that Eva was actually thinking about seeking help. Weather wards weren�t exactly uncommon, so it wasn�t like she was trying to invent a whole new branch of magic. She wanted someone to straight up teach her how to make one or just do it for her. Probably the former as the latter would require bringing someone else out to what was obviously a ritual site.
Luckily, it just so happened that Eva had a teacher who was supposed to teach her these kinds of things. While weather warding wasn�t on the schedule for another few months yet, she might be able to ask about it in an extracurricular fashion.
Glancing up to the table, Eva watched Professor Lepus for a moment. She, as always, had her hair tied up in a ribbon that pointed straight up, resembling the ears of a rabbit. Unlike most of her coworkers, she wasn�t talking to anyone. Her fork ran through her food, pushing it around much as Eva did when killing time waiting for others to finish.
Lepus never really struck Eva as very unsociable. She spoke well in class and never so much as stuttered. But those were all prepared lessons. Maybe she suffered when forced to interact in more improvisational situations.
Eva considered playing a brief prank on her. Just a little thing to get her attention and maybe signal that she wanted to talk later. All the professors had office hours extending beyond the regular school day, so she could just walk in without any sort of appointment. But still, she was growing increasingly bored of this feast.
Just as she was about to attempt a long-range ward around the professor�s food, blocking all access to the plate, Eva caught a flicker of movement in the corner of her eye.
All thoughts of her warding professor were lost as Eva scanned the room. She used both her eyes and her sense of blood to pick out anything unusual. Perhaps a suspicious insect buzzing around or someone not where they were supposed to be.
Especially towards another school�s table where the flicker looked like it had been heading towards.
After staring for a moment and finding herself unable to locate any real threat, she glanced back to Jordan.
�Nod Complex for the Supernatural,� he said, preempting her question. �The only school in America that openly accepts non-human students. Aside from Brakket I suppose.�
As soon as he said that, Eva turned back to the table and started paying attention more to their insides than their outsides. Now that she was actually looking, she quickly found a few problems. One of the boys had a tumor growing in the rough shape of a third lung.
Actually, on closer staring, Eva decided that it was a third lung.
A few of them were obviously plain and ordinary humans. The others, she wasn�t so sure about. One girl�s heart was beating faster than a frightened rabbit�s. While she could be simply scared of knowing that demons and nuns were about, Eva found it far more likely that she wasn�t human. Three more were elves, only really noticeable because of their ears.
One boy, slightly older looking than the rest of them, actually waved when Eva turned her attention to him.
She couldn�t understand how she could have missed him before. Perhaps she had just been distracted with the nuns.
His heart wasn�t beating and his blood wasn�t pumping. While not as deathly pale as Serena, he was still a vampire.
Slowly and without making a single expression on her face, Eva turned her head to look back at the Isomer table.
The two nuns were still staring straight at her. If they had noticed the vampire, they were being extremely subtle about it.
And they didn�t have a single subtle bone in their bodies based on how they were staring at Eva.
Just as slowly as she had looked away from the vampire, Eva turned to face nothing in particular. She stayed staring at nothing for a few moments before finally speaking in a hushed tone of voice.
This was supposed to be a serious yet somewhat friendly competition. Yet with those nun trainees, Eva had a feeling that there would be a good amount of blood spilled by the end of it. Either theirs or the vampire�s.
Not Eva�s blood. Well, not unless she was using her blood magic for some reason. But she intended to be the one spilling blood if it came down to it.
�Hypothetically, can vampires even learn thaumaturgy?�
Her friends were silent for a few moments before Shelby shrugged. �I don�t see why not,� she said. �By all accounts and Professor Bradley�s personal testimony, they�re magical beings. Thaumaturgy isn�t exactly human exclusive. Elves have been known to learn it on a fairly frequent basis.�
Eva blinked at the information before remembering where it came from. Shelby was taking Bradley Twillie�s magizoology elective.
�That makes sense. Though, they do have their own magics, don�t they? Things that normal humans wouldn�t be able to learn.�
�Yes, I believe so. Exactly what they can do varies by strain. Why do you ask?�
�Oh. No reason. Just a thought that popped into my head.�
She might have to ask Serena about vampire specific magic later on and whether or not there was a way to tell what strain the vampire was. She found herself wondering just how old the vampire was and for how long he had been a vampire. And, perhaps more importantly, just how he was to compete.
Serena had needed a full winter regalia including an umbrella and heavily mirrored skiing goggles just to watch her treatment early on in the summer. Unless all the events were at night�which wouldn�t surprise Eva�the vampire might stick out like a sore thumb if he tried the same.
But the vampire was several leagues above normal humans. Probably on par with some average demons, based on observations she had seen of Serena fighting. He would be a threat to everyone even if he couldn�t do any thaumaturgy.
It seemed like the Nod Complex was stacking their deck just as much as Brakket was. She didn�t know what the other non-humans brought to the table, but they probably had their own advantages.
Actually, Isomer was cheating as well. The two with the eye implants could probably do the white magic of the Elysium Order. And then there was the connection thing that gave them a sort of hive-mind while connected�or something, she might need to ask Nel again.
No wonder Brakket had never been able to compete before.
It made Eva curious enough to start scrutinizing the other schools a bit more in-depth. They were probably cheating as well. Maybe they had brought literal dragons shoved into human skin as their contenders.
Before she could, Anderson got to his feet. The quiet murmurs died off almost completely as he cleared his throat at the head of the center table.
�Looks like most everyone is done eating,� he said as he cast a slow gaze around the room. �If you are still eating, don�t worry. There are no further events planned for tonight so you may consume and mingle until there is nothing left.
�However, there are a few announcements to be made and they should be made before we disperse for the evening. First, living accommodations. Isomer and Faultline academies will be housed in the Gillet dormitory building. For reference, when facing the dorms with your back to the main school building, that is the building on the right. You�ll be on the second floor. Your rooms should have your names posted on the doors.�
Eva let out a small sigh. That was good news. She really didn�t want Isomer or its nuns to be in her building if at all possible. Maybe it would be a good idea to just sleep over at the prison for the foreseeable future.
�The Rickenbacker�which is opposite of the Gillet�will be housing the students from Mount Hope and the Nod Complex. You can find your rooms on the third floor.�
Which had Eva groaning.
While her blood might be a bit �sugary� for Serena�s tastes, that didn�t mean that she was an unattractive blood bag to other vampires. And then there was everyone else in the dorms. Since Eva only knew that he was a vampire because of her ability to sense blood, she highly doubted that anyone else knew.
If he lived with the other students at the Nod Complex, it probably wasn�t that big of a deal. He probably had an agreement with one of the other students or a professor to give him a food supply. Honestly, she should probably be more worried about Serena deciding to snack on students than him.
Especially given that she had already drank at least one student�s blood on Eva�s recommendation.
�But,� Anderson said, �living accommodations are not the most exciting of events. Luckily, we have far more interesting things planned than where you all will be sleeping. I�d like to invite up someone many of you probably already know.� He took a step back, gesturing to his side. �Director of the Royal Guild of Mage-Knights, Wallace Redford.�
Eva blinked. She really was not being half as attentive as she should be. She hadn�t even noticed the older man up among the professors. Not having seen him since the start of the school year, she had almost forgotten that he even existed.
He was seated just as all the professors were, facing the students. Next to him, a woman with golden-yellow hair sat to his side with her eyes closed. Though she appeared to be asleep judging by her face alone, she was sitting upright in her seat. Eva could tell through her sense of blood that her body was as active as any other conscious person.
But there was something off. Eva couldn�t quite place what it was. Everyone had their individual characteristics in their circulatory systems. To liken them to fingerprints would not be an exaggeration. If anything, it would be an understatement.
So everybody was different. But she was differenter. Perhaps not human? But human enough that Eva couldn�t quite figure out what was wrong.
But, if she was up there with Redford and the professors, she was probably not a dangerous person. At least, not towards the students or staff.
So Eva ignored it as Redford began moving.
A loud click echoed throughout the gymnasium as his cane tapped into the ground, silencing the hushed murmurs that had started up upon his name being announced. A scowl on Redford�s face slowly deepened as he got up and moved to the front of the stage alongside Anderson.
He looked out over the assembled students, looking from table to table. After scanning the entire room, he took a deep breath.
�Honorable combat,� he said, �is a fantasy. A byword for stupidity, should you believe in such a thing. In the real world, entering combat with a bow and a hope for a good fight will get you killed before you can even right yourself.�
Again he paused to glance around, though his eyes never seemed to settle on any one person.
�You may have heard that phrase before. �In the real world� things are different. I�m here to tell you that they aren�t. Or, to be more accurate, you live in the real world. People, especially those up here on stage with me, have a stake in the victor. Brakket Academy wishes to elevate its reputation. The others would find losing to them to be an embarrassment.�
Anderson, standing just to the side and slightly behind Wallace, didn�t flinch in the slightest. He had an almost genuine-looking showman�s smile on his face.
�I was asked to tailor events in such as way that they might be fair to all five schools. A fascinating problem. One I considered for a great deal of time. I knew without a doubt that all five schools would attempt to gain unfair advantages. To cheat, in simpler terms. Some more obviously than others,� he said with a glance towards a still smiling Anderson.
But Anderson�s face was far from the most interesting expression.
The headmasters and chaperons of the other schools, formerly listening politely with either happy or neutral expressions, all took an immediate downturn as Wallace spoke. The headmaster of Isomer actually started turning red in the face in spite of the fact that his cheating was far more obvious to Eva�s eyes than any other school.
Well, save for the vampire with the Nod Complex.
�And then, it came to my attention that it was custom for the schoolmasters to act as moderators and judges.� Casting his gaze to his feet, he shook his head. �This will not do.�
Much as Anderson had done when he introduced Wallace, Wallace waved his own hand to the side. Except his hand held a cane. One that pointed at a small gathering of people who had been sitting with him, though slightly away from the woman. None looked particularly pleased to be singled out.
More than one wasn�t even paying attention, choosing instead to stare at Eva.
�I have invited a special group of judges. Five people who have absolutely no stake in any of the participating schools. Five people whose identities I have kept secret for the past few months to avoid any bribing or threatening.� He turned, putting his back towards the students to face the professors, headmasters, deans, and other adults. �Speaking with them outside of an official capacity in public is grounds for forfeiture.�
None of the adults really reacted. Not like they had when he mentioned that they were cheating. They had probably been informed of this beforehand�and likely agreed to it in the first place�and he was just making the statement public.
�They are mundanes,� he said, spinning back around to face the student body. �Incapable of magic. I expect them all to be treated with just as much respect and��
�This is an outrage!� The Isomer headmaster jumped to his feet, face red and bulging as if it were about to burst. �You cannot bring mundanes into a magical school��
�In my school, Headmaster Drosselmeyer, I decide who is welcome and who is not.� Anderson said, turning to face the outspoken headmaster. His smile was still on his face. However, something was slightly off about it. The way the corners of his lips rose made it look all the more predatory. �You already agreed to allow Wallace to choose the judges. So, unless you wish to forfeit��
Drosselmeyer puckered his lips as he glanced to the other school heads. None seemed ready to jump to his support. With one last glare towards Anderson, he retook his seat.
�Good,� Anderson said. �We are all� sapient beings. I would have hated to announce that one of our illustrious schools withdrew on the grounds of classism. Our viewers might have found that distasteful.�
�Viewers?� Drosselmeyer asked in a far more subdued tone of voice.
�Of course! I forgot to mention that detail. If you don�t mind, Wallace.�
The leader of the Guild glared at him as if to ask why he couldn�t have waited just five more minutes. �Go right ahead,� he said through loosely clenched teeth.
�As you�re well aware,� Anderson said as he moved up to address the students. He kept his body slightly angled to keep the schoolmasters in view. �Brakket Academy has been under observation by the mundane news media, mostly because of our beautiful sky.�
Eva took a moment to roll her eyes.
�A few pillars of light in the past month renewed their interest. Rather than keeping them at arm�s length while such an event was going on, I decided to invite them in to observe. We�ve kept ourselves mysterious and hidden from mundanes despite them knowing about us for years. For too long. As such, I am pleased to announce that for the first time ever, the Interscholastic Competency Competition will be aired live over mundane news networks.�
Silence reigned over the gymnasium.
For about ten seconds.
Students and adults alike both burst into chatter. It grew loud enough that Eva could barely hear herself think. She couldn�t even pick out a single conversation to listen in. At least, not outside her table.
Shelby was poking Jordan in the side, asking if he knew about that bombshell. Juliana shrugged her shoulders while Shalise just sighed, saying something about her mother that Eva couldn�t quite catch with all the noise.
Eva wasn�t entirely sure what to think about it. She would have to take even more care not to be seen using blood magic. Not that she was planning on it during the actual events. However, if there were cameras around at other times, all it would take would be one nosy journalist sneaking through the Infinite Courtyard at the wrong time.
Three loud clicks echoed over the noise. They were loud enough to be almost deafening. Wallace must have some sort of enchantment on his cane.
�You�re all distracted, so I�ll skip over much of my speech. The first event will be next Saturday. Each school is to select three of its ten competitors.�
There was a bit of murmuring among the students at that proclamation. It died off with a glance from Wallace to the loudest group of students�those from the Faultline school, if Eva wasn�t mistaken.
�These three will not be allowed to participate in the second event, so choose wisely. Perhaps you�ll wish to select your top three students, or maybe save some of your best for the following event. The choice is yours. Further information will be given on the day of the event.�
He gave one last look around the room before turning and retaking his seat.
�Exciting, exciting,� Anderson said, his smile once again fit for a salesman. �Now, feel free to continue mingling or to disperse to your dormitories. The evening is yours to do with as you wish.�

Chapter 004

Shadows
Eva stalked through the halls of Brakket Academy, trying to ignore the vampire following after her.
He was just far enough away for it to be conceivable that he had his own business in this particular direction. That could be possible. In some twisted alternate reality, it might even be true. However, in her world, it wasn�t something Eva was willing to believe.
Some might call her paranoid. Those people would probably be people she had never really spoken with. People who didn�t know her very well.
The fact of the matter was that if someone looked like they were following her, she was inclined to believe it.
Luckily, a vampire�s motivations weren�t hard to guess at. He would be wanting her blood. Eva had been extremely hesitant in giving Serena blood and she liked Serena. The chance this guy would get some was near zero. She hadn�t had a single conversation with the guy yet and she was already hating him.
�We could just kill him.�
Eva whipped her head to glare at Arachne, half wondering how the spider-demon knew what she was thinking about. Her anger must have been written on her face.
�You can�t say things like that. Especially in public.�
She glanced around. As usual, she was being given a fair bit of space to walk through the hallways. Arachne hadn�t spoken loudly, so probably nobody had heard. Except maybe the vampire. She actually wasn�t sure how good his hearing was.
Serena had said that he was of the August strain. Which, to Eva�s great joy, meant that he did not possess Serena�s mind magic. There was no need to avoid eye contact every time she glanced in his direction.
Augusts were the typical vampires. The ones everybody thought of when vampires came up in conversations. They weren�t bestial. They couldn�t trick people into thinking things were different from reality. They didn�t have the insane insight that some strain called Mekhet possessed. Augusts were nothing more than long-lived parasites on humanity.
Of course, they didn�t view themselves as such. Something snapped in their brains when turned. Whatever their station in life had been, once risen as a vampire, Augusts invariably believed that they were the greatest things to walk the Earth.
Hence the name �August.�
It made Eva wonder if the other strains had something obviously wrong with them. Did something snap in Serena�s brain when she turned? Something that made her somewhat obsessed with Zoe and Wayne?
Eva hadn�t asked.
But she figured she should admonish Arachne just in case someone had heard her.
�Besides, even if he is an entitled prick, that really isn�t enough to warrant such an extreme reaction. He is still a student anyway. Not an enemy.�
Yet.
Eva couldn�t be sure how far his mania would drive him. It was entirely possible that he might get violent if Eva denied him her blood. Everything would be much easier on her if her other stalkers would get a clue and start fighting the vampire for her.
The two girls with eyes implanted in their chests were far from subtle. While it was conceivable that the vampire was merely walking in the same direction that Eva was going, the nuns were stopping at corners, peeking around, sneaking up to junctions or classrooms, and watching.
They weren�t even watching the vampire.
In fact, Eva was relatively certain that they actually bumped into the vampire, excused themselves, and both went their separate ways without noticing. Eva could not fathom how that was possible. To the best of her knowledge, the two hadn�t connected to their Source since arriving. Something that, according to Nel, would have informed them immediately if they were looking at a vampire.
But couldn�t they look at the darkened windows and at least assume that some vampire was running around? Granted, they hadn�t been in the school before the windows were darkened. They might not have noticed the change as Eva had.
With a sigh, Eva considered continuing to ignore both, but she had business to take care of. Some of it was business out in the Infinite Courtyard. She didn�t want either the vampire or the aspiring nuns following her around out there.
Turning down the next corner, Eva walked into the first empty classroom. One of the rooms used for standard elemental magic. Fire magic, judging by the scorch marks around the room. Oddly enough, not a room Eva had been inside before. With all the many rooms around the main academy building and the low number of teachers, it wasn�t surprising that there were a few older classrooms around.
She stayed outside just long enough to usher Arachne inside. They closed the door just in time for the vampire to round the corner.
Such a simple maneuver would never be able to juke the vampire. Especially not when Eva�s blood smelled so different compared to the rest of the students.
But he didn�t enter the room. He did pause at the door. Only for as long as it took to glance over his shoulder at the two �sneaky� nuns coming up the hallway. With ever so slightly narrowed eyes, he continued down the hallway. He didn�t so much as glance through the window on the door.
The nuns were quite the opposite. Both seemed to panic upon finding the hallway deserted save for the vampire and a few other students. Splitting up, one on each side of the hall, they went and peeked through each window.
Right up until one pair of eyes edged over the door window to Eva�s room.
The blue eyes disappeared almost instantly, but not before widening to the size of dinner plates.
Eva just sighed again, taking a seat on one of the tables in the room as the girl called her companion over.
From there, they entered into what looked like a fairly heated argument. Eva saw her own name cross their lips more than once. She wasn�t the best at reading lips through her blood sight, but her own name was familiar enough. The two nun trainees obviously knew who she was.
They took so long discussing what to do just outside the door that Eva was about to stand up and drag them into the room. Unless their plan was to sit around outside all day wondering just what her dastardly evil plans were, they probably had something to say.
Before she could, the two girls finally decided to enter the room.
And they entered� tactically.
The door flung open. One marched in, sweeping her gaze past Eva to check the corners of the room, especially the one behind the door. The second followed right on the heels of the first, though she kept her glowing eyes on Eva.
Arachne, Eva noted, shifted her posture upon seeing the flames burning out from the girls� eyes. A bit more aggressive of a posture, readying herself to attack them.
Eva wasn�t too concerned. A little, yes. Especially if they could use lightning as powerful as the bolt that had taken out Arachne. However, she was prepared to blink at the slightest gesture from either of them.
If they did attack, she would blink behind them and rake her claws across their throats without hesitation.
But she didn�t think that they would attack. They were still children�possibly even younger than most of the other contenders, now that Eva got a decent look at them�and they hadn�t opened with an attack upon entering the room. Which would have been the smart thing to do if they wanted to take her out.
Worst of all, they allowed the door to shut behind them. As tactical as they had looked while entering, it struck Eva as odd to let the door shut. It cut off an avenue of escape if things went poorly. From Nel, Eva knew that only the higher ranking nuns were taught the ability to teleport. Maybe they had intended to trap Eva in, but they had already been blocking the door with their bodies.
It struck Eva more as a privacy measure than any sort of attack.
Hence her feeling that they wouldn�t attack.
�No one else here,� the girl with curly brown hair said, just barely above a whisper. She spoke more to the second girl into the room than Eva and was clearly deferring to her, waiting to see her response.
Without taking her eyes off Eva, the blond gave a shallow nod.
Eva crossed her legs, swinging them slightly as she sat on the table. Her wide grin was actually starting to strain her cheeks. She had never been a very big smiler. Especially not in recent months as she felt her teeth would unnecessarily unnerve those around her. So she kept her smile subdued around people she didn�t want to unease.
Yet they weren�t talking. Or attacking. Just watching her.
�Well you found me,� Eva said in a slow drawl, mostly so that she could move her mouth. �Congratulations. Was it worth it? Because the only thing you�ve managed to do so far is waste all of our time.�
Which was absolutely true. Professor Lepus� office hours wouldn�t last forever. She needed to go ask about weather warding.
�Seriously, what was your plan? Did you come in here to fight me? Talk to me? Admonish me for being a demon?�
�We�ve been following you��
�I never would have guessed,� Eva said, ensuring the sarcasm in her voice could not go unnoticed. �Half the school knows you two have been stalking me. It would be hard to be more obvious if you tried.�
Eva stared, no longer smiling. Her face was frozen in a deep glower. She probably wasn�t doing herself any favors in convincing them to stop following her. Just looking at them was irritating Eva enough to lash out.
�Even the vampire isn�t so obvious in his stalking,� Eva said with a theatrical sigh.
�Vampire?� curly hair said, glowing eyes widening as she glanced towards her partner.
�Trying to distract us. Ignore it.�
Eva actually rolled her eyes. These two gave Eva the distinct impression that they could bump into a grinning Serena and not notice anything odd about her. Not to mention the Nod Complex vampire who seemed to have a much better handle on hiding his presence than Serena.
�If you don�t have anything to say, I�ve got homework to do and need to speak with my warding professor. Not to mention the stupid tournament,� Eva said with only a mild groan.
She still had to meet with whoever else had been chosen from Brakket Academy. Getting into the first match was something of a priority. Ultimately, she didn�t care. However, being exempt from the second event might be worth it. She should have a decent amount of downtime between the first and third events with nothing to worry about.
And if she could bring about the end of the world before the third event, all the better.
�You aren�t acting how I expected.�
Eva blinked as her darkly humorous muses faded. She stared for just a moment before flashing a grin again. �There aren�t many babies around Brakket Academy. Sadly, I have to eat human food instead.�
�Half of what they served us last night was not food fit for people. And I�m not sure what everyone was eating for lunch.�
That actually had Eva letting out a genuine laugh. A short one, but a real one. �I never have any idea what the food is. I think the chef goes on the internet and looks up the most obscure dishes possible.�
Her momentary good humor died off as she stared at the nun before her. �So what�s the deal. Do we need to fight or something? Because I really have zero interest in your� is it a religion or just an organization masquerading as one?� Eva shook her head. It really didn�t matter. �Or are you just going to buzz around my back like particularly persistent flies?�
�Zero interest? You�ve attacked the Elysium Order multiple times.�
�I can think of� one time. And I gave back what I stole that time. Then you people attacked me one time. Any other interactions have been either incidental or you�ve got me mistaken with someone else.�
Possibly Ylva. Eva had been entirely unconscious and therefore uninvolved with the slaughter of a decently sized group of nuns during the rescue of Nel. Technically she had also caused the riot in the city against the Elysium Order as well. But she was perfectly willing to foist responsibility for that little incident off to Zagan. Especially because he wasn�t even here to defend himself.
Not that he would bother anyway.
�So,� Eva started, slipping off the table she had been sitting on.
She didn�t continue speaking, pausing to watch both girls take a step backwards. Curly-hair actually got an arc of lightning crossing between her fingertips. The sight of which had Arachne rumbling out a low growl from the back of her throat.
Eva raised her hands to her chest, palms out. A move she hoped was a universal placating gesture. She had not been lying; fighting them was possibly the highest item on her list of things she didn�t want to do at the moment. Especially because of the limited hive-mind thing. If she fought them, a million other nuns would probably start crawling out of the woodwork.
Luckily, they both seemed to recognize the gesture for what it was. Neither one of them fully dropped their guard. Eva would have called them absolute idiots if they had. However, the lightning crackling between Curly�s fingers faded away, dispersed harmlessly into the air.
�So I�m going to go. Follow me around if you feel you must, but you won�t find whatever you�re looking for. If you�re here to protect the students or whatever, they have nothing to fear from me. Though I can�t speak for the dozen other demons running around or the vampire one of the other schools brought with them�I wasn�t lying about that.�
The two glanced towards each other, frowns crossing their faces.
Eva used the distraction to slip around them. Where she edged around them, trying to avoid looking like she was going to attack them, Arachne followed with far less subtlety. Her footsteps were heavier than normal and she leered over the two much smaller girls as she moved. Eva couldn�t really blame her. The nuns had been the ones to blow her head off, after all.
Neither girl tried to stop them as they left the room. They didn�t try to follow either. By the time Eva and Arachne reached the end of the hallway, both girls were talking back and forth at a speed that would make an auctioneer envious.
�Pointless waste of time.�
�Maybe. Maybe not,� Eva said. �Hopefully they don�t follow me around anymore. With saying all but the name about the vampire, I�m counting on each to distract the other enough for both to leave me alone.�
�What about your vampire friend? Assuming they believe you, you just set them on a vampire hunt.�
�Well, Serena should be fine. She isn�t wandering around the halls and isn�t from one of the other schools, something I explicitly said. They should focus on the students before Serena. But I�ll warn her later just in case.�
Arachne shrugged with a noncommittal grunt. Her interest in Serena amounted solely to any harm she could do towards Eva, she had confessed earlier. So long as Serena kept her fangs in other people, Arachne wouldn�t blink an eye.
Eva had wisely�in her opinion�neglected to mention the teleportation incident.
Momentarily free of both the vampire and the Elysium Order trainees, Eva stopped her aimless wandering through the halls. She headed straight towards the warding room.
Professor Lepus was still inside, much to Eva�s relief. It had been getting close to the end of her office hours. From outside the room, Eva only had her blood sight to tell what she was doing.
Namely, sitting at her desk in the office attached to the classroom. Her hands whisked across what Eva assumed were sheets of paper. They moved fast enough to be a blur. The way her eyes twitched across the paper was almost dizzying.
And her heart. Someone in the middle of a marathon wouldn�t have a beat rate so fast. There was a student at the feast of the schools whose heart was beating faster than any human heart. Even that looked like it wasn�t moving compared to how fast the professor�s heart was currently beating.
Eva burst into the classroom and the attached office without so much as a single knock.
The second she opened the office door, everything seemed to warp. Professor Lepus� heart dropped its speed to what Eva would consider normal for someone who had just been startled by a demon bursting into their room. She stared at Eva over the bridge of a pair of reading glasses. Her eyes started wide before narrowing to angry slits.
�Was there a reason for entering my office unannounced?�
�I just�� Eva stared, trying to figure out how her heart could possibly have been beating so fast without killing her. Unfortunately, she couldn�t exactly say that she had seen her blood. Anderson knowing about her blood magic was one thing. Wayne and Zoe another.
Really, she was lucky that demon blood was black or everyone would put two and two together. Or would they? Even if people saw her turn the blood to crystal, would they really make the connection? After all, where would all that blood have come from?
Obviously, she hadn�t been doing any blood magic. It had been a demon thing.
All the more important to keep it secret while she could. Especially because the nuns probably suspected at the very least. She didn�t need to give them another reason to chase her around.
�Are you alright?�
�Perfect,� Lepus said with a terse frown. �Did you have a reason for intruding in my office?�
�This is still open hours, right?�
Her frown lessened slightly as she nodded her head. �I prefer a knock next time.�
�I�ll try to remember.�
�See that you do.�
There was a slight pause while Eva stood around, still trying to figure out just what had happened. The professor said she was alright and who was Eva to disagree. Sticking her nose too far into more problems would just add to her workload.
Deciding not to pursue the matter further at the moment, Eva took one step into the room.
Only to find Professor Lepus glaring at her once again. �Your friend can wait outside,� she said, flicking her eyes towards Arachne. �It is bad enough that she follows you around all day. However, my open door policy is for students only.�
�With everything that�s been going on, she�s just been a little protective,� Eva said before turning to Arachne. �But I�ll be fine. Keep an eye out for the vampire or the nuns and politely scare them off if they wander by.�
�But��
�Professor Lepus isn�t going to attack me.� As Arachne opened her mouth, Eva held up a hand. �I�m one room away. In the extraordinarily low chance that she does decide to attack me, I�ll just shout out for you.�
Arachne actually glared at Eva for a moment. Not long. And not a very harsh glare either. She turned a far more vicious look towards the professor before storming out of the room.
Eva just sighed as the door closer did its job closing the door. �Sorry about that,� she said, moving up to take the seat on the opposite side of the desk.
It was the first time she had been inside her warding professor�s office. Unlike her classroom, which was fairly spartan, the office was well decorated. She had several classical looking paintings hung up around the room. The most prominent of which was of a fairly empty landscape with a bunch of melting pocket watches.
Eva only got to glance around for a second before Professor Lepus started speaking.
�Vampires,� she said with a disbelieving huff. �I remember when this institution had some integrity. Dean Halsey�s mismanagement threw much of it in the trash. Turner�s questionable associates didn�t help. Don�t even get me started on Anderson.�
Eva kept her mouth firmly closed. She was not interested in any kind of rant on the school�s staff.
Seeing that she wasn�t about to continue her discussion, Professor Lepus sighed. �Anyway, did you need something?�
�Warding help, actually.�
�That is my specialty.�
�I�ve been working on a bit of an extracurricular project. An experiment, though really only to test myself. I need to create a large ward to keep out rain and snow.�
Turning to a large grandfather clock to the side of her desk, Professor Lepus nodded her head. �Alright. Four minutes. I will teach you the necessary thought patterns. After that, actually constructing the ward will be up to you.�
Four minutes? That was almost no time at all. She had anticipated spending the better part of the evening with the professor. Then again, she was only going to teach the thought patterns, not supervise the creation of a test ward.
But that should be decent enough. All the practice she had been giving herself in her free time would help.
�Why don�t you tell me how far you�ve gotten on your own.�
�Alright,� Eva said, settling into her seat. She would leave any mention of the ritual out. If asked what the ward was for, it would be to keep the weather out of the cracked roof in a house. She didn�t always live at the dorms after all. Most teachers knew that. One more wouldn�t change anything.

Chapter 005

Stalkers
�I volunteer.�
Everyone in the room turned to look at Eva.
Nobody knew what the event would be. Wallace Redford had been keeping extremely tight lipped about the matter. Eva knew that more than one demon had tried following him around. Probably several humans as well. Then there were the other schools which probably had their own spies. If they had found anything, they weren�t sharing.
They were supposed to be discussing possibilities. Personally, Eva was just hoping for straight up combat. Maybe a secondary objective of a flag or something. Nothing strenuous and, more importantly, nothing weird. She had enough weird things on her plate as it was.
But Eva wasn�t interested in discussing. So long as they didn�t know, it really didn�t matter. More, she was supposed to be meeting with Juliana out in the Infinite Courtyard.
Her ward was holding steady. Mostly. It required near constant maintenance. To the point where she was thinking about talking with Professor Lepus again about the possibility of using a runic array to store magic that could be slowly fed into the ward.
But it kept water out, both the frozen and liquid varieties, while allowing Eva and anyone else to pass through into the center. In that aspect, it was an amazing success.
She had no idea how Professor Lepus managed to find the time to maintain all of the spacial expansion wards that were set up everywhere around Brakket Academy. Actually refueling the ward wasn�t hard. It wasn�t even taxing. But did take a bit of time.
And that was including her ability to cheat a little. Normal humans didn�t store magic in their bodies, requiring a focus. Eva did store magic. She didn�t have a way to quantify the difference. If she really cared to find out, she would have to ask Zoe. The fact of the matter was that she could dump more magic into the ward at once.
Of course, Professor Lepus was a professional while Eva an amateur. The weather ward was a rough, barely stable piece of work. The space expansion wards were so subtle that Eva barely noticed them at all. The professor probably had all kinds of tricks.
But it didn�t need to last forever or anything. Just long enough.
Unfortunately, the events were going to make her keep it up longer.
Hence her volunteering for the first event. Best to get it out of the way as soon as possible.
The nine other competitors had gathered together to decide on who was to participate in the first event. A fairly diverse bunch. Anderson had selected people from all walks of the school environment.
Sitting next to Eva, Irene and Saija looked to her. One just looked bewildered and in over her head. The other perked up, nudging the former in the side as she whispered in Irene�s ear with excited motions of her hands.
Irene clearly hadn�t signed herself up. Anderson still picked her. Given her familiarity with Jordan, they probably knew each other.
Unfortunately, as much as Eva spent time with her, she had no idea how advanced Irene was in thaumaturgical terms. She was the youngest in the room if Eva didn�t count herself. Eva had gone through all the same classes with the exception of enchanting�Eva had taken golemancy instead.
But would Irene be able to keep up with everyone?
She supposed she would have to wait and see.
Eva brought fiery explosions, physical strength, and the ability to blink to the table. A fairly well-rounded deck of cards. In fact, she thought, musing over the possible events Redford might have come up with, instead of combat, maybe a race would be interesting.
It was doubtful that many people could blink, though Eva had to admit that she didn�t know the other schools� curriculums.
Across from them, the light-haired Randal just frowned. Eva wasn�t sure which demon was inside him�she couldn�t detect even the slightest demonic sensation from him�but he had been acting like the leader of their little group.
�You don�t even know what we�re supposed to do.�
�Neither do you. As such, it hardly matters who participates in which events.�
�On the contrary,� he said, crossing his legs. �You don�t know what the event is. I might.�
�Might?�
He shrugged.
Eva rolled her eyes.
Glancing around the room, everyone else had expressions ranging from disbelief to straight up confused. Henry� something-or-other�a student a few years older than Eva�was actually glaring daggers at Randal as he sat back in his chair with his arms crossed. Eva had to wonder if his stare had something to do with him being one of only three humans in the room.
Pure human, anyway. Randal and two others had bound familiars. The three others in the room were demons. Then Eva, whatever she counted as.
�Alright, Randal,� Eva said with a sigh. �What do you know?�
With a grin fit for a demon, he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small silver cube.
Eva blinked, about to ask why he was showing her a metal die of dubious quality�Juliana could have made something far more ornate�when Irene�s sudden breath interrupted her thoughts.
�That�s a gorgon scale.�
Eva looked back, wondering how bulky gorgons were if they had cubes for scales, only to find Randal rotating it between his fingers. It was much flatter looking from the side. Not quite a cube.
�Indeed,� he said. �Now, I know there are all manners of creatures wandering the halls of Brakket Academy, especially with the Nod Complex representatives, but I haven�t seen any giant snake monsters so hideous that a mere glance at them will turn you to stone, have any of you?�
�No,� Eva said slowly, getting a few echoing statements from the others.
�So where did you find it?� Rachael Davis�another student a few years older than Eva�asked.
�I was following Redford into the Infinite Courtyard. Trying to snoop around on what he was doing, you know? He disappeared, but right next to where he vanished, this was lying on top of a small mound of dirt.�
�Suspicious,� Rachael said, �but that hardly confirms anything. They wouldn�t put us in an arena with a creature so horrible that no one can even look at it. Didn�t they say that this was being filmed? If the cameras accidentally catch a glimpse, the whole world will be turned to stone. Because you know everyone is going to be watching.�
Randal actually seemed to deflate a little. �Maybe there�s some special shielding on the cameras? A filter to block the magic.�
�Is that actually how gorgons work?� Irene asked, almost more to herself than anyone else. Despite her quiet tone of voice, everyone turned to look at her. She started for a moment before clearing her throat. �I mean, the turning to stone. Like� demons aren�t quite what I imagined when I first heard of them,� she said with a glance towards Saija and Eva. �So maybe gorgons are different.�
Henry twisted in his seat, pulling out a notebook. �Professor Twille has taught about gorgons during his Greek lessons,� he said, flipping through a few pages. He stopped, putting his finger to the page before speaking. �Non-sapient beings with snakes for hair, scales made of platinum, horrifying visage that turns people to stone. But they live exclusively on the islands between Greece and Turkey, nobody has even seen one in centuries as far as he knew. They were thought to be extinct. Obviously that�s wrong.�
Eva crossed her arms with a frown. �Scales made of platinum? Defeated by a mirror? That doesn�t seem right.�
�Oh?� Henry said, voice dropping a few notches as he turned to glare at Eva. �And have you taken sixth year magizoology?�
�Well, no��
�I thought not.�
�But doesn�t that seem too easy? They would have been hunted to extinction. Especially given their limited living area.� Eva paused in thought before turning to the door. �Arachne,� she called.
The spider-demon�who Eva had asked to watch out for anyone from the other schools, namely the nuns and the vampire�burst into the room in an instant, ready to fight. She calmed down after only a few moments upon seeing that there was nothing to attack. Though she didn�t completely drop her guard, she did walk up to Eva�s chair.
�Are you alright?�
�Fine. But we were just having a discussion about gorgons. I don�t suppose you know anything about them?�
Arachne frowned, opening her mouth.
Henry cut her off, actually standing as he glared at her. �And what would a demon know of the species of Earth?�
Arachne reacted much as Eva would expect her to act while being demeaned or insulted. Ignoring the noises coming from the back of her throat, Eva just smiled.
She had no idea what Henry�s problem was. Maybe he didn�t like that only three people in the room were normal humans. Maybe a younger sibling had been the one Timothy attacked before the doll showed up. Frankly, she didn�t care.
Eva just smiled and said, �Are you deaf? Or just a complete idiot.�
�Wha��
�Arachne. The Arachne. The weaver from the time when the Greek pantheon walked the Earth. I�d say she knows a little bit about the creatures of the era.�
Without waiting for Henry to cobble together a response, Eva turned back to Arachne and waited.
Glare vanishing in an instant, Arachne took a deep breath as if buying time to gather her thoughts. �The gorgons were protectors,� she said slowly, her words coming uncharacteristically uncertain. �Terrible, yes, but terrible to their enemies. They often took up residence in villages and smaller townships, defending the town from roaming bandits, raiders, and the like.
�We carved their box-like faces and wide grins into all kinds of architecture, coins, pottery, and even tapestries and other weavings. Partially as warnings to any who would do us harm, partially as worship. So long as they were respected, the gorgons were said to be far better protectors than those so-called gods.�
�So,� Eva said after an extended moment of silence in the room, �we�re fighting protectors, not monsters.�
�Fighting?� Arachne asked with a far more dangerous edge in her voice. �How are you fighting gorgons?�
�I suppose that is what we are discussing today,� Eva said. �I still volunteer myself. I can see perfectly fine without my eyes, so gazing upon anything that turned me to stone will��
�Eva.�
Eva blinked. Arachne interrupting her was not a common occurrence.
�How are you fighting gorgons? King Polydectes ordered their destruction, both using his army and with enough gold on bounties to turn a slave into a prince. The last gorgon was killed before I was born.�
Another bout of silence followed her statement.
Until it was broken by Henry bursting into laughter. He got to his feet, mumbling something about how this whole meeting had been a waste of his time as he stormed out of the room.
�Huh,� Rachael said with a lazy shrug, �I guess he�s opting out of this event.�
�That�s unfortunate,� Eva said. She wasn�t even lying.
Though he was annoying with his disdain for demons, Henry had arrived prepared. As much as she wanted to get out of the meeting, she wanted to find out if they would be expected to fight something actually dangerous before she found herself face-to-face with something too strong for her to tackle.
�What other creatures are there with metallic scales?� she asked. After receiving no answer for a few moments, she looked around the room. �Please tell me somebody else took magizoology.�
The demons couldn�t be counted on. None of them were from Earth, save for Arachne. Her expertise was limited to Greece and even then, Arachne had not been a mage. Gorgons were one thing. As she had said, they were protectors with their visages carved into everything. Quite prevalent. Other creatures, not so much.
But there were still six humans in the class. Five if she didn�t count Irene, given that Irene probably didn�t know much more than she did about magizoology.
Yet nobody jumped up to respond in the affirmative.
�Well, we still have some time,� Eva said. �I suppose we�ve got our homework cut out for us. Though keep your questions quiet and your research in private. I know for a fact that several members of the opposing schools have been following some of us.�
Eva blinked, wondering just when she had become so invested in the tournament. Wasn�t she supposed to not care, or even actively sabotage her own team if the events were too annoying?
Yet, it was kind of fun.
More importantly, Eva didn�t like losing.
� � �
Juliana twisted to her left.
A series of cracks ran up her spine.
She twisted to her right.
More cracks echoed the first set.
And yet, she still felt as if she needed to stretch for another hour. Or maybe just hang from her arms and let her spine decompress.
Juliana had drawn out ritual circles before. Well, summoning circles. Summoning circles were a type of ritual circles.
And this ritual circle was designed to summon something.
The terminology was fairly moot.
The point was that she had performed similar tasks before, carving out channels in raw earth to achieve a magical effect. However, nothing she had done had been larger than a small room. Also, she hadn�t needed to harden the surrounding land.
To be fair, �harden� was a fairly generous word for what she was doing. Her mother could have waved a hand and turned the whole landscape into sandstone. Or close enough to not be particularly worth noting. Juliana was barely managing a soft clay-like texture that hardened over time. Enough to keep casual footsteps from deforming the lines she dug for the actual ritual.
That was another major problem. Where �harden� was too generous, �line� was far too weak. The circles she had drawn to summon Willie and the other demons had lines about as thick as the width of her finger. Channels or maybe troughs fit what she was carving out now much better than lines. Her shoe couldn�t fit in lengthwise, but it had a little space on either side of her foot when she angled it in-line with the carving.
Juliana didn�t know why it needed to be so thick. The whole circle could be shrunk down if the lines were smaller.
At least the work was fairly simple. A bit repetitive. Definitely in need of double and triple checks to verify that everything was in its proper place. But not that taxing of a job. Juliana and Eva had taken Vektul�s designs, applied them to a grid, sketched each section of the grid out on a piece of paper, and were slowly making their way through each segment. They had a whole tub filled with papers.
Correction, Juliana thought with a tinge of annoyance. I am working my way through.
Eva was supposed to have popped into the meeting with the other participants, told them she would be entering into the first event, and run right out to join in the misery that was massive ritual circle creation.
An hour later and Juliana had still seen no sign of Eva.
She wasn�t sure if she should be worried of angry.
Probably both.
Worse, it was dark and had been for most of the hour. Juliana could make little lights through the use of order and fire magics, but they were dim and flickered. Eva�s light spells were much more advanced. Because of the poor lighting, Juliana had a feeling that she would be redoing a good chunk of her current segment.
With a resigned sigh, Juliana decided to stop what she was doing. Instead of fumbling around in the poor light, she turned to her only companion.
�Any problems?�
�I would have mentioned if there were,� Srey replied, not even looking up from his book.
He had no lights around him. Demon eyes must be amazing.
It made Juliana wonder just how Eva saw the world. She had said that her eyes only made things mildly crisper. No night vision or heat vision. But was that actually the case?
Maybe she was trying to hide what her eyes actually did. She was trying to hide her teeth.
Juliana had not missed how infrequently Eva flashed a grin these days.
If Eva was trying to hide things, who was Juliana to argue. She was just curious. Though, if she could do something awkward like see through clothing, Juliana could completely understand why she might keep it secret.
�What are you reading?�
Srey flicked his eyes to her. Contrary to the hostile glare she had expected to get for interrupting his reading, he just stared. He set his book down in his lap after a moment, keeping a finger between the pages.
�A tale about a city, the inhabitants, and how it was all built and destroyed by one man who thought he might be a being equivalent to a Power.�
�Fiction?� Juliana said, surprised at the choice.
His voice turned a few degrees colder when he next spoke. �Is that a problem?�
�Not at all. I just wasn�t expecting that. Maybe magical theory book, spell casting, or a book on rituals.�
�Just because I am a demon and you a mage does not mean that we can only read related books. We are allowed our pleasures, after all.�
Juliana was about to ask what else the demon enjoyed doing when his head snapped to the side. He stared off into the darkened woods with narrowed eyes.
�Trouble?� Juliana asked as the metal coating her body started flowing, ready to encase her in a suit of armor.
�I don�t sense anything,� he said slowly. �I just thought I heard something.�
Oddly enough, that had Juliana relaxing. Someone was nearby and he wasn�t sensing any hostile intent. That probably meant Eva. Or maybe Vektul decided to help out.
Ha, she thought, like that would ever happen.
In Juliana�s personal opinion, all these demons really should be making the ritual circle themselves. At least helping a whole lot more than they were.
�About time you showed up,� Juliana said. She didn�t quite call it out in a shout, just in case it wasn�t Eva. But neither did she whisper it to herself.
�I didn�t realize I was expected,� a suave voice answered from directly behind where Juliana and Srey were looking.
Juliana didn�t hesitate for a moment. That was not Eva�s voice. Neither was it Vektul.
A blade sprouted from her wrist as she spun around, lashing out.
Her blade struck something solid, sending reverberations up her arm. The metal snapped. Juliana�s arm continued in it arch as the tip flung off, hitting the ground and continuing for a short distance.
Juliana ignored the destruction to the segment of earth. It wasn�t that bad and she would already have to redo most of it.
Instead, she flung out a small light from her ring foci, brightening the area enough to properly see her foe.
The first thing she noticed were the two sharp points on either side of a toothy grin. Her eyes flicked upwards, staring at two dark almost burgundy-red eyes. Dressed in a fanciful suit, the student from the Nod Complex casually waved at her.
�Vampire,� Juliana hissed.
She had only ever met one vampire, that being Serena. Despite Eva�s assurance that Serena was normally a happy-go-lucky girl who might have been starved for attention, Juliana really couldn�t see it that way. Her first experience with Serena had nearly ended in being eaten. That incident combined with her mother�s stories really did not endear her to the blood-dependent race.
Srey snapped his book shut as he stood, setting it down almost lovingly on the small segment of log he had been using as a chair.
The vampire glanced at him. Srey looked back. Both regarding each other, sizing each other up.
Neither made to attack.
Which made sense. Srey hadn�t detected any hostile intent. The vampire wasn�t here to attack them. Unless drinking their blood didn�t count as a hostile action and therefore wouldn�t trip Srey�s senses.
Still, she was glad to have the demon at her side.
�What do you want?�
The vampire took his eyes off Srey, looking towards Juliana with bared teeth�she couldn�t think of him as smiling anymore.
�I was just taking a little walk, looking for a hint of what the event might be. Imagine my surprise when I catch the sent of a snack I had been wanting to try. I followed the trail here.� He mimed glancing around, not taking his eyes off Juliana and Srey. �But no snack is here. Pity.�
�I,� a voice behind Juliana thundered.
Juliana whirled around.
Twin eyes blazed in the darkness, bathing Eva�s face and short hair in a bright red light. Eight more eyes, far fainter than Eva�s, glowed just behind and over her shoulder.
�Am not a snack.�

Chapter 006

Substitutiary Locomotion
Eva seethed. It took a great deal of willpower to not blink behind him and take off his head. He was a student. She couldn�t just kill him. Not without inviting all kinds of trouble at least.
To the side, Srey edged closer to Juliana. He slipped just behind her, peeking out over her shoulder. It took Eva a moment to figure out what he was doing.
Really, she should have realized based on how all the demons reacted around her.
He was cowering behind a human. And he was leaving his back open to a vampire. At least he was protecting Juliana�s back. Sort of.
Of course, Juliana wasn�t looking so confident either. Eva couldn�t see her face as she had completely encased herself within her suit of armor. However, Eva got a decent map of Juliana�s face using her sense of blood. Using the little blood that hadn�t drained from her face, that was.
Despite the two frightened people�two friends who Eva really shouldn�t be scaring�the vampire stood still, his irritating smile never wavering. Without a working heart, Eva couldn�t even tell if he was mildly nervous. He probably wasn�t. Serena had said that there was something wrong inside his brain. She hadn�t said his brain specifically, but his strain all had the same problem.
Overconfidence and delusions of superiority.
Now, Eva thought, how best to take advantage of that?
Eva flicked her eyes back to Juliana and Srey. Taking a few deep breaths, Eva tried to calm herself down.
Being called a snack just irritated her. She was fairly certain that it would irritate anyone. It was just demeaning. Which fit with what she knew of his strain, she supposed.
Serena asking for her blood had been annoying in persistence, but not so much in how she asked. Not to mention the fact that Serena was more or less Eva�s friend. She wasn�t some random vampire who showed up out of nowhere feeling entitled to a taste of her blood.
Wanting it, maybe. But not entitled.
Eva shook her head, clenching her fists. She was getting herself worked up again.
Focusing, she kept her voice as calm as possible.
�Give me one reason why I shouldn�t pluck your fangs from your mouth.�
That actually had his smile faltering. Though the blood inside him was dead and stale, she could still see it. Specifically, she could see his tongue run along the backside of his fangs.
Good. Let him be a little nervous.
�You come out here, harass my friends, and think I�m going to willingly give up my blood as a dessert? Really, I should just kill you and damn the consequences. In fact, I bet there wouldn�t be any consequences. I�d get some good will with the Elysium kids at least.�
�Ah yes,� he said, slowly regaining his confidence with a shift of his weight to his opposite hip, �I suppose I have you to thank for them following me around.�
�They actually figured out who the vampire was?� Eva said with genuine surprise. It hadn�t been long since she had told them. A day or so plus a few hours. Not to mention, those two really didn�t seem like they had much training. Of course, they didn�t need training to light up their eyes and scan the room upon entering the cafeteria. Depending on how quickly they could glean information, they could have just flickered their connection on and off to reveal the vampire.
Eva narrowed her eyes into a venomous glare as another thought occurred to her. �If you led them out here, I really will kill you.�
The vampire�s grin widened. �I knew you were bluffing,� he said, emanating airs of pure confidence. As if he actually knew that Eva wasn�t going to kill him. Before Eva could object, he continued. �But fear not. Those bumbling children are as obvious as the midday sun. Slipping away was a simple matter.�
Arrogant though he was, Eva didn�t believe he was lying. Mostly because she couldn�t sense either of the nascent nuns. While they could be too far away and spying with binoculars, Eva doubted it.
Because the vampire was right. They were not subtle.
Despite the slight relief she felt at his words, Eva found herself growing irritated again.
Eva again considered setting up blood wards around the ritual site. Unfortunately, she was right in the middle of the school. Though unlikely given the size of the Infinite Courtyard, it was entirely possible for students to happen across the place. Her ward�s outer pain should keep them away before they start exploding. It would have to be far enough away that the ritual circle wouldn�t be visible.
Which would just increase the size of the already large area by a great deal, making it all the more likely that it would be stumbled across.
And with the pain effect of her ward, describing it wouldn�t be difficult. It was too signature to her blood magic. Zoe and Wayne both knew about it. If a student happened across, felt the pain, and went to tell the staff, Eva�s involvement would quickly become common knowledge. Then people would wonder what she was hiding out here.
Especially Zoe and Wayne.
She knew that they were probably going to find out at some point. Either she would tell them or they would find out on their own. But Eva was somewhat hoping that they wouldn�t find out until everything was past the point of no return.
If they found out earlier, Eva would have some explaining to do. She did not want to have to think up what to say to them.
But, for the moment at least, she could put that off.
�I recommend you leave,� Eva said.
�Leave?� the vampire said with a dark chuckle. �You drag me all the way out here and expect me to leave empty-handed? I don�t think so.�
Eva opened her mouth.
She didn�t get a chance to say anything. The vampire vanished.
Behind her, Arachne took a hit to her stomach. She went flying through the air until gravity remembered it existed. Crashing into the ground, she tumbled through an already completed section of the ritual circle.
Eva turned with a snarl.
Only to find the vampire missing once again. Cold fingers clamped down on her. One hand on her shoulder and the other on the side of her head.
Before the vampire behind her could wrench her head to the side and bite down, Eva burst into flames.
Her hair was already short and ruined from the hunters� idol. A little singe around her neckline wouldn�t be that noticeable. The rest of her head could stay extinguished. That was really all she cared about. Her clothes were easily replaceable. Modesty? Worthless. Her skin� well, she was a demon. She should be able to hold up to a few minutes of sustained flames.
On the other hand, a vampire had several very well known weaknesses. Sunlight for one. Beheading and stakes to the heart as well. Garlic, Eva was less certain about and she doubted that flowing water would give a vampire pause unless they stopped to weigh the consequences of getting their clothes wet.
Fire was one of the weakness that she rated fairly high. Right up there with sunlight. Perhaps higher even, given her lack of ability in making the sun suddenly rise.
The vampire yelped, releasing her at once. Eva did not hesitate to slam her flaming elbow back and into his stomach. At the same time, she stomped on his foot. Her leg forced her foot through his, shattering bones and puncturing skin.
He jumped back, stumbling as he landed. Before he even regained his proper balance, he started patting out the flames on his chest.
Eva spun, blinking straight behind him. She barely kept the presence of mind to keep a closed fist as she punched him in the back of the head.
He went face first straight to the ground.
Eva planted a foot on his back even as the earth wrapped up around his limbs, holding him to the ground
She didn�t turn to thank Juliana. Any calm she had regained since being called a snack vanished the moment he attacked. Looking up at them, she wasn�t sure what her face would look like.
But she didn�t want to scare Juliana and Srey any further than they already were.
Instead, she focused all of her anger on the vampire beneath her foot. Her flaming foot that was digging into the squirming vampire�s backside. Murder was a definite temptation at the moment. As was torture. Maybe both, though in the reverse order. Torture then murder made much more sense than the reverse.
Sawyer�s torture session hadn�t gone over so well. Perhaps it would be best to skip over it. Maybe tying him to a tree for the sun to have would count as torture.
But he was still a student. The same arguments against killing him still applied. Although now she could legitimately claim self-defense, she would have to explain why she had been out in the Infinite Courtyard. Saying that she was out looking for event clues might work.
She would have to drag him away from the ritual circle first. Or kill him then drag his body away. Either way might leave trails leading back, revealing the circle when people undoubtedly investigated his death.
No. It would be best to either kill him later or find some way of controlling him. Even just something to keep him away from her would be enough.
Arachne was already crawling back on six legs�the two that had been severed closer to the base still hadn�t fully grown back�face twisted in a snarl. She might be a bit overeager.
Eva took a deep, calming breath as she extinguished her flames. To her great delight, her skin was only mildly raw from the heat. Something that should go away soon enough.
�Arachne,� Eva said.
That one hard word stopped the spider-demon cold. A slight shake of Eva�s head only further served to calm Arachne.
No longer squirming from the flames at his back, the vampire turned his head to the side. He took a moment to spit out a great deal of dirt. �Alright, we�ll call it a draw.�
Eva curled her lips into a sneer, not removing her foot from his back.
�Give me one good reason why I shouldn�t just tear your head off and be rid of you.�
�Today wouldn�t be the first day that I caught your sent out here. You travel here enough that I�m surprised mortals can�t smell that sweet scent.�
Eva shuddered. Sometimes Serena would look at her like she was a meal. But she would always rein in her hunger. Especially if Eva pointed it out.
This guy was on a whole other level of creepiness.
�I�m no fool. I had my doubts that I could fight a demon. Let�s just say that if I die, people might look around in my belongings. If they look around my belongings, they might find something that will lead them here. I take it that this place is supposed to be secret?�
Eva fought to keep a wince off her face. She was suddenly glad that she hadn�t given in and killed him.
�So let�s make a deal.�
�What,� Eva said through grit teeth, �did you have in mind?�
�The upcoming event. My school wins, you freely give up your blood. Not all of it. I�m not so crass as to kill my subjects. Having another blood doll on campus, especially one with such an interesting scent, shouldn�t be thrown to waste so easily,� he said. Despite his face still being pressed into the dirt, his tone carried the confidence of someone who had already won the event.
Frankly, it pissed Eva off. Everything about him seemed designed to tick her off.
She had seen other students talking with the vampire. He didn�t have quite the social following that Saija had, but he definitely had admirers in the student bodies of all the schools. Aside from herself and those she had told, the nuns, and maybe the professors, Eva didn�t even think anyone knew he was a vampire. He didn�t even have that exotic allure going for him. She couldn�t see why anyone would want to exist near him.
�And if you lose?�
�I don�t tell anyone about whatever it is you�re doing here. I won�t tell them when I win, of course. It is just a handy bit of insurance.�
�Blackmail.�
�If you want to look at it like that.�
Even if she won, there was nothing stopping him from making another �deal� before the next event. Or finding some other excuse to use the ritual site against her.
He needed to die. But not until after she found whatever message he left for other people.
Maybe she could get the nuns to do the actual killing. Though they would need to be kept on a leash until after Eva found his message. With the first event only a few days away, there might not be time to properly stalk him. Which meant her interest in winning just went up another few notches.
What a pain.
�Fine,� Eva said. �Fine. I�ll play your little game.�
�Oh good. I knew you would see reason.�
Eva grit her teeth as she further dug her heel into the vampire�s back, grinding it back and forth.
�I don�t suppose you would be willing to let me up,� he said, voice slightly strained.
�Hmm. Not sure about that. Our agreement was that you winning the first event means I have to give up some blood. So long as I follow that, you wouldn�t tell anyone about this place. Never in our agreement did I say that I wouldn�t handicap you by breaking every bone in your body. Just trying to decide which I want to start with.� She added a little more pressure to the small of his back. �I�m thinking right around here.�
He let out a strained whine before a weak little chuckle escaped his lips. �You demons and your literal contracts. But we didn�t make a contract. We made a deal. Deals can be altered. I should think that excessive bodily harm would be grounds for changing the deal.�
Eva had honestly expected that. Which was the only reason she hadn�t actually broken his back.
She finally stepped off him, giving him a decent kick to the side in the process.
�Get out of here,� Eva said. �And don�t come back. If I find you around this place again, I�ll kill you regardless of your messages to other people.�
He flashed another wide smile as he pushed himself back to a proper standing position. �Don�t worry. I have what I need from here.� As he spoke, he brushed his hands down the front of his clothes. He glanced to his chest with a look of abject horror. �My suit!�
The vampire�who, Eva realized, she still didn�t know the name of�started frantically brushing at his suit, trying to remove as much dirt as possible. Under other circumstances, Eva might have taken amusement and joy in his suffering. Now, she just stared, eyes cold and unfeeling.
�Leave.�
He snapped his eyes up, eyes narrowed for a moment before he let out a small snort. �See you around, I guess.�
Eva didn�t respond. She watched and waited as he sauntered off. Only when he finally left the range of her ability to sense blood did she let out a sigh.
�Sorry,� she said, turning around with what she hoped was a reassuring smile. Apart from speaking, she kept her lips firmly shut. No need to flash a view of her sharp teeth. �I didn�t mean to frighten you two.�
The faint outline of a man solidified from a partially gaseous form just behind a fully-armored Juliana. She hadn�t even removed the metal around her face. Even though the vampire was gone, Srey stayed just behind the human, barely peeking out over her shoulder.
Taking her eyes off them, Eva surveyed the dark ritual site. The area hadn�t been damaged too much by Arachne�s unexpected flight. At least, not that she could tell at the moment. The darkness made it difficult to tell the real extent of the damage. However, most of it had happened in a section that wasn�t yet started, let alone finished as Arachne had plowed through some of the completed areas when she had been kicked away.
She could have tossed a few light spells around, but Juliana wasn�t in a proper state to fix anything. Eva had been using a shovel to help out and could do it herself. However, she wasn�t in a good mood at the moment either. And Juliana would still need to harden the earth to keep it from deforming.
It would be better to work on it during the daylight hours.
Shaking her head, she took a moment to examine Arachne. She was standing�glowering really�and hadn�t been hobbling while returning from her brief trip across the field. However, she was still injured from the hunter. Even lacking the strength of bestial strain vampires or the magics of the Blacksky, the August was still a vampire and not someone to be taken lightly.
But Eva�s worries were misplaced. Arachne�s carapace wasn�t even cracked. Her insides were still functioning properly as far as Eva could tell. Aside from her preexisting wound, Arachne was in perfect health.
�So,� Juliana said, making Eva turn around to face her properly, �you�re going to have to win this event now? Are you actually going to agree to his demands?�
�Not necessarily. He didn�t specify anything about me having to win, only if his school wins do I have to do anything. There are still the other schools. His arrogance in assuming he wouldn�t lose gave me the better odds.�
�You�re not worried about him �altering the deal� after he loses?�
�I imagine he will. The trick is killing him before it matters.�
Juliana hesitated for a moment before shuddering. �Well good riddance. I don�t think I like vampires very much.�
�Serena isn�t so bad,� Eva said with a grin. She quickly snapped her lips shut as she realized how wide her smile went. �You just haven�t given her a chance.�
�I think I�ll pass.�
�Your loss. But speaking of�� Eva trailed off, turning to Srey with a small frown on her face. Something really bothered her about the way he was hiding behind Juliana. �I�m going to need your help with a little task.�
Srey flinched upon being addressed. He did move slightly to one side, coming out from Juliana�s shadow.
�Following him right?� Srey said. �Finding out where he hid this message?�
�Not quite. Or rather, I have someone else I can assign to that task.� Nel should be able to watch the vampire well enough. Unlike hunters and Sawyer, it was doubtful that he would have a way to avoid Nel�s sight. �No. I need you to spend as much time as possible here. If you feel the slightest hostility, find and tell me immediately.�
Srey started off with a frown, but the frown slowly grew to a smile. �You mean you want me to keep away from all the people around? I can sit here and read a book in peace?�
�Exactly.�
�
Eva had one last thing to accomplish before the event began in full. A minor thing. Possibly even an optional thing. For that thing, she was currently sitting in her golemancy classroom, waiting for Professor Brier Price to finish her lesson. Which, assuming the clock was right, should be happening in less than ten seconds.
Sure enough, the bell rang right on schedule.
Brier Price jumped slightly, glancing up at the clock as if she hadn�t been expecting it. She was the only one. Nearly the entire rest of the class was already out the door when she started calling after them.
�Oh! Ah, students, no homework today. Enjoy watching the event.�
A few scattered farewells followed from those students who hadn�t yet left the classroom. The professor just watched them go with a smile on her face.
Meanwhile, Eva sat and waited, watching her lined face and grayed, slightly curled hair as she waved goodbye to every student. Eventually they were the last two in the classroom. Something that had Professor Price jumping again when she noticed.
�Eva? You�re still here.�
�Sorry if I�m disturbing you. I had a few questions I was hoping you might be able to help me with.�
The professor shook her head. �Oh no. Don�t worry about it. I�m something of a faithless woman,� she said with a slightly strained chuckle. �Your appearance doesn�t bother me one bit.�
Eva blinked in confusion before allowing herself a close-lipped smile. She had meant that she was sorry about taking up her time. However, Eva didn�t bother correcting the professor. No sense embarrassing her. Eva instead held out her wrist, using her other hand to slide the coiled form of Basila onto the top of the desk.
The stone snake wouldn�t move on its own accord.
�This is Basila,� Eva said. �It used to be a perfectly functional golem with a basilisk personality. Built by Genoa and Carlos Rivas, if you know of them.�
�Of course I know them. Everybody who deals with golems knows of their golem menagerie.� She leaned down and nudged the inert stone, sending Basila rolling onto her belly. �Though this one doesn�t seem functional.�
�It used to be, as I said. However, it was damaged, modified, repaired, and exposed to a handful of potions. Not necessarily in that order.�
�I see.� She pulled out her wand, pointed it at Basila, paused and glanced up to Eva for the first time since she noticed Eva was still in the classroom. And even now, she didn�t quite meet Eva�s eyes, choosing to stare more at her ear than anything else. �Do you mind if I perform a few diagnostic spells?�
Eva pulled her hands away from the table as she shook her head. �Not at all.�
The lines on Professor Price�s cheeks stretched as she smiled. Soon enough, colored ribbons filled the air around them. None of which Eva knew the meaning of despite having taken the class for a few months now. Brier Price was just the opposite. She hummed and hawed as each appeared with a swish of her wand. After a few minutes of scanning each, a single wave of her wand wiped away all but one red ribbon and one black ribbon.
�Alright. Found the primary problems. Neither of which should be too difficult to solve.�
That had Eva perking up. She was inordinately pleased that Basila wasn�t permanently broken. After the Elysium Order�s cathedral, she hadn�t been quite the same. And then a few weeks ago, she had ceased responding to anything entirely.
�The first problem,� she said, dragging the red ribbon over, �is that the magical reserves keeping the golem operational are nearly depleted. It has entered a low power state to preserve the imprinting. Now, I own a small nereid produced by the Rivas, so I know a little something about their quality. This should never have happened. There is enough magic crammed into these things to keep them operational for a century at least.� She ended with a pointed look at Eva. A look that she only maintained for a second or two before averting her eyes.
Eva, shrinking slightly in her seat, looked up to her. �Would a growth potion have caused that?�
�More mass to move around means more energy consumed,� she said with a slight hum. �I assume so.�
�But you said it is easy to fix.�
�I can show you how to refill it in a moment. Though that potion might explain the second issue�as I assume you shrank it back down. Perhaps while damaged?� She dragged over the black ribbon using the tip of her wand. �You repaired it admirably, but you missed one part. Or rather, you didn�t align the substitutiary locomotion array before beginning your repairs.�
Nothing she just said sounded familiar to Eva. Shrugging, Eva said, �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�Substitutiary locomotion? Mystic power that�s far beyond the wildest notion?� Receiving no recognition from Eva, Professor Price made a slight noise in the back of her throat. �Right. We haven�t covered it in your class yet. But you couldn�t have repaired without knowing�� she trailed off, last sentence little more than a whisper.
�One of the modifications I made causes it to self-repair.�
�Ah. That�s an advanced bit of magic,� the professor said with a slight hum. For a moment, Eva thought she might have made a mistake. The ritual that caused it to repair was a blood-based one. But, after staring at the basilisk golem for a few moments, Professor Price shook her head. �Then before it self-repairs, straighten it out as much as possible. Better yet, don�t damage it again.�
No promises, Eva couldn�t help but think. But at least it was fixable. And without going to Genoa about it at that.
With Basila repaired, Eva still needed to make a quick trip down to the alchemy labs for a few potions. But there were no rules against bringing in equipment to the event. So long as Basila counted as equipment, she felt prepared for whatever the task would be.

Chapter 007

Commentary
�Today�s spectacular spectacle will be beginning shortly. The judges are being briefed on exactly how things are going to be going down. So far, neither we nor the contestants are aware of the specifics. However, that does not mean we are not prepared to bring you any action that may take place.�
Stepping away from the camera, the announcer waved his microphone-less hand towards an array of small flying machines. Several of them bobbed in the air at his gesture.
�Twenty drones flown by our team of experts will be out recording everything. Each has multiple cameras, operated independently by professionals. There will be a slight delay before the footage reaches your televisions. That delay is to allow our editors to select the best angles of any particular scene for your viewing enjoyment.�
Standing out of frame just to the side and slightly behind the announcer, Zoe let a small frown cross her face. She had no doubts that the broadcast station would be using the delay to do just as he had said. However, the delay had been imposed by Anderson. Not for any editing purposes, but just in case something went wrong.
They weren�t broadcasting a snuff film, after all.
Both Anderson and Redford had given countless assurances both to the television station and to Zoe that any appearance of danger was just that, an appearance. A device to enhance the event.
Zoe had her doubts.
Eva on her own was potentially a danger to all the other contestants. Even if she wasn�t going to use her blood magic. Her claws made her incredibly dangerous in close quarters, the explosions she seemed to specialize in were a hazard at long range. However, neither was enough to really make her dangerous. Magically�thaumaturgically�Eva wasn�t that special. The older students would definitely have the advantage in that aspect.
The real danger came in Eva�s temperament. Zoe had seen time and time again just how ruthless Eva could be when she wanted to. The fight with the hunter and her descriptions of fighting Sawyer being the two most recent examples that came to mind.
Of course, Zoe didn�t believe that Eva would intentionally harm her opponents. Even if they were fighting. At least, she didn�t want to believe it.
The fact was that Eva had been� cagey in recent weeks. Since school started at the very least. Zoe had barely seen her for the most part. It seemed as if she was always disappearing. Always with Arachne, sometimes one or two of the demons would disappear as well. Juliana was even starting to disappear with her after school most days.
Of course, she had yet to see Arachne today. Considering the spider-demon hadn�t strayed far from Eva since her return, even going so far as to attend most classes with Eva, Zoe had a feeling that something was up. Arachne might already be snooping about within the designated boundaries of the Infinite Courtyard. Or perhaps she was attached to Eva, hidden beneath her clothes.
Whatever the case, Zoe hoped that Arachne wouldn�t be causing any problems with the night�s events.
Zoe hadn�t inquired about the students� disappearances. The school hadn�t burned down yet, so they probably weren�t up to anything too terrible.
That and the fact that she had been busy with her own problems. While she would like to say that she had fully investigated and found a solution to the problem of Life and Void, she could not. Powers were not well researched. A great number of mages didn�t believe in them in the first place. Just looking into them was essentially inventing a whole new branch of magical science.
Unfortunately, even that research topic had been set on the back burner. A combination of lack of results and other responsibilities had taken over.
Namely, what she was doing at the moment.
��our website. There, you can select which camera feeds you wish to view, all on your own. Of course, there will still be the delay. Can�t have some people knowing things before others. But unless you�re here in person, you won�t notice the delay in the slightest.�
He stepped backwards, moving a few steps over towards Zoe. As he moved, the guy behind the camera turned it to face the two of them.
�After a brief message from our sponsors, we�ll have an interview with the Magical theory professor here at Brakket Magical Academy. This has been Hank Hanson, don�t change that channel.�
Every time he said the word �magical� was like the first time he had heard the word. It was amazing that he managed to refrain from winking at the camera.
He remained frozen with a smile on his face for a good ten seconds after talking before he finally dropped his arms to his sides. Taking in a deep breath, he let it out as a long sigh.
�Nervous?� Zoe asked with a quirk of her lips.
�You have no idea. Twice as many viewers as the moon landing and the number is still climbing, yet about ten thousand times more things that can go wrong. All the drones are still operational. We haven�t needed to dig into our backup supply. I�m amazed that the website hasn�t crashed yet.�
Zoe kept silent. Her thoughts had just been along the same lines. Though she was far less concerned about their infrastructure.
Of course, she should be. At least partially.
The cut from the advertising that Brakket Academy was getting was not insignificant. Almost to the point where this one event would justify the past and future ten years of free scholarships given to every student. Really, if Brakket Academy could strike such deals in the future, they could continue to give out scholarships for a long time to come.
Except for the impression she got from Anderson about the future of Brakket Academy. With the publicity from the event, their days of free scholarships were likely over. Especially if they won a good amount of the events, or possibly the entire contest. Hunting for new students wouldn�t be necessary if they started getting genuine applications.
�Advertisements will be ending in sixty seconds,� Hank said. �Let�s take our seats.�
Together, they moved to a wooden deck that had recently been constructed just inside the Infinite Courtyard. A large square of wood with no walls and no roof, lit by several standing columns of light. Magical lights, of course.
A good segment of the Infinite Courtyard had been lit up with larger versions of the lights just behind the deck, staving off the darkness of the soon to be setting sun while giving a lovely view of the forest. The television company had been somewhat upset that the first event would be occurring at night. At least until Anderson brought in an enchanter to touch up the camera lenses.
They now functioned about as well in the dark of night as they did during a sunny day.
Opposite the lit forest was a bank of cameras and monitors. At the moment, most of the monitors were blank. Two showed two different angles of Zoe and the set she stood on. The rest would be showing feed from the drones once they were out and in the air.
Currently, one had an advertisement of a soft drink playing. Not being a connoisseur of television, Zoe couldn�t be sure if the tagline �It�s just like magic!� was normal or specifically designed for the event.
Hank took a seat on a large couch. More of a bench, really. While it had a back, it was so low that it might as well not be there at all.
At least the padding was decent.
Zoe took a seat on the angled bench opposite Hank, crossing her legs and resting her hands in her lap.
Between the two couches was a small table. A number of refreshments had been laid out along with two full pitchers of water, though Zoe�and presumably Hank�had been asked to avoid partaking of much of it before the event started as the cameras would be focused entirely on them.
�Ready?�
�I suppose. Just try not to ask too many questions that aren�t on the script,� Zoe said with a slight smile.
�No promises.� His chuckle cut off part way as he pressed his hand to his ear.
�And welcome back to Brakket Magical Academy. To those of you just joining us, I�m here with Zoe Baxter, a professor of magical theory here at the academy. She will be joining me in commentary once the event gets underway, lending her knowledge and expertise in the ways of magic to enhance your enjoyment of the event.�
�Thank you Hank.�
�Now, I�m sure that many people have questions. Especially questions regarding just what it is you do here.�
�Brakket Magical Academy is, as the name suggests, a school for magic. Specifically thaumaturgy.�
�And for our viewers, just what is thaumaturgy?�
�The manipulation of what are commonly referred to as the classical elements. Air, earth, fire, and water. There are a number of other options one might pursue with thaumaturgy. However, the events of tonight will most likely only involve elemental thaumaturgy.�
At least as far as the humans go, Zoe thought. She had no idea who had been selected to participate from the Nod Complex. Eva was participating, but she would be using thaumaturgy. The only other non-human who Zoe knew was participating was Randal the half-elf. Which wouldn�t be anything to worry about except for him being one of those with a bound demon.
Then there were the two girls with Elysium Order magic, assuming Eva hadn�t been exaggerating. Though Zoe didn�t know if they had actually been selected as their school�s representatives for the first event.
�Is that dangerous?� Hank asked.
�Learning and using it? Not particularly. Like most everything in the world, it can be used for harm. Just as a hammer can be used for constructing a building or striking someone, magic can be used for good or ill.�
Reaching out to the short coffee table, Zoe picked up a plate after sliding the crumb cakes off onto one of the other plates. She was messing up the visual aesthetics of the set, but hopefully they wouldn�t mind. Something that she couldn�t help but notice were the monitors displaying back what was being recorded. They were carefully following her movements, obviously expecting some sort of show.
�By focusing air into a tight razor and propelling it forward,� she said as she drew her wand, �a cutting edge can be made.�
With a flick of her wrist, the plate split cleanly in two. One side fell down to her lap while the other remained held in her hand. She offered it to Hank who turned it over in his hands for a moment, staring with wide eyes for almost a full minute. He jerked slightly. Zoe caught a slight noise with her enhanced ears, someone over his ear piece was saying something.
�Ah,� Hank said, looking towards the cameras. �I should mention for the benefit of our viewers: there will be no camera tricks or editing special effects. Everything you see at home will be what we see here in person.�
�I apologize,� Zoe said. �My specialty is air magic, yet it isn�t the flashiest of the elements.�
Though she could fire lightning off, she was a little worried about ruining the recording equipment. Perhaps it was for the best. The event was for the students. Overshadowing them with dazzling displays of theatrical lightning would make her remiss in her duties as a teacher. It was their time to shine, not hers.
For that same reason, she wouldn�t be throwing around any fireballs despite her proficiency in that element.
�The students should be able to give a better show once the event begins,� Zoe said.
�I was under the impression that there would be some sparring among the students. Seeing what I just saw, I find myself somewhat worried for their safety.�
�This event is likely to include practical tests of their magical skills against one another, yes. However, most students should be at a point where they can employ a decent range of defensive spells. For the inevitable injuries, we have a fully staffed team of medical personnel ready and waiting. With potions, even severe injuries can be treated away by morning.�
Zoe paused, about to allow Hank to ask his next question. After a moment of hesitation, she interrupted him.
�Before we proceed, I feel it would be irresponsible towards your viewers to leave that statement without further context. While potions can be used to cure many ailments, they will not be effective on individuals without the ability to perform magic. The magic within mages fuels the effect of the potion. Without it, a potion designed to cure will be likely toxic.�
Zoe turned towards the camera, adopting a morose expression while keeping her voice as serious as possible.
�If you or a loved one is suffering from an illness or injury, please do not seek out magical cures. Whoever is selling you the potion is likely to be a swindler out for your money. Perhaps not even real mages, just those looking to profit on a confusing new idea.�
A brief moment of silence passed before Hank gave a deep nod of his head.
�Thank you, Zoe. You may have saved many families from grief and suffering at the hands of con artists.�
Zoe pursed her lips into a flat smile as she turned to him.
�Today, however, we are here for the more exciting aspects of your magical academy. I�ve just received word that the schools� candidates will soon be ready to begin. We should have time enough to introduce the schools and their students after these messages from our sponsors.�
As before, he froze with a smile on his face for a few seconds before relaxing.
�Sorry to bring the mood down like that,� Zoe said with a wan smile. �I didn�t want people to feel hope where there was none.�
�Our viewer count is high. Absurdly high. I honestly don�t know if any other magical event along these lines would get as many viewers. The first time carries with it a novelty that will fade as time goes on.
�But a couple million people heard the message. It will spread. And, as I said, I�m sure a number of people will be grateful that they didn�t buy vials of snake oil. Or poison.�
�That�s what I was hoping for.�
�Is there a reason it works like that?�
Zoe paused, considering her words.
She had always been primarily a thaumaturgical theorist, only really branching out to diablery in the recent years. Potions were not technically thaumaturgy. Both worked well together, but there was a more important reason potioneering and alchemy were taught at the same time. Potions covered an aspect of magic that thaumaturgy lacked. Namely healing and other more esoteric effects.
It was never a subject that she had delved much into. She could brew adequate potions if the situation required. However, potions had always been Wayne�s domain.
Still, she had an answer for Hank�s question.
�Magic acts as a catalyst. An infusion of energy into the potion to force the components to react together, creating the intended effect. Theoretically, someone without magic could consume a potion and have it work so long as they could keep their body from breaking down and absorbing the potion. For how long, I can�t say. Potions can be stored in a stable state for long amounts of time in most cases. I imagine potions with a shorter shelf life would work better, but I would still advise against it.�
Her words left a silence in their wake. She half expected Hank to ask more questions. Questions of a personal interest to him. However, he remained silent for a full minute before placing his hand to his ear.
�Thirty seconds,� he said, shifting slightly in his seat.
Zoe remained where she was with her hands resting in her lap, counting down the seconds in her head.
The television switched from an advertisement to a live camera out in the plaza between the dormitories, performing a slow sweep of the buildings and fountain. It faded back into their little platform, prompting Hank to begin speaking.
�And welcome back. I�m here with Zoe Baxter, professor of magical theory here at Brakket Magical Academy. The contest of magical showmanship between academies is about to begin. First, why don�t we go over the event as a whole. Zoe?�
�Five schools are participating in this year�s event. It is a fairly standard tournament to pit the schools against one another and give the winner� well, bragging rights mostly. Winning is generally seen as a sign that your school has a high quality learning environment and professors. The event is essentially a practical test in the students� usage of magic.
�Today, each of the five schools were asked to select three of their ten participants. These three will be unable to participate in the next event. They do not know what either event consists of, so putting all their best students in the first event could be a needless risk or an excellent tactical decision.
�The winners of today�s event will receive foreknowledge regarding the second event in addition to the victory itself, which will count towards being the overall winner of the tournament.�
The televisions displaying the live footage changed, turning into a view from an overhead drone as it slowly sweeped over a group of students. Their gray-blue uniforms instantly identified them to Zoe, even without needing the text that appeared at the bottom of the screen.
�Faultline School for the Magically Adept participated in last year�s tournament. Well known for being a highly disciplined academy, their students took the tournament by storm and won decisively.�
The camera panned over each of the three students walking out of the dueling hall. Each wore a large, high-peaked cap on their head. That combined with their sleek uniforms made them look like they were straight from a mundane military academy.
A name appeared along with each person, but Zoe decided not to comment on the individual level unless Hank made a motion to do so. She honestly didn�t know enough about the foreign students to speak on them for any length of time. Not to mention the fact that without names on the screen, it was doubtful that anyone besides their mothers would recognize them. Identical uniforms. Identical hats. Even identical hairstyles.
She could, however, speak generally.
�All ten of their students are in their sixth year of schooling, making them the oldest students able to participate.�
�The older they are, the more unique magic they can learn, right?�
�Indeed. Though only fielding three students at the moment, I expect to see all four elements of magic used between them. They may offer us some excellent uses of less common magic as well. Order shields and perhaps even short-range blinking.�
As she finished speaking, the drone flew off towards another group of students walking out of the dueling hall.
�Isomer Holy Academy,� Zoe said, identifying the pure white uniforms before the name could appear on the screen. �A school primarily operated by members of the Elysium Order, a group dedicated to hunting down undead such as zombies and animated skeletons.�
Hank made a slight choking noise but didn�t actually manage to get any real words out.
So Zoe just went on talking.
�I don�t imagine that they will be facing many challenges along those lines as raising the undead is typically grounds for having a bounty placed on your head. Not to mention that it is a fairly tasteless act.�
�I can imagine,� Hank said, looking a little green around the gills.
Speaking of undead, Zoe thought, pressing her lips together into a thin line as she saw who was leading out the next group of students.
�The Nod Complex for the Supernatural is one of the few magical academies to enroll non-human students, along with Brakket Academy. I should mention for your viewers� sakes that the other academies are generally not racist against non-humans. Most non-humans have their own unique brand of magic they practice, leading to a lack of applicants. The Nod Complex has spent a great deal of money designing their facility with unique infrastructure required to support beings of other races.�
Hank stared at the screen for a moment before reading something off a smaller display hidden among the refreshments on the table.
�Caithe,� he said slowly. �The one in the middle. I don�t mean to be rude, but is she made of plants or merely wearing them as decoration?�
Zoe leaned forwards slightly, watching the larger camera. As it switched off the vampire and on to the pale-green skinned woman, she nodded her head. �A dryad,� she said. �The white leaves making up her hair are indeed part of her, though I�m not sure about the cattails. They may be purely for decoration.
�The one behind her,� Zoe continued, �is an elf. The pointed ears, narrow eyebrows, and thin chin are telltale signs.�
�And the one in front?�
�Possibly a human,� Zoe lied.
Serena had told her about how romanticized vampires were in modern mundane media. She did not want to set off a million teenagers on a quest through dark alleys in some attempt to become a vampire.
�Not all non-humans have obviously distinguishing characters,� she said after a moment of silence. �The Nod Complex does enroll humans as well as non-humans, so it shouldn�t be surprising.�
�Well,� he said as the camera shifted on to the next group of students, �I think the dryad is surprising enough at the moment.� He said the word unnaturally, though not necessarily in a disrespectful manner. Merely an unfamiliar one.
He definitely had questions. Zoe could see it in his eyes.
But she was already moving on to introduce the next school.
�Mount Hope Academy,� she said as three younger-looking students walked out of the dueling hall. �I believe all three of those students are fourth years. To be selected, they must be quite capable. I look forward to seeing them in action.�
She really didn�t have much more to say about the school or its students. None of the three were familiar to her, even when their names popped up on the screen. The school itself was� average. Though she thought for a few moments, she couldn�t think up a single interesting fact about them.
If she were honest with herself, she wasn�t particularly looking forward to seeing them fight. It was highly doubtful that they would perform well. Mount Hope had two fifth years on the team with the rest being sixth years. Perhaps they had decided to send in their worst three students, hoping to gain an advantage in the second event with their best.
None of them looked all that confident either.
At the same time, she almost wished that the camera had lingered on them just a few moments longer before flying over to Brakket�s students.
�Brakket Magical Academy,� she said, trying to ignore Hank�s wide open jaw upon seeing Eva.
Despite repeatedly telling Zoe that she hadn�t wanted to participate, Eva was actually smiling at the camera.
A wide, tooth-filled smile.
Zoe had to resist pressing her hand to her forehead. Eva�s face would be the first student from Brakket that everyone in the world saw. And she was deliberately making herself look unnerving.
An idle part of her mind wondered how Anderson was reacting. Being press-ganged into the tournament was probably why Eva was acting how she was in the first place.
�You said that Brakket Academy accepted non-humans,� Hank said before Zoe could continue introducing the school. �I take it that the girl in the front is not.� His words came slow as if he were trying to pick them with extreme care.
Zoe decided to save him from trying to figure out a proper question.
�Believe it or not, Eva was born a human. Beyond that, it really isn�t my story to tell. Something fairly personal happened to her. If she wishes to divulge it, that will be her choice.�
�I see,� he said, unable to keep the dissatisfaction out of his voice.
�Brakket Academy is fielding the youngest students in this tournament. Two third years, though only one of them is participating in this event.�
Behind Eva, Randal Hemwick and Rachael Davis followed.
Together, with the candidates from the other schools, they lined up before a large wooden stage. The judges were seated atop on one side while the headmasters of each school were seated on the other. Wallace Redford, who had been sitting in the very center, stood and moved to the front podium.
All the cameras focused on him.
He ignored the hovering drones in favor of looking over the students.
�The event will soon begin. Lots will be drawn to determine your starting location,� he said, holding up a large colored marble. �There are seven starting locations with a maximum of three students per location. Each student will pick one marble. You may find yourself among friends from your own school, but you�ll likely find yourself with an opponent.�
He paused for a moment. The cameras switched to a wide shot of all the students.
Zoe watched their expressions. Specifically, Eva�s still-wide smile. She didn�t flinch in the slightest. Of course, if she had Arachne on her, she would have very little need to fear starting with even two opponents.
Her eyes flicked to Eva�s wrist, catching sight of a small snake wrapped around just behind her hand. Something she might have mistaken for a bracelet had she not known that Eva never wore jewelry. The two flasks at her hip were notable as well. If Eva really wasn�t using blood magic, the flasks likely lacked blood.
Zoe could imagine what potions were inside.
�And make no mistake, they will be your opponents. Only one school can be the victor in this event. Will you try to take them out at the start and brave the dangers of the forest on your own? Will you backstab them at a critical time? Or will you fight together, raising your chances of reaching your objective, and have an honorable fight to determine the true victor?�
He said the word with a slight sneer.
Zoe just rolled her eyes. To say that Wallace Redford had an issue regarding honorable fighting would be putting it lightly. Though she wanted to scoff, Zoe couldn�t quite bring herself to demean him that much. Wallace was the leader of the Guild. Before becoming the leader, he had been quite the adept mage-knight. It was entirely possible that something in his past had given him such a cynical view.
Still worth an eye roll, however.
�The starting locations are positioned around a ring. Once you enter, leaving will disqualify you. A ward has been set up along the perimeter that will cause a slight push against you if you try to leave. So do not fear becoming turned around in the forest and accidentally disqualifying yourself.
�Your goal is to reach the center of the arena. Once there, what you should do will become obvious.�
Wallace paused one more time, looking over the group of students.
Satisfied with whatever he was looking at, he drew his wand. Flicking out seven different colored orbs of light from his wand, he finished with a wide wave of his hand.
A large and fairly plain sack materialized before the podium.
The way it appeared with a brief tinge of white light had Zoe narrowing her eyes. Things she pulled from Between had a remarkably similar effect. She hadn�t been aware that he could use the Elysium Order�s magic. The people outside the Order who could were those who had stolen the knowledge. Wayne and herself, for example. While they could teach people, she hadn�t and highly doubted that Wayne had.
�Come,� Wallace said, unaware of Zoe�s thoughts. �Select your marble and stand by the associated light. Once ready, they will lead you to your starting position. As soon as everyone is in place, the lights will flash white three times before moving within the arena boundaries. When they disappear, the event will begin.
�Straying too far from the light or attacking anyone else before the light disappears will result in immediate disqualification.�
As he gave the final instructions, the students all broke their lines and moved up to the sack. One by one, they reached into the bag and pulled out colored marbles.
The television snapped back to herself and Hank, seated on their benches. Zoe, who had been leaning forward to get a better view of the students� selection, casually stiffened her back to regain her proper posture.
�Exciting times,� Hank said with a broad smile towards the camera.
She could swear that his teeth actually sparkled.
�We�ll be back to go over the chosen teams after a word from our sponsors. Don�t change that channel. The event will be starting next.�
He finished with a finger pointing towards the camera, freezing for a moment until the commercials began.

Chapter 008

Drawing Straws
Eva reached into the large leathery bag. By a strange happenstance, she was the first to choose a marble. The first school to leave the ready area had gone to the far left, the second had gone to the far right. Third and fourth went to the left and right leaving Brakket right in the center.
Right in front of the marble bag.
The opening was right at waist height. Despite being able to easily see inside, Eva couldn�t actually see anything. Some darkness spell was keeping everything below the lip of the bag effectively invisible.
Feeling around inside the bag, Eva�s hand swept through hundreds of marbles. Her hand dove deep, burrowing inside the large bag. As it wasn�t on any sort of pedestal, just resting on the ground, Eva would actually have to bend over to reach the bottom. Something she wasn�t willing to do.
But it spoke of how many marbles there were.
Redford had said that there were seven starting locations with a maximum of three people per spot.
So what are all the other marbles for?
For all she knew, this was some kind of test before the test. Not picking one of the colors might disqualify her. Or something else horrible.
Or perhaps it was just an innocent bit of magic. The marbles might color themselves upon being drawn and only so many could be drawn of one color. Something so that the last person to pick would feel like they had just as many choices as the first, even though that was just an illusion.
With nothing else to do, she gripped one of the marbles and pulled it out.
Her hand came out of the darkness with a violet sphere.
She stepped away, allowing her two companions to choose their marbles.
Randal reached inside first. Much like Eva, he looked surprised as he moved his hand around. He didn�t take quite as long to pick, coming away with a yellow marble.
Rachael stepped up after him. She reached in and immediately pulled out a green marble with no surprise or digging around. By the looks of things, she had taken the very first marble her fingers touched.
�Alright,� Eva said as they moved away for the next schools to have their turns. �Guess I�ll see you guys in the center.�
Randal looked to her with a half-smirk. �Don�t get killed.�
�Please, after everything I�ve been through? I�m more worried about accidentally killing one of them.�
�Don�t get cocky either,� Rachael said with a sour expression. �Or kill anyone. It wouldn�t reflect well on us.�
�I�ll try not to,� Eva said, taking one step towards the violet light hovering just behind where the schools had been standing. She paused, looking back to her companions. �I warned you before,� she said in a hushed tone of voice, �but keep an eye on the Nod Complex�s vampire. I don�t know that he�ll be playing nice.�
�So long as fire puts him down nicely, I shouldn�t have a problem.�
�And I�ve a few tricks up my sleeve as well,� Randal said. �Good luck.�
With that, they split up. Eva slipped her own marble into a pocket on her skirt, watching the other schools pick their marbles as she waited.
Somehow, the Isomer students muscled their way past the Mount Hope girls despite being further away. Only one of the Elysium Order nun trainees were participating in this event. The two other boys picked out a blue and a red marble.
The curly-haired nun picked her marble, looked over it, and began scowling as soon as she glanced towards Eva�s colored light.
From their brief interaction, Eva had a vague idea bout the curly-haired nun�s personality. She deferred to the other trainee, acted somewhat nervous about Eva, and�if Eva wasn�t missing her mark�had been more believing about the fact that a vampire was roaming the halls.
Of course, just because this was the nun more believing of Eva�s claims did not make them friends.
She stalked over with a glare yet somehow managed to avoid eye contact.
Eva paid her little mind for the moment. When the event actually started, she would have to be wary. It wouldn�t be surprising if the nun tried to take her out the second the light disappeared.
Instead of talking or taunting, Eva continued to watch as the students split off to their respective colors.
It wasn�t until the Nod Complex students moved up to get their marbles that Eva found herself growing worried.
The violet light still only had herself and the Isomer girl. Though unlikely, it would be just her luck to wind up with both a nun and a vampire. She had already done that dance once with Serena and Nel and it hadn�t been a lot of fun back then. Those two were at least friendly. To Eva.
She actually let out a short sigh when she saw him pull out a red marble. At least she wouldn�t have to doubly watch her back. He would still be around the playing field, but she could maybe get away from the nun before then. Or maybe set the nun on the vampire.
�Is he that dangerous?�
Eva glanced to the nun with a raised eyebrow. �The vampire?�
�You weren�t half as agitated when you saw me walking over.�
�Between him and you, I�d much rather be partnered with you.�
Eva took her eyes off the nun, watching as the vampire meandered over to the other Isomer student. The two boys nodded at each other, not having anything resembling the hostility Eva might have expected from an undead and a �Holy� Academy student. He was probably just a normal kid. The school wasn�t entirely made of Elysium Order recruits after all.
�He�s already attacked me in an attempt to get my blood,� Eva continued.
�And you fought him off?� the nun said with a scoff. A clearly disbelieving scoff.
Did she not think that demons would beat vampires?
Holding out her hand, Eva flicked her wrist. Flames lit up all the way to her elbow.
�Vampires can�t catch you if you�re on fire,� Eva said with a wide grin.
The nun harrumphed and looked away.
Just in time for the two of them to see a third student heading over to the violet light. One of the poor students from Mount Hope. After being shoved aside by Isomer, the rest of the schools took that as a go-ahead to select their marbles first. The Hope students just sat around awkwardly as everyone pushed past them.
The one coming towards Eva looked fairly young. She couldn�t be much older than Eva. Maybe a year at the most. She gave Eva�s hand a wide berth, eying her as she walked up to them. Despite that extra space and the slight look out of the corner of her eye, she smiled at both Eva and the nun.
�Emily,� she said with a happy nod of her head.
Eva extinguished her hand. �Eva.�
Both looked towards the nun. Emily, probably because she was being friendly. Not so much in Eva�s case. She put on her widest smile, fully channeling Sawyer as she looked at the nun with expectant eyes.
�Anise,� the nun said, barely managing not to sneer at either one of them.
Before any further introductions could be made, Redford got back to his feet. He leaned slightly on his cane as he made his way to the front of the stage.
�You�ve all been distributed,� he said, prompting Eva to glance at her schoolmates.
Rachael wound up with the Nod Complex�s dryad. With a face looking like it was made of pale wood, the dryad�s expression was near impossible to read. However, the two were speaking softly to one another. Nothing hostile, as far as Eva could tell.
Eva did take a moment to look over the dryad using her other senses. Though she wouldn�t be openly using blood magic, she could use her sense of blood without care for being found out.
The dryad, she found, did show up. But it was weird. She obviously had something flowing beneath her� bark. It counted as blood, yet it was slow and sticky feeling. It didn�t move around her body in any way that Eva could liken to anything else living that she had seen. She didn�t have blood vessels or organs, as far as Eva could tell. There were patterns, especially in her face where eyes, mouth, and nose all had distinct shapes.
Eva shook her head. Even if the dryad was strange, at least she could sense her presence with blood magic.
Randal, on the other hand, was entirely alone. The only student to have avoided being paired with anyone else. Two colors, violet included, had three people. Everyone else was in pairs.
He didn�t look all that upset about not having anyone with him. Rather, his grin could rival Eva�s.
�You will be directed to your starting positions momentarily,� Redford said. �As a reminder, straying too far from the light will result in disqualification until it disappears. I suggest you pay attention.�
He didn�t say anything more, choosing to return to his seat.
One of the robotic drones flew by, giving a view of the divided students.
Eva gave it a small wave. Maybe her old friends at the veterinarian�s clinic were watching. Though, she doubted they would recognize her. With her short hair, sharp teeth, red eyes, and literal claws, she had changed a great deal since she last saw them.
The light above her head flashed twice before slowly drifting off, heading deeper into the woods.
All three of the students followed after it in silence.
At least, they started in silence. While the nun looked like a conversation was the last thing on her mind�something Eva certainly didn�t have an issue with�Emily started fidgeting almost as soon as they were away from the rest of the groups. Her eyes constantly flicked between the backs of Eva and the nun, as both were walking a step or two ahead.
For a moment, Eva almost let her continue her fretting. If only for wondering how long it would last. The nun wouldn�t notice; her eyes were glued forward. As such, it was up to Eva to break the silence or wait for her to finally speak up.
Three steps later had Eva deciding to take pity. The girl�s heart rate was steady, but the twiddling of her fingers grew ever more intense as they continued walking. Much longer and she might have a panic attack.
�Was there something you needed?� Eva asked with a glance over her shoulder.
�Oh! I, um� There was just� It�s not that��
�Spit it out already,� Anise snapped. She closed her eyes and shook her head, almost tripping over a fallen branch. �I�m sorry,� she said, opening her eyes again. �Just nervous.�
�Me too.�
Eva wasn�t. Not about them, anyway. The only person she was actually concerned about at the moment was the vampire. And possibly whatever creatures were out in the forest to cause problems. No one had been able to come up with a creature other than a gorgon that might have metallic scales. Someone had suggested a dragon.
The forest wasn�t on fire. Eva had dismissed that claim.
So Eva decided to come up with a list of as many scaled creatures as she could. One might have a sub-breed with metallic scales. Basilisks were at the top of the list of creatures she did not want to meet tonight, but she felt as if they might be too dangerous for a children�s school game.
Then there was the idea that the scale was not a scale at all, rather a piece of something else. She did not yet have an idea as to what.
�We�re not going to betray each other as soon as the event starts, are we?� Emily asked with a slight quiver in her voice.
Eva and the nun glanced at each other. Well, Eva glanced. The nun glared.
�I can agree to a truce,� Eva said, offering an olive branch before the nun could say a word.
�And why should I believe you won�t stab us in the back the moment we let our guards down?�
�Let�s just say that I have a vested interest in ensuring anyone wins with the exception of the Nod Complex.� Which was not even a lie. Eva did want to win, but she was perfectly capable of being pragmatic when needed. �The longer I can keep you alive,� she said with a vague gesture towards the nun, �the rougher time the vampire is going to have.�
�A-alive?� Emily had probably intended to shriek. She failed, instead somehow managing to whisper at the top of her lungs.
�A slip of the tongue. I�m used to harsher combat than whatever Redford has in store for us. Probably. I doubt they would send students into anything truly dangerous.�
�I don�t know about that. People have died in the past. Not a common thing, but it has happened. And Redford really doesn�t strike me as the most sane of event organizers,� Anise mused more to herself than anyone else. She didn�t miss the sharp breath from Emily, however, and quickly amended her statement. �But I�m sure we�ll be fine. They wouldn�t televise bloodsport.�
�Anyway,� Eva said as the violet light above them came to a stop.
They were�thankfully�nowhere near her ritual circle. Given how large the Infinite Courtyard was, even her gigantic ritual site was still just a dot on the map. But it had been a concern on her mind.
She held out a hand towards the others. A stone snake was wrapped around her wrist, but neither girl seemed to pay it much mind. �Truce?�
Emily took hold of her hand almost instantly, giving it a vigorous shake with a relief-filled smile.
After releasing her hand, Eva turned to fully offer it towards the nun.
Anise eyed the black claw. �Shaking hands with the devil,� she said in a low mumble.
�Religious theology has very little to do with real demons,� Eva said. �Trust me on that if nothing else.�
The nun harrumphed, still not reaching for Eva�s hand.
�Redford did say that we might be more successful if we work together. We should at least figure out what we are doing before mur�fighting each other.�
The nun did not miss Eva�s slip. Even so, she thrust out her hand with a sneer. Her grip tightened down as hard as her poor human muscles could go.
Eva didn�t feel a thing.
�I�ll be watching you.�
Two bright flashes above them pulled their attention up to the violet orb. And, consequently, the drone hovering just overhead.
Anise pulled her hand back with a groan. �I hope that camera isn�t recording. I�ll be excommunicated for sure.�
Eva smiled. �Come find me if you are. I know someone who might be willing to� employ ex-nuns.�
The not-yet-ex-nun shot Eva a glare before they all had to start moving. The violet light hovered forward at a languid pace.
Eva felt it immediately. She couldn�t believe she hadn�t noticed before. Redford mentioned a ward to keep them from accidentally wandering out of the event grounds. But to be standing right next to it and entirely miss it was something of a shock to Eva.
It made her all the more thankful that the demon hunters had been either nearly incompetent in ward construction or in too much of a rush in setting them up to have done a decent job. She could have easily wandered into one just as Juliana had if Redford had been the one to set them up.
Shaking off her shock, Eva had to move quickly to follow after the light before it got too far away. Thankfully, it stopped just inside the ward. She didn�t have far to go.
�Cold feet?� Anise said with a sneer.
�Just surprised at the ward. It was� strong. Like I was being crushed for a moment by nothing more than the air.�
Emily frowned, looking back to where they had just come from. �I didn�t notice anything.�
�Same.�
Eva shrugged. �Probably tuned differently for humans and non-humans. I doubt they want whatever monsters they filled this place with to escape.�
�Monsters. Right. You mentioned vampires earlier,� Emily said.
�A vampire. Singular. He�s actually a student.�
Anise curled her lips back into a sneer. Though it wasn�t that steady. Her heart started beating faster. After a moment, she let out a sigh and dropped the tough act just long enough to mumble out a few words. �I wish Chris were here.�
Her voice was just quiet enough that Eva wouldn�t have been able to hear from a step to the side. As it was, she decided to shrug her shoulders without comment. Chris was probably the other nun. So long as Anise could use the white Elysium Order magic, Eva really didn�t care which nun she got. While initially she had considered running off, in retrospect, she was lucky to have been in the same group as one.
It gave her the excuse of a truce to not attack and left open the possibility that Elysium Order magic would prove just slightly too deadly to the vampire.
Emily opened her mouth to comment more.
Another flash from the light overhead stopped her cold.
Three pulses. The light died off, fading to a bright spark before disappearing entirely.
Eva put up her guard immediately, keeping her back to the wardline as she stared at her two �companions.� She was ready to move, attack, or flee depending on the situation.
The nun moved as well. White light burned in her eyes as she locked her gaze with Eva.
However, at the moment, Eva was slightly more concerned with the other girl.
She seemed the Shalise-type of girl. At least, Eva found herself reminded of Shalise. Timid, perhaps not very strong magically, yet earnest and willing to work hard if necessary. Her concerns about monsters, working together, and Eva�s slip about keeping Anise alive were all perfectly valid. Things she could imagine Shalise worrying about.
At the same time, Eva couldn�t imagine Shalise�s heart rate remaining relatively steady. Even while walking through the forest and discussing relatively uncomfortable topics such as ambushing one another, Eva couldn�t recall any change in Emily�s heart rate that couldn�t be attributed to the normal physical exertion of walking through a forest.
The moment the light disappeared, her wand slipped into her hand from somewhere up her sleeve. Her face hardened as she looked through narrowed eyes at both Eva and the nun.
But she didn�t attack.
The hairs on the back of Eva�s neck stood on end.
But neither of them attacked.
After standing perfectly still for upwards of five minutes, Eva broke first. They were wasting time. Good time. The vampire had undoubtedly eliminated his partner and would already be heading towards the goal.
�Well,� she said, dropping her guard almost entirely. She would still be able to blink away if either of them moved towards her. �We�re wasting time.�
�We could glare at each other until the event passed us by,� Emily said slowly.
Eva grinned. Probably not the best thing she could do given her teeth, but she did so anyway. �Right. And I�d like someone who isn�t the Nod Complex to win this thing.� She held out both hands, one to each of her temporary companions. �Truce? For real this time?�
�You mentioned something like that before,� Emily said. �What�s your deal with them?�
�Just a little bet. Well, that and a vehement dislike of their vampire.�
Anise only hesitated for a moment before reaching out to grasp Eva�s hand. �If you aren�t lying, I can definitely agree with that.�
�No lie. After the Nod Complex is removed from the playing field, we can fight all we want.�
�Fine with me,� Anise said. She tried to pull back her hand, but Eva held on.
Eva glanced towards Emily. She lifted her hand up ever so slightly, further offering it to the girl.
�Your hands are creepy.�
�Sharp too. Not the kind of claws you want on an enemy.�
Emily narrowed her eyes at the threat. Eva couldn�t bring herself to care. She already had the anti-vampire person on her side. If Emily continued to waste time, she would just pick up the girl and chuck her back towards the ward line. Leaving counted as disqualification, or so Redford had mentioned. Making someone leave probably worked just as well.
But the girl swapped her wand to her other hand, leaving her left hand free to grab hold of Eva�s claw.
�Excellent,� Eva said.
As she spoke, a drone dropped down, swooping around them in a full circle before flying back up overhead.
Anise tore her hand out of Eva�s grip, barely managing to avoid mangling herself, and buried her face in her hands.
�I am so going to be excommunicated.�
Eva couldn�t help but to chuckle.
For a second.
Releasing Emily�s hand, she made the first steps towards the rest of the arena.
�We�ve some lost time to reclaim. I hope you can keep up.�
With that, Eva took off. She didn�t use her legs to their full potential. Losing sight of either of her companions could wind up with them being ambushed. Or ambushing her. But she fast ran enough to push them to keep up.
�I�m coming for you, vampire,� Eva muttered under her breath.

Chapter 009

Tentacles!
The red light flickered out.
Garbed in white, the boy from Isomer unleashed his spell. Five minutes of doing nothing but pouring magic into his wand manifested itself as a field of ice. It spread around him, flash freezing everything in a small bubble of space. Plants and insects alike died in droves. Even tiny drops of water in the air crystallized and fell to the ground in an explosion of snow.
Standing next to his fellow red marble holder, the other boy should have been caught within the ice as well.
�Frostbite is no laughing matter in the short-term. Not particularly painful as it tends to numb the senses, but it would make moving difficult. With proper application of ointments and potions, all but the worst effects can be reversed before permanent damage is done.�
�He�He doesn�t seem affected by it at all!�
The vampire shook his head with a chuckle. A few flakes of snow fell from his hair as he moved.
�You know,� he said, locking cold eyes with his companion, �I was perfectly willing to honor our truce. But after that, I think a light snack is in order.� A feral grin spread across his face.
The Isomer student realized his mistake as soon as he saw the two sharp fangs dangling from the smiling mouth. He tried to conjure up a wall of ice between the two of them, but the vampire was behind him before the wall could grow more than a few inches.
Taking hold of his victim�s shoulder and head, the vampire made room for his head and dipped his fangs into flesh.
He didn�t drink for long. To the Isomer student�s credit, he managed to coalesce a few icicles and toss them towards the vampire, over his shoulder.
The vampire was fast enough to dodge. He did end up releasing the other student.
Clutching his neck, the Isomer student spun around. He conjured a large wave of water rather than ice, attempting to push back and wash away the vampire.
The vampire didn�t even get his feet wet. He jumped out to the side, planting both feet on a tree. The entire trunk cracked and snapped as the vampire kicked off. Splinters of wood fell to join the snow on the ground. As he flew overhead, the vampire grabbed hold of the stunned student�s collar. He gripped tight as his feet hit the ground and used his continuing momentum to fling the boy out of the ward.
Hank winced, making an audible note of empathetic pain as the kid slammed into a tree. It didn�t shatter like the other one, but this tree hadn�t been flash frozen either.
From somewhere inside his pocket, a faint red glow lit up the Isomer student�s white uniform. The same pocket that had held his marble, if Zoe remembered correctly.
The student wasn�t done, however. He staggered to his feet. After shaking his head, he charged forwards, ice flowing around him as he prepared another attack.
Crossing his arms, the vampire just smiled. A few drops of blood still stained his teeth red.
Ice and a body hit the invisible sphere of a ward a few paces away. Blood drained from the Isomer student�s face as he tried slamming a shoulder into it. Anger bled away to worry as his fists pounded into the ward. Icicles hit, glancing off without leaving a single mark in the air.
�Thanks for the meal,� the vampire said with a wave of his hand. He turned and ran into the forest.
And left the Isomer student disqualified.
�Wow,� Hank said softly. �Two students have already been taken out of the game.�
�In less than two minutes,� Zoe added with a smile.
�Isomer Academy and Mount Hope are both down one student each. But will we see a third?�
The screens changed from the medics rushing up to the Isomer student to Eva and the rest of the violet group.
�A tense standoff by the looks of things,� Hank continued.
Zoe wasn�t so sure. If Eva hadn�t attacked them by now, they would probably reaffirm their truce.
�Both groups of three have no pairs from the same school. Which means that as soon as one person attacks another, they leave their backs open to possibly getting attacked in return. I doubt�� Zoe trailed off as Eva held out her hands to the other girls. She started speaking as well.
It was a mere moment before both girls were shaking her hands.
�Ah, see. They�ll have to betray each other later.�
�Well, no third then,� Hank said, sounding almost disappointed. He perked up almost instantly as a voice came over the earpieces saying that they were going to display that previous battle again. �But, with how far apart the students are, that gives us time to go over those two fights. Let�s start with the most recent.�
The screen flicked backwards to a still image of the ice spell.
Except it wasn�t a still image. Zoe leaned closer, watching the snow form in the air in slow motion.
And extremely high resolution.
�It is a very beautiful spell,� Zoe said, deciding to voice her thoughts aloud. �Not something a student would likely be able to cast in an instant. He had probably been preparing it for some time.�
�I�m slack-jawed watching this footage again,� Hank said, only exaggerating slightly, �but it didn�t seem very effective.�
�Against a human, I imagine it would have instantly incapacitated them. Even if he hadn�t known that he was walking with a vampire, he should have realized that things aren�t always what they seem with the Nod Complex. And,� Zoe started, doing her best to hold in an exasperated sigh, �he really shouldn�t have stood around doing nothing after his first attack failed. The vampire taunted him for a good ten seconds during which he could have done plenty more.�
The footage on the screen sped up until the vampire�s fangs were half into the human�s shoulder.
�He was a vampire then?� Hank asked with a slight somber tone to his voice.
�It seems I was wrong earlier,� Zoe said slowly.
Given that, largely thanks to Wayne, most of the mundane world believed that vampires had been responsible for the incident in Lansing, they were likely to be a somewhat touchy subject. Though it had been more than a decade ago, an entire city had been wiped off the maps. Family and friends of those who had perished were probably watching the broadcast right now.
Zoe wasn�t sure if she should say something. Or what she should say, even. Some platitude about how all the vampires involved were dead? That wasn�t even true. She knew of at least two survivors, though one was a victim and the other hadn�t had anything to do with the incident itself.
Not to mention that such a statement wouldn�t make anyone feel better. Knowing what had happened from first-hand experience didn�t make her feel any better about it. Had it not been for Wayne, she would have died along with her parents.
Zoe pressed her lips together into a tight line. Saying something would be crass. Politicians and spokesmen for magical societies could say more careful words at a later date.
Thankfully, or perhaps noticing that Zoe had gone silent, the image switched to the first fight.
�Ah, this was a particularly interesting fight in terms of air magi,� she started with a smile. Air magic was a safe topic and, best of all, she could talk about it for a few minutes at the very least.
�I�ll say,� Hank started. �The way the student from Faultline moved��
Perhaps she could become an announcer at events like these when she retired. It was a lot like teaching. Going over uses of magic and the like. That and the slow motion lightning bolt was a beautiful sight to see. She could definitely get used to seeing magic performed in front of high quality cameras.
Of course, that assumed the world would still be around in the far future.
Zoe pushed that sour note from her mind.
�Using air magic, one can essentially wrap air around one�s body��
� � �
Eva slowed her run, sniffing at the air. She held up a hand and waved it in a silent gesture for her companions to slow down. They did so, though Eva couldn�t tell if it was because of her hand motions or simply because she had stopped.
Frankly, she didn�t care so long as they weren�t charging ahead and weren�t attacking her.
A few more whiffs of air had Eva thoroughly confused. There was something familiar in the air. Something she couldn�t quite place. A slimy feeling. Or maybe more spindly.
�What�s wrong?�
Eva glanced back at Anise. �Do you smell anything?� she asked in a nearly silent whisper.
The nun-trainee wrinkled her nose with a frown, staring at Eva as if she were setting up some trap. She did eventually try smelling at the air.
�Nope,� she said with a shake of her head. �I smell pine and wood. Maybe a little rotting plant-life? Nothing too unusual for where we are.�
Eva frowned and looked towards Emily.
The other girl shrugged her shoulders. �Maybe it is some demon thing?�
�I don�t think so. My sense of smell isn�t much better than most humans.�
Eva paused, thinking to herself. She actually hadn�t ever tested such a thing. Really, Devon should have thought of it. Her statement still held true. She hadn�t noticed any significant changes in her sense of smell.
While it was possible that it had been a gradual thing that she wouldn�t have noticed over the years, the large leaps with her recent treatments had brought drastic changes. If her sense of smell had been enhanced or just altered, she likely would have noticed along with everything else.
�Just keep up your guard,� Eva said, moving forwards again at a far more cautious pace.
The two followed after her, Emily turning her head this way and that while Anise�s glowing eyes had started up again. Emily�s wand darted around everywhere she looked. So far, she hadn�t used a single spell. If they did end up fighting, Eva really hoped that she would use a spell before then just so she knew what kind of mage she would be fighting.
Anise didn�t have a wand out. With the eye in her chest, she really didn�t need one. Assuming she was like other nuns and relied on the Elysium Order�s magic, Eva had a good idea of what to expect. Though she was very well aware that they could use thaumaturgy if they felt like it.
Though the sensation was growing stronger, Eva glanced back over her shoulder as a thought occurred to her. �I don�t suppose either of you know of any creatures with platinum scales?�
Emily shook her head in a negative.
However, Anise froze for a split second. Her eyes lit up a few shades brighter, filling the surrounding forest with light before returning to their normal luminosity.
�I don�t know of any creatures with literal platinum for scales. None that are still around,� she added, effectively confirming Arachne�s experience with the gorgon. �There are a number of reptile breeds that have scales that might appear metallic. In fact, almost every magical reptile can be specifically bred for specific scales.�
Eva groaned. �That doesn�t narrow it down very much.�
�Why do you ask?�
�Oh, just something that is in here with us might have scales looking like platinum. A few friends of mine suggested gorgon��
�But they�re extinct.�
�I know.�
If she actually had the scale, showing it to Anise might be enough for her hive mind to identify. Unfortunately, Randal had kept a hold of it. Assuming he had even brought it with him. If he had, she would need to run across him out in the forest.
Something that would be much easier if she could just sense the demon inside him.
Eva froze. She stopped suddenly enough that Emily bumped into her back. Not hard enough to knock either of them off balance. Enough for Emily�s heart rate to briefly spike as she jumped away from Eva with her wand raised.
�I�m so stupid,� Eva said, ignoring the wand at her back.
Both girls blinked, glancing at each other before focusing on Eva.
�It wasn�t a smell. Why would I think that? How does something even smell slimy?�
�What�s wrong?�
�There�s a demon out here with us.�
Anise immediately turned to scan the surrounding area. Her fingers started to crackle with white lightning.
Emily didn�t take her wand off Eva. �Friend of yours?� she asked with narrowed eyes.
�Normally. Used to be?� Eva wasn�t quite sure. �At the moment, I doubt it.�
�We should move,� Anise said. Her voice was tinged with actual fear. It even trembled slightly. Emily�s heart rate had risen, but Anise was in a whole other league. �We don�t� I can�t� A real demon?�
Eva frowned. Do I not count? Sure her treatment wasn�t complete, but it was close enough.
Then again, Anise�s hive mind likely labeled her as an abomination rather than a demon.
�Yes a real demon,� Eva snapped. What was she so worried about anyway?
The answer came almost as soon as she wondered.
The Elysium Order had found themselves embarrassed by demons several times over the past two years. Not a single engagement had gone well for them. At least none Eva had been involved in. Lynn Cross and the Charon Chapter had been driven out of town with a few losses. Ylva had demolished their inquisitorial squad after they had abjectly failed in their mission to recover Nel. Eva had stolen an artifact right from under their nose and dumped it on their front porch after she had finished with it. Which was probably a fairly large embarrassment on its own.
The only damage they had really done to demons in return had been killing Arachne.
Perhaps Anise, being a mere student and trainee, didn�t have the power necessary to pull off a similar stunt.
�It won�t matter anyway. She already knows where we are. Following us won�t be difficult.�
Especially given other demons� ability to sense Eva. Not that she was going to admit that to her companions.
�We can�t fight a demon. Are you insane?�
Eva glanced at Emily, pointing a finger at herself with an incredulous look on her face.
The Mount Hope student just shrugged and turned a pitying look on Anise.
While they sat around talking, the demon closed in on them. The slimy sensation grew stronger and stronger.
Right up until Eva�s sense of blood registered something other than the few animals and insects that were still around.
Thin tendrils, each no thicker than a pencil, swarmed across the forest floor. They managed to maneuver through the trees and brush without winding up tangled around anything despite being spread out enough to half-surround Eva and her group. The care they took in crawling through the brush kept even a single leaf from rustling.
If it weren�t for her ability to sense both demons and blood, it was entirely possible she wouldn�t have noticed until it was too late.
Though, as she had just said, she doubted there would be an escape.
Eva crossed her arms and sighed.
Tendrils snapped out of the brush, all of them leaping as one.
Emily managed to get off the ground, leaping from a pillar of earth that hadn�t been there a moment ago. She wasn�t quite fast enough. The tentacles caught her in the middle of her jump, wrapping around her waist and pinning her arms to her side.
Anise didn�t fare half as well. Lightning crackled at her fingertips, but she didn�t get a chance to actually fire it before becoming wrapped up like a mummy.
Eva didn�t bother to move. She could have blinked away. She could have fought back with explosive fire. But escaping would have wound up with her leaving Anise behind. Something she really didn�t want to do at the moment. Not until the vampire had been incapacitated.
Neither did she want to fight.
So instead, she simply stood still with her arms crossed. Even as a bundle of tendrils wrapped around and snaked up her leg, Eva didn�t move. The tendrils lifted her up, swinging her upside down. Eva kept her arms crossed.
And just glared at the main mass that was slowly approaching.
� � �
�T-tentacles?� Hank said with a nervous chuckle.
Zoe pressed her face to her palm, not willing to meet his eyes. �She�s actually pretty nice once you get to know her,� she said slowly.
�That�s� a she?�
�She�s employed by Brakket Academy as a security guard. Or was in the past. I believe her contract expired. I�m guessing that Wallace picked up her contract for this event.�
�Ah hah ha.� Again with the nervous laugh. �Well, precarious situation for our young ladies.�
� � �
�Eva!�
The cheer filled voice came from the main mass of tentacles, filled with far more gurgles than Eva remembered. Of course, she couldn�t see a humanoid body formed in the mass, so she was probably just forming up a mouth in the middle of it all.
�Lucy. I think you have some explaining to do.�
Before the tentacle demon could even start to respond, Eva�s head snapped to the side as she heard rapid chanting from the nun.
�Stop!� she cried out.
But Lucy was already one step ahead. A number of tentacles pressed into Anise�s open mouth and wrapped around her tongue.
The way Anise�s eyes bulged and she started choking almost had Eva feeling sorry for her. Almost.
She tried to keep her voice as firm as possible. �Don�t banish my friend. Please,� Eva added after a slight pause. �She�s not going to hurt us. Right Lucy?�
The main mass of tentacles quickly formed up into the familiar shape of a more humanoid Lucy, Brakket security uniform and all. Mostly. From the waist up. Below her waist, the mass of tentacles remained as it was. Eva wasn�t too surprised. A good portion of her body was still spread out across the forest floor.
�Oh no,� she said, shaking her head left and right far further than anyone with a proper skeleton could manage. �Wally said that no matter how much I get attacked, I can�t break anyone.�
Wally? Eva thought with a confused blink of her eyes. They�re on a first name�no, nickname basis?
In a hushed whisper, Lucy added, �He�s scary.�
�How long have you been healed for? I visit you every other week!�
�I� don�t know. A long time. Wally wanted me to pretend,� she said. �After seeing me, he asked if I could stay pretending to heal until he had a job for me.� Her face rippled like a drop of water in a smooth pond, goofy smile turned to a sad frown along with the ripple. �It was so boring. But the nurse was nice. She played with me sometimes.�
�That�s great and all,� Emily shouted from somewhere around, �but since she�s your friend, think you can get her to let us go?�
Eva, still hanging upside down, looked up to her feet. Emily was stuck in the middle of a web of tentacles. Her hands were empty, lacking the wand that had fallen to the forest floor.
�Good point. Lucy?�
The tentacles started to lower Eva down. They didn�t make it more than a few inches before Lucy paused.
�I forgot,� she said. �I�m supposed to take anyone I find out of the wards.�
�Yeah, I figured.�
Though it struck Eva as odd. Whoever Lucy found would almost assuredly be ejected from the match. She wasn�t really the kind of thing that even a group of sixth years could face. Eva had only personally seen Lucy fight on one occasion, back when the half-demon half-zombie golems had attacked the dormitory. Even then, she had only seen her fight for a few moments.
Though she had effectively torn apart her target at the time.
Of course, Irene had told her of two other times Eva had missed Lucy fighting. Once during the same incident, tearing apart and flinging the golems at Ylva. The other time had been more recent. Enigmas within Eva�s domain had escaped through her dormitory room. They made the unfortunate mistake of treading on Lucy.
From Irene�s description of them being peeled apart like an orange, Eva had no doubts about Lucy�s strength.
Even limited to not harming anyone, she would easily be able to capture anyone just as she had captured Eva and her companions. It was as simple as walking out of the arena from there. The only one who might stand a chance at facing her was Anise, and that was simply because of her ability to banish demons. Even her lightning probably wouldn�t do too much damage to such a disembodied creature. Maybe others if they could blink.
Unless Redford wanted her to thin the groups no matter who she came across, he had probably told her to retreat under certain circumstances. Maybe managing to run away.
Maybe�
Eva blinked out of Lucy�s grasp, righting herself using the blink. She appeared right in front of Lucy�s main body.
Her fist went straight into Lucy�s face, sinking in without much resistance. The tendrils making up Lucy�s head started to constrict around her fist as expected.
Eva�s hand burst into flames.
Lucy�s face split in two, avoiding the fire.
It probably wouldn�t hurt her. Lucy was constantly covered in a greasy sheen. A little flame might dry her out, but not cause any permanent damage. She was a demon, after all.
But the way she avoided the flames had Eva smiling. Almost confirming her theory.
Eva blinked a short distance away.
�Alright Lucy. Let�s fight.�
�F-Fight? But��
�Or you can let my companions loose.�
The two halves of her head twisted to independently look at each of her captives.
Anise glared with her burning eyes only enhancing the menacing look. The effect was somewhat ruined as tentacles still filled her mouth. Not to mention that she looked about ready to throw up.
On the other hand, Emily actually looked interested. Her eyes were following Eva with rapt attention.
�I can�t,� Lucy said.
It was probably part of her contract. Eva would have to free them or they would have to escape on their own.
Perfectly acceptable conditions.
�Alright,� Eva said with a smile. A wide, teeth-filled smile. �Since you can�t hurt me, I�ll go easy on you.�
Eight marbles of explosive fire appeared between each of Eva�s fingers. None were high-explosives. She had only put a small bit of magic into each one, enough to make them unstable. Nothing compared to the room-destroying explosion she had used to free Lucy from the hunters� trap.
She pulled her hands back, crossing her arms over her chest with each hand open and clawed around her shoulders.
So long as that drone was hovering around overhead, she might as well be theatrical.
She flung her arms out, throwing the marbles as she did so.
Before the first even touched Lucy, Eva blinked away.
Reappearing in front of the main branch of tendrils holding Emily up, Eva lifted her claws high and swiped downwards. The sharp tips of her carapace didn�t quite cut through the entire branch of tentacles. She only made it about halfway through.
It was enough. Emily dropped out of the main mass of tendrils.
Several explosive pops sounded behind Eva as she bent to flick the wand upwards. Emily caught it without issue.
She started casting as Eva dove to the side, avoiding another bunch of tendrils after her.
Looking up at Lucy�s main body again, she was actually smoking. A number of black scorch marks marred her skin�or the masses of tendrils that were pressed together to appear as skin.
Eva felt a little guilty. More about cutting off some of her tentacles than anything else. But her fingers weren�t Elysium Order lightning or cursed with whatever was on the demon hunter�s sword. She should be able to regenerate a few severed tentacles with relative ease.
Raising her arm, Eva skipped the explosions entirely. A stream of sticky fire flew from her fingertips.
The wave caught Lucy square in the chest.
Or it should have.
Lucy split again. The bulk of the fire passed straight through her, landing on the trees and brush beyond her body. A good amount still splashed around the edges of the hole, clinging to her body as Eva had intended.
Still, it was enough of a distraction to let Eva blink over to Anise.
Unlike Emily, Anise was wrapped up with so many tentacles that almost nothing of her could be seen from the neck down. Slicing through the thick bunch of tentacles would be not only impossible, but also cruel. One or a few, Eva could give herself a pass on. Not a full tree trunk�s worth.
�Can�t you blink or teleport?�
Anise, eyes wide and pleading for release, shook her head.
With a groan, Eva blinked out of the way of another group of tentacles.
Despite telling Lucy that she would be going easy on her, Eva really didn�t have all that much else she could do. Her fingers traced along the scales of the snake wrapped around her wrist. But she shook her head. Basila probably wouldn�t be too helpful at the moment. Not against Lucy.
Anything else she could use wasn�t something she wanted to reveal on camera. She did have her dagger with her, but it was hidden inside the lining of her jacket. Arachne had helped to create the hidden pouch. It wasn�t easy to get to, but her fingers should be able to sever the lining if there was a desperate emergency.
And, while she did have one other trump card, she really wasn�t willing to play it without being in absolute mortal peril for fear of being disqualified.
Emily, though freed from her entrapment, wasn�t much help. Her concentration was solely on avoiding being recaptured. She ran circles around the area, using her earth magic to create pillars to jump off or to boost her around. Never once did she try sending even a single blade of earth towards Lucy.
Comparing them side by side as earth mages, Eva would much rather have Juliana at her side. While Emily was proficient in spell casting, she didn�t have much in the way of a tactical mind. She couldn�t win without attacking. If she wasn�t going to attack, she might as well run away and remove the danger of being recaptured.
She wasn�t even that good of a distraction with how Lucy could split her concentration and tentacles between the two of them.
�Alright Lucy,� Eva mumbled to herself as she conjured another eight marbles of unstable flame between her fingers.
Unlike her first volley, these might actually do a bit of damage. Still not to room obliterating levels.
She held onto them as she sprinted around, using her blood sense to keep one step ahead in dodging tentacles. Every second that passed, another bit of magic poured into them.
Once ready, Eva flung them one-by-one at the tree truck of tentacles holding up Anise. Each rumbled the forest with the noise as they tore into the tentacles.
�Stop,� Lucy cried out just after Eva released the fifth bomb. The tentacles holding onto Anise withdrew, dropping the nun a few feet down to the ground.
Eva half expected her to jump to her feet and start flinging around white lighting. Instead, she got to her hands and knees, gagging and retching on the ground.
While Emily stopped by her, patting her back with a pitiful expression, Eva kept her eyes on Lucy.
A very quickly retreating Lucy. The tendrils, those still attached to her, had all pulled back to join with the main body.
Eva tried to tell herself that the sobbing she heard was just her imagination.
I�ll have to apologize after this, she thought with a sigh as she turned to her companions.
She flung three three remaining bombs between her fingers over her shoulder as she walked towards both them and the camera, not looking behind her as they exploded in the background.
�Are you alright?�
Emily gave a shallow nod of her head.
Anise spat against the ground another five times before pulling a wand from the pockets of her jacket. She touched it to the tip of her tongue and closed her mouth. A few seconds later and she was spitting out a mouthful of water.
She repeated the process half a dozen times before Eva had enough.
�We�ve wasted enough time,� she said, hooking her hands underneath the girl�s arm and lifting her to her feet. �Let�s go. And maybe next time we don�t try banishing the tentacle monster that already has you in its grasp and, therefore, has its tentacles near your mouth.�
Anise gave a few rapid nods of her head, still not talking and still filling her mouth with water.
At least she was on her feet and moving.

Chapter 010

Pyramid
�And there goes group indigo.�
�A shame,� Zoe said with a shake of her head. �They looked like they were doing so well.�
�When the tail swiped the� elf into the tree, I think the other two lost their nerves.�
�Indeed. Dragonkin are not to be taken lightly. Their scales can take a beating that even the finest suit of armor would have trouble holding up against. The students got a little overconfident when they managed to push it back. But if they would have stuck to their attacks rather than turning to flee, they might have forced it into a retreat. Especially the water mage, he should have used water rather than ice. Dragonkin don�t like their scales getting wet.�
�Right,� Hank said with a quick nod of his head.
Zoe doubted he really understood. At least, in general. Her previous statement had been simple enough. But the idea that it would be better to fight many of the things out in the forest rather than run probably didn�t mesh with his general worldview. Or that of most mundane people for that matter.
If they saw something scary, their first instinct would be to run. Even if they were running from something that was obviously faster than them.
Hank did manage to act like he knew what he was talking about. The narrations he gave were mostly play-by-plays, repeating what he was seeing on screen. It gave him the illusion that he was talking about something important, even though everyone could see what he was saying on their own screens.
He let Zoe handle explaining most magical aspects of the fights, of course, and asked intelligent questions when something was particularly odd to him.
�Still, getting slammed into the tree like that had to have hurt.�
�Probably,� Zoe admitted. �But the medical team is already on site and none of the three students were hurt too badly. They�ll be able to patch up any injuries in the blink of an eye.�
�That�s true. I think I�ve seen high school wrestling matches with worse injuries,� he said with a chuckle.
Zoe wasn�t sure if she believed that, but maybe he was trying to play down the violence for the viewers.
Even though more violence would probably mean more viewers. Humans were� attracted to that sort of thing for some reason.
�For those of you who are just joining us or otherwise missed out,� Hank said, sitting up straight as the cameras switched to them now that there was a lull in the action, �you can catch the replays and highlights on the website listed at the bottom of your screens. A quick recap of where each school stands.
�With the indigo group�s summary defeat, five students have been removed from the event. Isomer Holy Academy is down to a single student, currently in group violet. As is Mount Hope, their single student also in group violet. The Nod Complex is down to two students. Brakket and Faultline Academies are the only ones still at full steam.
�Now, two groups have reached the center of the event. Violet is closing in quick, delayed a short while by their encounter with��
He stumbled, trailing off with a glance towards Zoe.
�Let�s just call her Lucy.�
�With Lucy. Don�t touch that channel. We�ll be back with more excitement from the magical world after a brief message from our sponsors.�
� � �
�Ugh. Blech.�
�Yes, we get it,� Emily said, looking over at the nun with a shake of her head. �You had tentacles in your mouth. You�ve been whining about it for the last five minutes. It�s gross. Can you just stop making those noises?�
�You don�t even know,� Anise snapped. �You only had a few tentacles around your waist. I was completely wrapped up.� She tugged at her shirt, still slimy from being wrapped up in Lucy�s tentacles. �That thing was probably venomous.�
�Poisonous,� Eva said, glancing back over her shoulder with a wide grin. �Venomous is when they bite you. Poisonous is when you bite them. And you were definitely doing the biting.�
Anise groaned.
�But don�t worry. Though she can be toxic, it is an optional sort of thing. With her orders not to actually hurt people, I�m sure you�ll be fine.�
�Why me? Neither of you got wrapped up so much.�
�I got my wand knocked out of my hand and all she�s got are fire spells,� Emily said with a finger pointing towards Eva. �Obviously you are the most dangerous of the three of us.�
Eva twisted her face into a scowl. Anise did just the opposite, brightening up for the first time since having her mouth stuffed full of tentacles.
She was just about ready to turn around and remind the two of them that, even with Lucy barely fighting back, they would both have been carried out of the arena if it wasn�t for her. However, she felt her breath catch in her throat as she walked up a short ridge.
There was no forest ahead of her. No trees and hardly any brush. There was grass, but it had been clipped short. The clearing was far larger than the area Eva had coopted for her ritual. At least twice as large. Possibly more.
Of course, a clearing wasn�t all that shocking. The Infinite Courtyard had a number of clearings dotted around. None as maintained as this, but they probably weren�t used for events very often.
No, it was what occupied the majority of the clearing that had Eva�s jaw dropping.
�You all see the giant pyramid in the middle of the forest, right? It isn�t some illusion.�
�It�s the Pyramid of the Sun,� Emily said, voice soft. �The plateaus on the sides� the stairs running up the middle. Ancient mages would conduct rituals at the very top. But why is it here?�
�I doubt it is the original,� Anise said with a scoff.
Could have fooled me, Eva thought. The brickwork looked haggard and rough, weathered by time and� well, weather. Green vines grew up alongside the stairway, though the stairs themselves were clear of any plant life.
Anise had to be right. Eva didn�t know what the Pyramid of the Sun was, but if it was a real building actually used by ancient mages, it was probably some protected structure like the pyramids in Egypt. For cultural heritage if nothing else. Redford had probably built this version specifically for the event.
Narrowing her eyes at movement on the staircase, Eva�s lips curled into a frown.
�We�re not the first ones here.�
Two figures were sprinting up the staircase as fast as their legs could carry them. Though the moon lit up the area, it wasn�t enough to tell who they were. Their hats were a decent giveaway for which school, however.
�Faultline,� Emily hissed�almost snarled.
Eva had to take her eyes off the temple to glance at her face.
Her teeth ground together, bared in full. Her eyes burned� she wasn�t a demon or a nun, but they were almost glowing as they caught the moonlight.
Glancing over at Anise, Eva nodded her head towards Emily with raised eyebrows. All she got was a shrug from the other girl.
�There are others scaling the pyramid,� Anise said as her eyes went back to the temple.
Eva spun around.
The trainee-nun was right. Another two were running up the stairs. Their silhouettes lacked the pointed caps that the Faultline crew had. She honestly couldn�t identify them. One might be a girl. It could be Rachael. It could be the other pair that had Mount Hope students. Or it could be the other group of three with one member missing for some reason.
It could even be two separate groups that got rid of their partners and had met up.
�Let�s go help them,� Emily said, already starting towards the temple.
�You don�t even know who they are.�
�Doesn�t matter,� she said, breaking into a run. �They�re not Faultline.�
Again, Eva glanced at Anise. Again she got a shrug in return.
�I guess we better go after her.�
�We are enemies, you know.�
Eva smiled. Not a wide grin, just a polite one. �After all we�ve been through together? How can you say something so cruel. I even rescued you from that evil tentacle monster.�
�That tentacle monster was only there because of you,� Anise said with a scowl. �She said your name, she walked up to you, you two talked. If you had been in a different group, I would never have�� she trailed off, bringing a hand up to her mouth before shaking her head.
�Not necessarily. That could have been her assigned area. Then you would have been antagonizing her without me there to keep her from doing anything worse.�
�That�s� not just�� She shook her head. �Emily is already at the base of the pyramid.�
Eva spun around and moved a single step forwards before hesitating. �I�m trusting you to watch our backs,� she said. �Especially for any vampires. Keep your guard up.�
With that, she blinked forwards three times, crossing the distance to Emily in almost an instant.
And just about got a fireball to her face for her troubles.
Emily spun around the moment Eva appeared, lashing out with flames from the tip of her wand.
Eva slid to the side. She didn�t retaliate. The blast of fire�a good twice as hot as the flames Eva had used on Lucy, at least�blew past the side of her head. Stepping backwards, Eva held up her hands.
Emily followed through on a second attack in a single motion of her wand before finally realizing who she was attacking.
She paused with her wand raised in the air, tip glowing.
�Truce still?�
�I wasn�t the one who almost broke it.�
Her wand arm dropped to her side as she grasped her chest. The tip of her wand was still bright red.
�You okay?�
�Fine. Just startled.� She paused, glancing over Eva�s shoulder. �Anise back there?�
�She�s a bit slower than I am. I told her to watch our backs.� Eva pointed her out to Emily just to prove that she hadn�t broken the truce already.
And really, she wasn�t that slow. Unable to blink, yes. But her sprint carried her at a brisk pace. She was actually almost to them.
But Eva turned and took the steep steps three at a time, leaping up more than stepping as she left Emily behind.
She had a feeling that there would be a fight at the top. Two Faultline boys and two other people, probably not even from the same school. If she had been wrong and one of them was the vampire, she needed to be there and ensure he lost.
Anise and Emily would both have to catch up. Neither had Arachne�s legs.
She passed the first plateau. It really wasn�t that large. More of a landing than a plateau. From the staircase leading down to the staircase continuing up, there was only a few feet of level space. So she continued on without breaking stride.
Neither of her companions were doing quite as well. By the time Eva made it to the second plateau, they had only gone halfway up the first. Their speed dropped drastically. Climbing stairs was never easy and these ones were steep to the point of insanity. Just standing on the edge had Eva feeling like she was about to go tumbling off.
Whoever built the place hadn�t even put guard rails in.
Eva hopped up to the third plateau in three jumps. From there, she was close enough to see everyone at the top through her blood sight. The two Faultline boys were in a fight with Rachael and� the dryad. She was pretty sure. If she hadn�t gotten a look at the dryad back when everyone had been assigned their teams, she would probably be a whole lot more confused.
She took the fourth set of stairs, being only half the height of the rest, in a single bound.
And landed right in the path of a lightning bolt.
Eva shuddered as the electricity ran through her body and out her feet. Steam rose from her shoulders in faint wisps. Her knees hit the stone top of the temple before she could stop herself.
A quick blink had her back on her feet in an instant.
That was probably the first time she had been hit with real lightning. She had been on the receiving end of Elysium Order lightning once or twice, but, although it looked like lightning, Eva didn�t think it really counted. Of course, even air mages didn�t put out a real lightning bolt�s worth of power in their strikes.
The bolt she had been hit with was probably somewhere around the output of a taser. A lower powered one at that. Getting hit with the bolt hadn�t given her a very good view of it. However, she was relatively certain that Zoe�s regular lightning bolt was a few magnitudes higher by default. That was just the impression she got from being in the area while Zoe casted.
Of course, the Faultline student who had cast the bolt could probably increase his output as well.
Four pillars stood around the top of the pyramid, one in each corner. Rachael and the Dryad had taken cover behind the ones opposite from the stairway. The two Faultline students were behind the closer pillars. Eva�s blink after being hit had carried her right next to Rachael, partially using the pillar as cover.
Both sides were flinging magic at each other as fast as they could, essentially at random. Mostly air attacks from one of the Faultline students and mostly fire�of the explosive variety�from the other. Both occasionally switched it up, but not enough for Eva to think they were anything but an air mage and a fire mage.
On her side of the fight, Rachael had a fairly constant wave of flames surrounding the air mage�s pillar. The only reason he hadn�t burned up was because the fire mage kept dampening the flames between his attacks.
The dryad was� doing something. Plants had sprouted straight out of the stone around her pillar and vines wrapped around it. A couple of the flower pods spat seeds around, but Eva wasn�t sure how effective she was actually being.
Having her brief moment to look at the fight, Eva realized that she really shouldn�t have landed between the two Faultline students. Her momentary pause had caused her to get hit. Either she should have attacked immediately upon landing or retreated behind the wall of flames. The air mage couldn�t even see her through the wall of flames.
Eva let out a low growl, igniting her hands as she blinked straight back to the other side.
Her foot stuck one of the Faultline boys in the side, knocking him out from behind cover and knocking the wind out of him at the same time. He wasn�t the one who had struck her, but he seemed the more dangerous of the two. Much like Eva, he was a fire mage. And, much like Eva, he had decided that explosives were the way to go.
Chunks of the pillar providing cover for the dryad were lying around the top of the temple. Enough so that Eva was worried it might collapse. The vines were probably the only reason it hadn�t.
They didn�t seem to like the flames much though.
Really, Eva should just let the dryad get taken out. She was part of the Nod Complex and ultimately allied with the vampire. However, she was currently allied with Rachael. Turning her into an enemy would make it three versus two at the moment. While Eva felt like she could take all three of them at once, she couldn�t be certain.
Best to take out Faultline first and then deal with the dryad on her own. Her seeds didn�t look dangerous, so she shouldn�t be a problem. Maybe the dryad would be more of a threat if they were fighting in the forest.
By the time the Faultline students would be incapacitated, Anise and Emily should have made it up the stairs as well. They could help out against the dryad.
So long as they were still allies.
A flower sprouted in front of Eva, just in time to intercept a lightning bolt from the Faultline air mage. Lavender petals exploded everywhere, creating almost a smokescreen between the two pillars.
Eva hesitated in delivering another kick to the flame mage�s chest. Accidentally killing him would probably actually be bad. Really bad. Especially with cameras watching.
Instead, she plucked up his wand and flung it as hard as she could. It disappeared from her sight off the edge of the pyramid. He might have a second, but the way his eyes widened and his arm trailed after it, Eva doubted it.
She might actually feel a little bad about it if she found out it was a family heirloom or something, but for the moment, Eva had other thoughts on her mind.
Namely, her temporary allies.
If her two companions made it to the top and saw Rachael, they might actually side with the dryad. A two versus three scenario in their favor. A preemptive attack to prevent Eva and Rachael from ganging up on them.
Eva still believed that she could take the three of them, but the Elysium Order magic would be far more dangerous than anything a thaumaturge could throw out. Hopefully she would tone down her lightning bolts below the level that hit Arachne, but Eva really had no idea how all that worked.
Of course, if another group showed up, everything would become much more complicated.
The cloud of petals slowly drifted down to the ground. The air mage tried flinging a few spells towards Eva. She had no cover over on his side of the temple, but she really didn�t need any.
She dodged the first lightning bolt, having seen where he was aiming while the petals were still up with her blood sight.
A second and third bolt followed much faster than Eva would have expected. The second hit her in the shoulder. She didn�t get a chance to dodge the third. Lightning caused too many jitters and the mage was casting too fast.
It struck her square in her stomach.
Taken down to a knee, Eva just smiled at the air mage.
She had no need to take another bolt.
The fight was over.
While he had been distracted with Eva, the flowers, and his fallen companion, Rachael had gone around the edge of the temple to come up behind him.
The tip of her glowing wand was pressed to his throat.
�Drop your wand,� she said.
He glared. Mostly at Eva. She could see the fight in his eyes and the tense muscles in his arms.
Gritting her teeth while keeping her smile as genuine as possible, Eva got to her feet.
�I hit you three times,� he hissed, throwing his wand to the floor.
Eva looked down, running a finger through one of the holes in her shirt. It was true, she had a hole in the chest, shoulder, and stomach of her shirt. Black scorch marks surrounded each hole. However, the first had barely hurt her, only bringing her to a pause because she hadn�t been expecting it. The second and third� well, Elysium Order lightning was still much worse despite the extra power he had put behind them.
A few more might have been enough to drop her for a time�or a good shot to her head�but he hadn�t managed that thanks to the flower from the dryad and Rachael�s flank.
�Yeah,� Eva said with a shrug, choosing to downplay exactly how harmful his bolts were. She stepped up to him, picking his wand up off the floor. �Kind of tickled,� she said, almost about to chuck the wand off the roof with the other.
After a moment, she thought better of it and simply slid it into her pocket.
Vines sprouted from the ground around his feet. He didn�t resist as they wrapped up around his legs and arms, binding him. Only when he was down on the ground and completely immobile did Rachael take her wand off him.
Eva had been about to ask her if she had seen Randal around when the dryad walked up. It almost startled Eva. She was just so hard to keep track of with blood sight.
The dryad stopped a good two arm spans away, staring with obvious caution, but also with a small smile.
Eva wasn�t sure how to react. Should she throw the dryad off the pyramid now, before Anise and Emily arrived? Wait?
Her plants shouldn�t be dangerous to Eva. At least not the ones she had seen. Even the vines shouldn�t pose any more of a problem than Lucy�s tentacles had. They might trip her up, but blinking would solve that problem easy enough. Or just igniting her legs. The vines wrapped around the pillar hadn�t taken the heat well.
�Thanks,� the dryad said, breaking Eva out of her devious plots on how to deal with the situation. �I thought that pillar was going to collapse on me. And then the fire�� She cut herself off with a shudder. �I don�t take fire well.�
Eva wanted to groan. Everything would be so much easier if the dryad just up and attacked her. Instead she decided to give thanks? And offer up an obvious weakness to go with it?
It was enough to make Eva sigh.
�No problem,� Eva said with another sigh. Rather than do anything else, she turned her head to Rachael. �Randal?�
�Haven�t seen him.�
�He�s got a demon in him. I doubt he would get taken out. Wonder what is taking him so long?�
�We ran into an earth mage. Some crazy strong lady. Pretty sure she let us go in the end, though she looked like she was pretty tired. He might have run into something similar and didn�t get so lucky.�
�My group ran into Lucy,� Eva said. �Speaking of, they�re still climbing the stairs.� Though it was taking them a really long time. Mortals. �I should probably check on them.�
Rachael stepped forward and dropped the volume of her voice. �We�re going to have to take them out at some point.�
�Yours too,� Eva said without glancing over her shoulder.
Rachael shifted her weight, looking off and down to the side. �I think she�s afraid of my fire. She has been very compliant of everything I ask. Makes me feel like the bad guy here.�
I know how you feel, Eva thought with yet another sigh. Raising her voice from her whisper, she turned slightly to address both members of the green group. �Stay up here, I�m going to find my companions. Keep them contained,� she said with a nod towards the Faultline students. �Fight off anyone else. If you can figure out what we�re supposed to do here, great. Though wait for me if you can.�
Without really looking at the plant girl, Eva walked over to the stairs.
And frowned.
The first plateau was fairly far away. It also had flashes of light coming from at least four different sources.
Blinking up the staircase was difficult. Because of the angles, it was almost impossible to see where to blink. There could be uneven terrain or plants growing that would splice her up if she teleported into them.
She was under no such limitations in blinking downwards.
Eva landed between Anise and Emily and promptly ducked to dodge a glowing white battle axe.
�Seems a bit deadly for a friendly competition,� Eva said, grabbing hold of Anise�s hand before she could try to swing again.
Recognition lit up in her already glowing eyes. She shook her head, pulling her hand out of Eva�s loose grip. �Tell that to those monsters.�
Eva moved slightly closer to the waist-high wall of stone at the edge of the plateau that hadn�t been there her first time up. Emily�s handiwork no doubt. A bit of cover for any spells that might come their way. Peeking over the edge, she realized that the stairs weren�t even there. A steep slope had replaced them.
Though he had lost his cap, another of the Faultline boys was flinging shards of ice around. Water appeared out of nowhere, rushing over the earth towards his opponent. All the while, he was doing flips and jumps that a trained gymnast might find troublesome.
Eva couldn�t think of a single other mage she had encountered that moved so much. Genoa came close, but even she was more like a rolling boulder than a circus performer. The demon hunter that Eva had killed moved fast, but lacked showy flips.
Actually, Eva thought, the other hunter might be similar. Eva had only fought with her once before Arachne paralyzed her. And even then, not for very long. But she had been fairly animated.
So he wasn�t the only mage. But a kid?
Then again, it wasn�t hard to see why he was moving so much.
Randal was at the base of the pyramid with him. Large black orbs flew from his fingertips, wilting the grass beneath them as they moved. If they came near any ice or water, it vanished in an instant. Everything thrown at him simply got eaten by the orbs.
Eva wasn�t sure what would happen if one of the orbs actually hit someone, but it probably wouldn�t be a pretty sight for the three camera drones circling over the fight.
�They ran up, flinging spells at each other. I managed to slow them down with a few lightning bolts.�
�And I turned the stairs to a slide.�
�After that, they just decided to fight each other down there.�
�What is that magic he�s using?�
Eva glanced to Anise, half expecting her to respond with some insight gleaned from her hive mind.
Instead, she shrugged and gave Eva an apologetic look.
�Your third eye doesn�t tell you?�
Emily blinked, turning her head. Eva ignored the other girl for the moment.
�I don�t think I can find out without getting closer. I don�t really want to get closer.�
�Fair enough,� Eva said. �It�s demon magic. I can tell you that much. No clue what it�s doing.�
�It�s like a black hole,� Emily whispered with a shudder.
�Demon magic,� Anise said with narrowed eyes. �Friend of yours?�
�He goes to my school. Be back in a moment.�
Eva blinked down again, making sure to land where the black orbs were not. She conjured fire marbles and flung them out almost immediately. They were even lower power than the ones she had first used on Lucy, but they were also surprise attacks on an unsuspecting target�s back.
At least, she thought she had been launching a surprise attack. The student flattened himself against the grass, rolling over to one side.
The marbles flew over him. Several were eaten by one of Randal�s orbs while the rest exploded harmlessly off to the sides.
Eva blinked, putting herself facing the pyramid with the student between it and her. Just a movement to keep him on his toes.
She was about to launch another volley of orbs when a crack split the air. White lightning struck him square in the back.
Eva winced.
He collapsed to his knees, moaning in pain.
As much as she could empathize with him, she didn�t hesitate. Personal experience taught her that as painful and debilitating as it was�and deadly if they meant it enough�he could very easily get up and continue fighting if he collected his wits enough. Devon had gotten back to his feet after being hit and Devon was a wuss.
She blinked up to him and pocketed his wand.
After ensuring that Eva had the Faultline student�s wand, Randal pointed a finger towards the pyramid.
Eva blinked to him, gripped his arm, and yanked it skyward.
A black orb flew from his fingertip, hit one of the circling drones, and� passed through without hurting it.
Eva shook her head.
�They�re friends,� she said in a rush. She needed to stop him before he killed someone.
He just stared at her.
Conceding the point, she added, �For the moment. I know we should have talked about this beforehand, but what are you throwing around? You can�t kill people.�
�It destroys magic. Most magic anyway. Wouldn�t hurt a person.�
Eva opened her mouth, paused, snapped it shut, and opened it again. �How were you planning on winning against that guy if you couldn�t hurt him?� Or anyone else for that matter. �You�re lucky he didn�t realize that.�
�It isn�t the only thing I can do. Plus regular thaumaturgy. Besides, I figured you would save the day.�
Eva rolled her eyes. �Whatever. Rachael is already at the top. We should hurry and win this thing.�
�Lead the way.�

Chapter 011

Interrior
Eva didn�t sit around to chat with Randal. A more in-depth questioning on what abilities his bound demon gave him could wait until after they had won this thing.
She had a bad feeling. Nothing with any real reason behind it, just a chill up her spine.
Blinking to the base of the pyramid, Eva hesitated for a second. The stairwell was still a smooth earthen slide. Rather than wait and see if Emily would reverse the staircase, she jumped.
The bottom segment of the pyramid was the largest. She couldn�t jump it all in a single bound. She could, however, dig her hands and feet into the wall. After making a sufficient platform for leverage, she jumped the rest of the way up.
And landed right between Anise and Emily again.
Compared to how she had seen them a mere minute ago, roughly calm but worried about Randal and the Faultline student, they both looked at Eva with some trepidation.
Eva opened her mouth to speak.
Anise beat her to it. She clasped the sides of her head with a loud groan. �I should have attacked you. Or your friend. Now there�s two of you and I still haven�t seen anyone from my school. Ah, I wish Chris were here. She wouldn�t have hesitated to attack you.�
Unless she attacked me right at the start and I knocked her out then, Eva didn�t bother saying. Instead she said, �We�re not going to attack you or anything. You two come up with us and who knows, maybe your schoolmates will show up and you can attack us. Or we activate some trap before winning and get knocked out, leaving you two to take over.�
�I am perfectly content with that plan,� Emily said after a moment of silence. �I mean, I don�t want to speak bad about my school� but I�m probably the only one left. They� we aren�t��
Eva glared. She wasn�t angry. But she was on a time limit.
�That�s great. We can all have a heart to heart and be friends later. I left Rachael up there with the dryad and I�ve got a bad feeling. Let�s go.�
She took a step, preparing to jump up the stairs to the top, but paused and turned.
�Though if you could turn the stairs back to normal, I�m sure Randal would appreciate it.�
Randal was still within her blood sight range. He was struggling. A lot. He was trying to brace himself against where the stairs would be and the decorative slope between the stairwell and the main pyramid walls. Every now and again, he slid down.
Eva didn�t wait to see if Emily would comply. She half expected Rachael to be watching from the top, yet there was no silhouette against the moonlight sky. They might try attacking Randal, but he could probably handle it if they did. Especially if his magic canceling orbs worked on Elysium Order magic.
She hopped and hopped and hopped until the topmost plateau came in range of her blood sight.
A swear escaped her lips that would undoubtedly be censored over the airwaves.
Eva hopped to the top of the pyramid. Before her feet even touched the ground, she blinked and reappeared next to the vine-wrapped pillar.
A swipe of her fingers had several vines snapping, freeing Rachael. She slumped forwards. Only the tension of the vines had been holding her upright. Her hand pressed up against two bleeding holes in her shoulder.
�He was just waiting for you to leave,� she said, voice soft and lethargic.
Eva didn�t need to ask who �he� was. The vampire had taken more blood than Eva would be comfortable with. Rachael should be fine. Potions could have her fixed up without trouble. Her neck was only lightly bleeding, so her life shouldn�t be in danger as long as she didn�t make the wound worse. Which made sense. The vampire wouldn�t want to kill anyone just as much as Eva didn�t want to.
Probably.
Rachael�s wand was missing as well. Stolen or perhaps flung off the pyramid along with the Faultline wand. Eva had spares from the other members of Faultline. Unfortunately, they were worthless unless Rachael was actually up to the task of wielding one.
�I knew I should have thrown that dryad off the pyramid.�
Rachael let out a few low chuckles. �There are slots for the marbles,� she said, pointing towards the center of the pyramid. �It opened up into an elevator. They went inside. You might be able to catch them before they win this.�
�I hope so,� Eva said as she looked to where Rachael had pointed.
Sure enough, there was a shallow indentation right in the center that looked like it would be the perfect size for the marbles they had received to determine their teams.
But they must have gone pretty deep into the temple. Eva could see the dryad having slipped by her blood sense, but the vampire stuck out like a sore thumb. She hadn�t sensed either of them on her ascent back up the pyramid.
Eva�s first instinct was to run to the elevator, drop her marble in, and give immediate chase.
But then it would be her versus the dryad and the vampire. Alone. Exactly the situation she had been trying to avoid by dragging along the trainee nun this whole time.
Eva blinked to the edge of the stairs.
At least Randal and the others weren�t fighting. And they were hurrying up the stairs. But, only being halfway to the third landing, they were going far slower than Eva needed. Despite having started all the way at the base, Randal had passed by the two girls.
Cupping her hands to her mouth, Eva shouted down at them. �Move it people!�
Both Anise and Emily looked up at her with identical expressions on their faces.
They stared up at her with open mouths, panting as they used her shout as an excuse to stop moving.
It isn�t that far, Eva thought with a groan. Sure, the temple was probably twice the size of the absurdly large ritual circle. But they only had to go half the length of it. Uphill. Rather, upstairs. Which was probably worse if she thought about it for a moment.
But they didn�t have to be so slow about it.
That simply wouldn�t do.
Eva blinked straight down to Anise. Ignoring her yelp, Eva gave her a light shove. Just enough to knock her off-balance. Once off-balance, Eva scooped her up into her arms and started jumping back up the pyramid. Her hops up were shorter than they could be while on her own, but still much faster than Anise climbing unassisted.
�Don�t drop��
At the top, Eva ignored Anise�s complaints and unceremoniously dropped her on the ground. She ran back to the stairs�
And considered leaving Emily behind once again. Randal was hightailing it up the pyramid and would be at the top soon enough. Even if they left her behind, Emily could still come down the elevator. Probably. Assuming it wasn�t limited in its uses.
If the first to use it was the only one who could, then Eva had already lost. She had to believe that the game wasn�t over yet.
The simple fact of the matter was that Emily didn�t offer all that much to the team. Randal was from her school and therefore a trusted ally. Not to mention his demon bond that gave him more power than the average thaumaturgical mage. Anise had an Elysium Order eye implanted in her chest. Her magic was the ultimate anti-undead. Almost to the point where Eva was concerned she might kill the vampire on accident.
It wasn�t super concerning. If the vampire died, Eva wouldn�t lose much sleep over it. And if somebody killed the vampire who wasn�t her, then all the better.
Emily was just a regular thaumaturge. Not even an experienced one. She was about the same age as Eva, even if she seemed to have a decent handle on both earth magic and fire magic.
However, she wasn�t from the Nod Complex. For the moment, that was good enough for Eva.
Eva blinked again.
�Wait! Don�t��
Eva knocked her to the side just as she had with Anise, scooped her up, and started hopping up once again.
Randal made it up to the top before Eva did. Not by much. If she hadn�t hesitated in retrieving Emily, she might have made it back first. Or at least at the same time.
�No ride for me?� Randal asked with a mild chuckle. He started to move towards Rachael.
Eva pinched the hem of his shirt without setting down the somewhat squirmy Emily. She dragged him over to the center where Anise was already waiting. As with Anise, Eva dropped Emily on the ground and ignored her groan.
Fishing her marble out of her pocket�which was thankfully still intact despite the holes in her clothes�Eva dropped it into the indentation.
Which promptly opened up and swallowed the marble.
Eva waited. She was expecting the entire platform to move. Or at least the part between the pillars. There was a faint seam where she though the floor might drop out from the rest.
But it wasn�t moving.
�Rachael?� she said, turning. �How long did it take?�
�Only a second or two, but they both put their marbles in.�
Eva looked around her group. �Well? You heard her, what are you waiting for? I hope none of you lost them.�
Anise and Emily both pulled theirs out without complaint and dropped them into the hole. Randal pulled his out and held it in his hand.
He didn�t bend down and put it in the hole. His eyes narrowed as he watched the other two drop their marbles.
�Why are we taking these two with us?�
�Randal,� Eva said, keeping her voice cool. �Put your marble in the hole. If the elevator ride is long enough, maybe I�ll tell you. Nod Complex students are already down there. We don�t have time to sit around up here fighting.�
He hesitated for another moment before tilting his head. �Alright,� he said with a half-sigh.
The second he placed his marble down, the entire platform jolted. Another second and they were moving downwards.
�Good luck,� Rachael shouted just before their heads dipped below the surface of the temple.
Reaching into her pocket, Eva pulled out one of the wands and tossed it at Rachael. �Just in case,� she called out as two stone doors closed over her head.
Randal had his eyes on Eva as soon as the last vestiges of light were pinched by the doors. They snapped shut with a thunderous crash. Beyond that, Eva couldn�t hear much of anything. The elevator was near silent. Maybe a slight grinding of stone against stone if she really strained her ears, but that could just as easily be her imagination.
Not that she needed to hear anything. Randal�s stare was loud enough on its own to make up for the lack of noise around.
She couldn�t actually see his eyes. No new lights lit up inside the slowly lowering chamber.
Well, none save for two bright white lights flaring up where Anise�s eyes should be. They didn�t provide nearly enough illumination to brighten up the entire elevator however.
So Eva decided to help out. She ignited both of her claws, brightening her flames until she could see not only her companions but the moving walls as well. The platform was fairly spacious. Eva couldn�t stretch out her arms without hitting someone else, but she wasn�t up in their faces either. Even still, she took a step closer to the center.
Being able to see the walls moving up while in the elevator unnerved her for some reason.
Interestingly, she couldn�t see any cameras around. The drones had been circling around outside the temple, but none had followed them into the elevator shaft.
�So spill. Why are we not taking their wands. Or kicking them off the top of the pyramid?�
�First,� Eva pointed towards Anise, �she doesn�t need a wand for her most dangerous magic.�
Anise took a step back as Randal turned to glare at her. Though she still had at least two steps to go before hitting the wall, Eva couldn�t help but wince. What if her curly hair snagged on the rough stone walls as they rushed past?
�Second, we�re going down into this temple with who knows what waiting for us. At the very least, there is a dryad and a vampire.�
�You don�t think we can take them?�
�I think I could take them with my eyes closed. While the vampire isn�t necessarily the most powerful representative of his species and the dryad might be a little underwhelming, I still would rather not find out they�ve been hiding all their tricks right at the last moment.�
�I suppose I can understand that,� Randal said, eying the other two girls. �What�s the third reason?�
�What makes you think there is a third reason?�
He turned back, looking at her as if he were offended she had thought so little of him.
Eva sighed.
�Alright. I really don�t want the Nod Complex to win. Like, at all. We have a better chance at stopping them with four of us.�
Turning her attention to Emily, she smiled a nice, closed mouth smile. �I don�t know what your deal with Faultline was, but all three of their people lost their wands. Thanks to yours truly. They can�t win anymore. I expect equal help in keeping the Nod Complex from winning.�
Before Emily could agree or disagree, Eva turned to Anise. �And you�re part of the Elysium Order. Say what you want about demons, but you hunt undead. Think of what an embarrassment it would be if a vampire were to win.�
A jolt almost threw all of them to the ground as the elevator slammed into the ground. It hadn�t slowed down in the slightest before stopping cold. Eva actually had to extinguish her hands in a hurry lest she accidentally burn Randal by bumping into him. When no further jolts came, she moved a step away and reignited her hands.
One of the four walls wasn�t a wall anymore. A doorway had opened up in place of the wall leading out into a long corridor. A camera was mounted on a track along one of the walls, staring right at them.
Eva almost glowered at it. Instead, she grinned and gave it a little wave. Despite their disadvantage in getting down the elevator second, she might as well be a little confident.
As for how far they had gone down, Eva couldn�t say. Rachael�s circulatory system had gone out of range a short while ago. They had traveled for a time since then. For all Eva knew, they could be halfway up the pyramid, level with the ground around it, or even deep underground.
Just beneath the camera was a small tray. Three violet marbles and one yellow were ready for collection.
Eva picked up one of the violet ones, the one furthest from the elevator which should be hers, as did the other girls. Randal picked up his yellow marble.
Based on how they were keys to get down into the pyramid, they were probably used elsewhere inside as well. Maybe keys for doors. Maybe winning the whole thing. Whatever the case, Eva wasn�t about to throw it away.
�Alright. Time is running out.�
With one final glance towards her companions, Eva took off running.
She did not handicap her speed to keep as a group. So long as there was nothing but a single hallway, there was no need. No one would get lost and the vampire should be up ahead.
Though, she was the group�s light source at the moment. The others might be able to get their own light going, but so long as she had her hands aflame, she might as well help out. Eva trailed a finger along the wall opposite from the camera�which was racing along with her�and left fire sticking to the wall in a long line.
So long as she had her spell right, it should burn for several minutes with a decent brightness. Even ten-year-old light bulbs would be better, but the small trail of flames was better still than nothing at all. As long as it stayed lit. It wasn�t something she had done before, but she was fairly confident in her ability.
She was moving fast through the corridor. Her flames only left a thin trail of fire behind her that failed to light up the entire hallway. Ahead of her was dark enough that she nearly crashed into a wall. The hallway looped around, turning straight back the way she had come with a slight incline up a ramp.
Eva only hesitated in continuing for a brief moment before charging forwards. She continued her trail of fire, though she absently noted that the camera decided not to follow her onwards. It went backwards at the turn, perhaps giving the others some screen time.
The inclined passageway wasn�t half as long as the one from the elevator to the turn.
It opened up without a door into a wide and well-lit room. Wide might have been an understatement. As far as Eva could tell, the entire pyramid was hollow. There was a single column in the very center of a gigantic space where the elevator must have been. Cameras lined it up and down, some able to move around on large robotic arms. More cameras hung off the sloped walls of the pyramid, though she couldn�t see any real light sources.
Or do the walls count as a ceiling?
Eva shook her head.
It didn�t matter.
What did matter was the absolute forest that had grown inside. It couldn�t be a natural forest. The flowers and vines and even a few trees had broken away the stone flooring to grow. Maybe Redford had done it, but Eva�s money was on the dryad.
There was a slight decline leading down into the forest bowl that had Eva wondering just how badly space had been twisted inside the temple. It was probably meant to give a view of the area before one actually had to tread down there.
The opposite end of the room looked like a large golden shrine. Two pillars of gold covered in ornate carvings of blocky-looking people surrounded a mural of a sun. She actually had to move a little to see it properly as the large elevator column was in the dead center.
And the vampire stood in front of the mural, pacing back and forth.
Eva tried not to sigh in relief. People who paced back and forth with a scowl on their face generally weren�t about to win a contest. She still had time to get to him.
Better yet, he hadn�t looked back yet. He wasn�t aware of her presence. If his sense of smell was even mildly good, it probably wouldn�t stay that way for long, but Eva held the advantage for the moment.
Perhaps the dryad hadn�t grown the forest. Redford might have planted it all to slow people down and obstruct the pyramid floor. Or the dryad had done it to slow down anyone who might be following the Nod Complex. If they needed to reach the opposite end of the room, either case made perfect sense.
But where was the dryad? Shouldn�t she be up with the vampire? Had he decided that he didn�t need her help and attacked his own teammate?
Before Eva could move even a single step more, her theory was crushed.
Along with the poor dryad.
A massive serpent flew out of the denser section of the forest close to the golden shrine. The shine on its silver scales actually forced Eva to momentarily raise a hand to protect her eyes. Wings made of pure gold carried it through the air.
And a screaming dryad was caught between two blunt antler-like horns coming off its head.
It reared up high in the air before flinging the dryad off.
A gaggle of trees caught her, though still with enough force to make Eva wince. She wasn�t quite sure what it took to kill a dryad�termites maybe�but that had to have been painful no matter what.
At the noise, the vampire gave a callous glance over his shoulder, paying attention for a mere instant before returning his focus to the golden mural.
Eva took a step forwards.
The moment she did, the serpent snapped its head to look at her.
Her eyes locked with the serpent�s massive eyes. She couldn�t tell exactly how large they were, but given the size of the dryad against its horns, each one might as well be as big as Eva was. One was a deep purple with a golden pupil. The other, a dark green with a black pupil. It almost looked as if there was a hexagon inside the green eye. Just lines connecting the edges of the iris.
The gaze lasted only a few short seconds, but Eva found herself gasping for breath at the end of it. She shivered. A chill ran up her spine. She felt a strange sensation as if she and everything about her had been on display like the pages of an open book.
But the silver-scaled serpent did not charge at her. It flicked its long tail straight towards the vampire.
Despite his back being turned, he managed to jump out of the way. It did force him back down into the forest and away from the mural.
Trees came to life as the serpent chased after him. Thick branches reared back and struck the serpent.
Doing little damage as far as Eva could tell. The opposite end of the pyramid was too far for her blood sight, so it might be getting a few bruises beneath those glittering scales. Eva wouldn�t be too surprised if it was entirely unharmed.
By the time Eva was ready to try moving again, all three of her companions showed up in the opening. All three stood and stared with their mouths wide open.
Eva hoped that she hadn�t been quite so slack-jawed. There were cameras watching.
�Know what it is?�
Anise jolted at the sudden address. She quickly shook her head. �I�ve never seen something like that before.�
�Well, it doesn�t look undead. Probably shouldn�t be surprised,� Eva said as she glanced towards the other two.
Neither gave her anything more than a shake of their heads identical to Anise�s.
�Right, well, I have a feeling that those plants are going to be attacking us as soon as we head down there. I don�t know about you, but if those trees are meant to fight that thing,� she said, pointing a long finger, �I don�t really want them attacking me.�
�We could burn our way across,� Randal said.
Anise crossed her arms with a slight huff. �Unless you have really fast acting fire, we�ll just have burning trees attacking us.�
Eva opened her mouth, held up a finger, cocked her head to one side, and snapped her mouth shut. She nodded slightly in agreement before perking up as an idea struck.
�How about this. We set Basila down and have her clear us a path, barreling over all the trees in our path,� Eva said with a wide grin.
�Basila?�
Eva extinguished the flames around one hand and held it up, showing off the stone-like snake coiled around her wrist.
All three of them stared at her with blank looks.
With both the vampire and the dryad either fighting or fleeing from the giant serpent, who�Eva assumed�would go after whoever was closest to the golden shrine, she felt like she had a few moments to breathe. And, so long as she had a moment, she might as well put on a little show for the cameras.
Genoa, assuming she was watching, might get a little amusement out of it anyway.
�Basila!� Eva said, voice slightly raised. She scratched the little snake beneath the chin to wake it up. �These foolish mortals are mocking your brilliance.�
Its tiny little jaw opened up into the cutest little yawn before its steely eyes turned to stare at her.
Eva quickly pulled the little basilisk off her wrist, setting it on the ground. As she did so, she tore a potion flask from her hip, uncapped it, and upended it over the snake.
She had already �fed� it some blood earlier. Blood she could control. If worse came to worse, she could help direct it to where she needed to go.
As soon as the potion touched its black scales, it started growing.
Eva didn�t bother waiting for it to reach full size.
�Go, my pretty,� Eva said, nudging it along with the blood. �Go and trample this forest. Find the vampire and contain him.�
With one last look towards Eva, it slithered off into the forest, still growing larger and larger.
Now the others were looking at Basila with impressed looks on their faces. Or� maybe that was fear. Anise�s lower lip was trembling and her hands were shaking.
�Th-that�s a basilisk.�
�Yep! Let�s go. Use Basila as a shield. Fight off the vampire if you can. Distract him. Whatever. The dryad is a secondary priority. I�m heading for the shrine.�
Eva blinked away.
Basila, rapidly approaching hallway size, charged through the forest without a care in the world. Vines never got a grasp on her, seeds bounced off her scales without her even noticing, and the trees were shattered at the trunk as she rammed into them. A few of the trees whacked into her with a disturbing amount of force before she could destroy them, but they had nothing like nun lightning. Her natural regeneration�or unnatural, given the ritual Eva had performed on her�helped to counteract the damage a great deal.
Eva didn�t actually need to hide behind Basila. So she didn�t. She just kept blinking straight across, leaving the others behind.
She did ensure Basila stayed well within her range, however, just in case the snake decided to coil up around one of her teammates. It did take a nudge every now and again to keep her moving in the right direction.
By the time Eva crossed enough distance to see the vampire, he had obviously noticed her as well. He angled his sprint away from the giant serpent to put them on a collision course.
Eva curled her fingers, conjuring explosive balls of flame between each one.
She tossed them out well ahead of when the vampire would have made it to her, conjuring up a second set the moment they were out of her fingers.
The vampire shifted course to avoid the series of explosions. He ran straight past Eva.
As he did so, he took the serpent with him.
Eva paused for just a moment, inspecting it with her sense of blood.
Though it was roughly a snake, it had a drastically different circulatory system when compared with Basila.
Basila was a golem. Originally, she hadn�t had a circulatory system. After the ritual, she got a single tube of blood running from nose to tail. There were no real veins or capillaries.
The serpent had all that and more. She could see organs. A heart, stomach, lungs, tongue, eyes, and anything else one might expect to see in a living creature. That didn�t really tell Eva much aside from the fact that whatever it was, it was real.
And, so long as it was focused on the vampire, Eva had an opportunity to inspect the mural.
Two more blinks through the fake forest had her at a small set of stairs leading up to the shrine.
They were as gold as the pillars and wall.
Eva jumped straight to the top, frowning slightly as her feet dug large gouges into the floor. They were sharp and gold was soft, but this whole thing couldn�t be real gold.
Not that it mattered, though if it were a prize for victory, that would slightly sweeten the deal.
At the very front of the mural was a small pedestal stretching up to her waist with the top shaped into a shallow cup. The perfect size for a marble.
Of course, dropping her marble in the slot did nothing. If it was that simple, the vampire would have won already. The marble didn�t even stay in the slot, it rolled out despite the depression where the marble should have stayed.
From afar, she had only been able to see the sun. Which was truly massive. Up close, Eva had to crane her neck just to see the top of it. Down closer to the pedestal yet still high above it were two circular moldings protruding from the wall.
Eva shuddered as she looked at them.
One was a set of concentric rings. The other had less rings, but also had lines in the shape of a hexagon.
The serpent�s eyes.
Eva turned back to the forest with grit teeth. Were they supposed to kill the serpent and take its eyes? Put them somewhere around the platform. That seemed a bit violent for live television.
Besides, there wasn�t anywhere to put them even if she did have them. Maybe if the protrusions were deep carvings instead.
Turning back to the arena, Eva quickly surveyed the area. If the trees were gone, everything would be much easier. She could clearly see the trail that Basila was carving through the forest. Even more devastating than a hallway-sized snake plowing through everything were black orbs eating and consuming all the plant life around the area.
Which, if they were made up of magic, made sense.
Eva couldn�t see the dryad anywhere around. Given how well she blended in with the trees�both visually and through her nearly impossible to see blood�Eva doubted she would be able to spot her without her being obvious about it.
The vampire still had the serpent after him. He dashed between the trees, using them as cover and platforms to spring from.
Which had Eva narrowing her eyes.
She was up at the gold shrine. Why hadn�t it switched to her?
Had he stolen something from up here? Had he provoked it?
Despite the white lightning that occasionally fired off in the vampire�s direction and missed, none of her teammates had hit, or even attacked, the serpent. Though maybe someone had while her back had been turned, but she doubted it.
Flying through the air, the vampire reached out. His hand dug into one of the thick branches as if he had Eva�s claws. Doing so stopped him short of a bolt of lightning, but allowed the serpent to close distance.
Something he had apparently planned on.
The tree swung its branch backwards, flinging the vampire on a collision course with the serpent. Both of his hands spread out, intent on gripping onto the serpent.
Or maybe clawing into it.
Not willing to let itself be attacked, the serpent spun around. Its tail whipped into him, sending him flying across the room straight towards the golden shrine.
And, consequently, straight towards Eva.
He twisted in the middle of the air, angling to properly attack her.
Eva ignited every part of her body that wasn�t covered in clothes. Flames dripped from her hands like globs of burning tar, spreading across the platform. They wouldn�t last long, but she only needed them to last long enough to ward off the vampire.
His eyes went wide as Eva�s smile widened.
Even if he could hop around without getting hurt, he couldn�t fly. Physics still carried him straight to her waiting arms.
Her burning arms.
Eva�s fist connected with his stomach. Flames from her arm launched forwards when her arm found itself unable to continue, coating the vampire�s shirt in the sticky flames.
He jumped away before Eva could follow up. His shirt flew off his body as he grasped one of the pillars, keeping high and out of Eva�s immediate range.
�Will you desist,� he snapped at her, not really asking a question.
Eva didn�t bother answering. The vampire was already leaping towards her.
More, the serpent was on a collision course with the mural. The mural she just happened to be standing in front of.
Eva jumped, letting the vampire take the blow. She landed just between its horns, grabbing onto one as she extinguished her flames.
Amazingly enough, she didn�t go flying into the wall when the serpent hit it.
In fact, the serpent didn�t hit it at all.
The vampire caught the serpent, one hand on each of the person-sized fangs. Normally, such a thing would have had Eva staring. Even for a vampire, that was an impressive display of strength. The serpent was at least twice the size of a hallway-sized Basila. Probably bigger.
But Eva�s eyes were glued to the mural.
Before, it had been a solid sheet of gold. Slight lines formed the pattern of the sun, but they were engravings rather than any other sort of material.
As the vampire held the serpent, the mural lit up. The lines that had previously been mere indentations in the gold began radiating light. The two eye shaped constructs lit up purple and green, identical to the serpent�s eyes.
Everything clicked.
The vampire threw his arms to the side, sending the flying serpent off towards one of the walls. Eva had to grab on tight as it lifted high in the chamber to avoid crashing.
Twisting her neck to see behind her, Eva found the mural back to its default state. No lights and no colors.
Eva looked down. Spotting Basila near instantly, she blinked.
�Anise,� Eva said, dodging the nun�s glowing battle-axe, �I need you to get to the vampire and just hound him. Make him absolutely unable to do anything.�
�Wha��
�No time to argue. Basila will help keep the plants off your back. Just find him and lock him down.� Eva used the blood within Basila to send her off in the direction of the vampire. He was fast. Far too fast for her to expect Basila to get a hit in, let alone coil around him.
But that was what Anise was for.
�Follow Basila, she�ll lead you to the vampire.�
Anise hesitated for another moment, opening her mouth.
A single glare from Eva had her moving after the basilisk.
�Randal,� Eva said, turning to face him. �Get to the big golden shrine and get your marble ready. You can�t put it in until the shrine is active.�
At least, that was what Eva was assuming. It seemed logical, but she hadn�t really been in a position to try while the shrine had been active.
�Sounds easy. You just taking a nap while we�re doing all the hard work?�
Eva looked up to the serpent as it drifted about overhead, looking for something to attack.
�I�ve got a snake to wrangle.�
�Fair enough. I suppose I�ll leave you to it.�
Eva turned, about to blink away as Randal ran off. Emily gripped her hand, stopping her cold.
�What about me?�
�Help Randal, I suppose,� Eva said after a moment of silence. Really, she wasn�t quite sure what Emily was going to do that Randal couldn�t, but at least it gave her something to do.
She nodded, offering a smile before running off.
Left alone, Eva gave herself a moment to concentrate. Blinking onto a moving target, especially one higher up, was near impossible. Not without losing a leg or worse. However, she could blink to a point in front of it and hope she could grab onto its horns.
Horns? Eva thought with a frown. Snakes didn�t have horns. Not even basilisks. Neither did they have wings. Maybe it was actually a Chinese dragon, though why it was in the middle of a pyramid was anyone�s guess.
Not that it mattered at the moment.
Eva blinked.
Staring at a creature with a mouth twice her size coming straight at her as she fell had Eva wondering if it was such a good idea after all.
She landed hard on its forehead, bouncing slightly and letting out a groan even as she tried to get a grip on its antler-like horns. Even with Arachne�s claws, there wasn�t much more than a light scrape on whatever they were made out of.
�Great job Eva,� she mumbled to herself, face down on the platinum scales with her arms wrapped around one horn. �Now what?�
Now she had to wrangle it.
Easier said than done.
Using the horn for support, Eva slowly made it to her feet.
White flashes of lightning and fire lit up a section of the forest. Anise must have been doing her job properly. She was slightly out of range of Eva�s blood sight�as was Basila�but Eva couldn�t see the vampire anywhere. Emily and Randal had both made it up to the shrine and were doing nothing more than standing around.
The perfect time.
Eva gripped the horn. With all of her body weight behind it, she yanked it to the side.
The dragon�s gaze crossed the shrine, but only long enough to cause a faint glow. Something that had probably happened numerous times and yet had been too subtle to notice.
Eva�s grip nearly came loose as the dragon shook its head. She grit her teeth and wrapped her legs around the horn for extra grip until it stopped bucking.
When it did, it faced away from the shrine.
Which wasn�t bad.
If it kept going straight, she could loop it around the elevator pillar. If she could even its flight out afterwards, that would give it a much straighter path and, more importantly, a longer path than the simple turn of its head. Its gaze would be on the shrine for longer.
Eva carefully leaned back and forth, never putting too much force in her attempts to steer the dragon for fear of it suddenly bucking again. She kept it going straight until it had passed the pillar.
Only then did she shove against its right horn.
Almost immediately, she let go of the right horn and barreled into the left, leveling it out.
The shrine lit up in a brilliant gold. In front of it, Randal started to reach his arm towards the pedestal.
�Randal!� Eva shouted.
A moment too late.
Vines snapped out of the dryad�s wrist and wrapped around Randal�s arm. She yanked his arm back even as she ran forwards with her own green marble in hand.
He spun, stumbling twice before gathering his wits about him and casting one of his orbs at the vines.
Eva tried to slam her body against the dragon�s horn again to break contact.
But it was too late.
A hand slammed a violet marble down into the slot, just before the dryad could reach the pedestal.
The golden mural exploded into a rainbow of colors, forcing Eva to shield her eyes.

Chapter 012

Results
Eva flopped over on her bed.
�Ah, I�m tired,� she mumbled to nobody in particular.
Nobody else was around. Juliana and Shalise had gone over to Genoa�s house to watch the event. Irene, Jordan, and Shelby were all there as well, along with Saija, Srey, and Vektul. A gathering that might have had Eva worried for their safety from demon hunters had she not been so tired. Especially because she was relatively certain that Genoa had participated in the event as an antagonist to one of the groups.
Carlos was supposedly a decent fighter, if Genoa was to be believed. They had three demons, Jordan, and Juliana as well. If anything had come up, they could probably handle it all on their own.
All in all, the event could have gone much worse. Even aside from how it ended. She had honestly been worried that another sky-cracking laser beam would obliterate half of the contestants. Given the vampire�s presence, the Elysium Order might have attacked all on their own. That combined with Eva and Lucy�s presence, it had been an ideal time to attack for just about anyone.
Well, partially. There were a lot of high-profile mages running about Brakket Academy at the moment. Redford, for one. And the event had been televised. A demon hunter might not care, but the Elysium Order did have something of a reputation to uphold.
Her school hadn�t won, but neither had the vampire�s. As it was, he was probably going to corner her sometime and try to bet on something else. Perhaps his school winning the second event or something similar.
Eva didn�t really care. She couldn�t participate in it. That gave her all kinds of free time. With Juliana�s help, they might be able to finish up the ritual circle before she actually had to worry about it being discovered.
Maybe. It was still a daunting task. They weren�t going to do anything tonight, obviously. Maybe not the day after either, as there was supposed to be another feast celebrating the end of the first event and its victors.
Then, she didn�t know when the second event would take place. It might be the following weekend, it might be in the middle of December. Hopefully the latter.
Even once the ritual circle was finished, she would still need to actually find the people to help participate. The demon side of things should be easy enough. She already had half of them helping out either with the creation of the circle or the security of it. A few more could probably be convinced just by saying that they were summoning Void.
The humans weren�t going to be half as easy to find. Juliana would. She was already involved anyway. Shalise as well, probably. Maybe. Maybe leaving her out of it would be for the best. Her mother wouldn�t approve, to say the least.
Though, Genoa probably wouldn�t either. But it was a bit too late in Juliana�s case.
Maybe Irene would come. If she brought Shelby along with her, that would be good. Beyond that, Eva was somewhat at a loss. Vektul had said humans. Eva wasn�t sure that people with demons bound to them counted as human enough, so that ruled out a good number of people who Eva thought might otherwise not have a problem summoning a Power to Earth.
A tapping at the window of her dorm room interrupted Eva�s thoughts.
And yet, being flopped over face down on her bed was nice and comfortable. Did she really want to get up and open the window?
No, not really.
Three more taps rattled the glass before Eva finally lifted her head enough to see who dared to disturb her slumber.
Ah, but the blinds are in the way, Eva thought as she dropped her face back onto the bed.
She wasn�t that tired. Sure, she had used a lot of magic. Especially blinking and fireballs. But that wasn�t too taxing. Maybe she was tired from all the running and jumping around. There had been a lot of that as well.
Or maybe it was the interactions with other people. Other people were always exhausting. Especially ones she had never met before. And nuns.
Eva tilted her head up with a deep frown on her face as the tapping on the window grew louder. Something about that didn�t feel right. She had never had much trouble interacting with people. Other people often had trouble interacting with her unless she dragged them along at her pace, but not the other way around.
If it wasn�t that�
I�m not depressed, am I?
That would be silly. She had accomplished her objective in preventing the vampire from winning. There was nothing to be depressed about.
The tapping rattled the windows enough that it threatened to break the glass.
Eva finally rolled out of bed, stumbling to her feet as she moved over to the window.
�Alright already,� she mumbled.
Pulling up the blinds, she threw the latch and hefted the window up.
A massive spider skittered into the room, barely making it before Eva slammed the window shut again.
�The door works perfectly fine, you know.�
The spider didn�t respond. She couldn�t as she didn�t have a mouth. Not yet, anyway. Her body was expanding back into its humanoid form.
Instead of waiting and watching her, Eva just flopped back down on her bed and buried her face into her pillow.
�Someone�s in a bad mood.�
�Yeah, can�t wait to see that vampire�s face,� Eva mumbled.
Arachne stood still for a moment longer, standing over the side of the bed. When she finally decided to move, she just sat on the edge.
Eva let out a little squawk as Arachne fell backwards, laying her head and the stiff tendrils that passed for her hair on Eva�s back. They poked into her for a minute or two before Arachne finally made herself comfortable in resting against Eva.
All the while, Eva just lay there, not minding the sudden contact. Neither spoke, choosing instead to sit in a companionable silence.
�Thanks,� Eva said, absolutely ruining the mood yet still feeling a need to say so. She tried to move as little as possible so as to keep from disturbing the resting spider, though she did lift her head up enough that she wasn�t speaking into her pillow.
�For what? I didn�t do anything.�
�Knowing you were out there following me, ready to jump in at the first sign of anything truly dangerous was enough. I might have been a whole lot more paranoid had you not been there.�
�I wasn�t able to get into the pyramid itself without possibly being spotted on the cameras.�
�Yeah, I figured. But I also figured that not many others would be able to get inside without being seen. I was a lot more worried about demon hunters and the like, not any of the other contestants.�
Arachne didn�t say anything in response. She really didn�t need to.
Having her there was enough for Eva.
Eva dropped her head back into her pillow and shut her eyes.
� � �
�Remember, join in next time for more magical excitement at Brakket Academy.�
Zoe managed to maintain her smile until the little red recording light blinked off. As soon as it did, she couldn�t help herself. A suppressed yawn finally broke free, stretching her jaw as far as it would go for a few seconds.
�Ah, excuse me,� she said as the yawn died off. �Wasn�t expecting that to go quite so long.�
When the schedule had called for her to comment on several highlights after the event had finished, she had expected a half hour of discussion. There had been no final time listed, but three hours seemed a tad excessive. It had gotten to the point where she had been running out of unique things to say for every little display of magic.
Normally, she would have assumed there to be a time limit simply because the station had other programs they needed to get to. They had obviously cleared their schedule. In fact, Zoe wouldn�t be surprised if the station switched to a few analysts�probably unqualified and mundane analysts�who would discuss and replay the event all through the night. Perhaps even into the next week.
There would be backlash, excitement, fear, uproar, wonder, and all manner of people coming out of the woodworks to either praise or condemn everything magical. Mundane people who couldn�t stand the idea that magic existed had been protesting for years and nothing had really come of it. Of course, there had never been such open and obvious proof. Just whispers and conspiracy theories.
But worrying about such things was, quite frankly, not Zoe�s job. She knew that both Wallace and Anderson had public relations people at the ready. Anderson, possibly Wallace as well, had been planning something like this for a while.
The only thing Zoe was truly concerned about at the moment was protesters showing up around Brakket.
Or worse, rioters.
And demon hunters, though enough had died in the area recently to hopefully ward off any more from showing up. Vampire hunters not associated with the Elysium Order might appear, but they were so few and far between that Zoe couldn�t bring herself to be too concerned. Most people who didn�t like vampires joined up with the Elysium Order.
Zoe would be speaking with Anderson in the morning about hiring some new security guards around the place anyway.
�Don�t worry,� Hank said, standing up to stretch his back. �I was thinking we would only spend an hour talking about it. But the viewers just weren�t dropping off, so�� he trailed off with a shrug.
�Well, I hope everyone enjoyed the event.�
�I�m sure they did. Social media is already going nuts over it all. Sorry about your school though.�
�We may not have won, but I think we made a decent showing of it all.� Zoe stood, resisted the urge to mimic Hank�s stretching, and held out her hand. �Thanks for keeping me on track. I have a tendency to go off on tangents on occasion.�
�Not a problem. I look forward to co-commenting on the next event.� He reached out and took hold of Zoe�s hand. He paused for a moment. �I wonder if it might be possible to sit in on a class or two before the next event. With everything going on, I was feeling a bit overwhelmed.�
�That� could be possible. I�ll have to speak with Anderson, but I don�t foresee much of an issue.� Especially if I frame it in such a way that it sounds like Brakket gets something out of it. �I�ll mention it to him in the morning.�
�Excellent.�
�I don�t know how much it will help. These students study for years before performing magic like this.�
�True. Better than nothing, I suppose.�
Zoe couldn�t really disagree with that. She just nodded her head instead. �I�ll send you a date and time as soon as I speak with Anderson. However, if you�ll excuse me for now, there are a few people I should meet with before the night officially ends.�
�Of course. I look forward to working with you in the future.�
Turning, Zoe stepped off the wooden platform and started walking towards the main school building. Four steps later, she had a better idea. Zoe reached into her pocket and took hold of her wand. A slight buildup of magic had her sent through the blinding white of Between, teleported across the city.
She immediately collapsed into Wayne�s couch.
And started groaning.
The television was on. Worse, she was on. Some station was playing a clip from earlier in the evening.
�Is that what I looked like?�
�What�s wrong? You look fine.�
Zoe narrowed her eyes at Wayne.
He just raised his eyebrows as he took a sip from a cup of coffee.
�The station wanted to do my makeup, something about certain colors standing out better on camera.�
Wayne set his coffee down on the table before leaning back in his armchair. He tilted his head back, facing the ceiling of his home as he closed his eyes. �They did a good job, not that I know anything about makeup,� he grumbled.
�I feel like I could dig my finger three inches into my face before I actually touched skin.� She sighed. The sigh trailed off into a self-depreciating laugh. �So how was it? Terrible?�
�Not as bad as I expected.�
�Knowing you, you expected the world to end halfway through. �Not as bad� could still be a complete disaster.�
�The slow motion shots were nice.�
�They were,� Zoe said. �I wonder if we could get the original footage from them. It might come in handy for class.�
Wayne let out a loud scoff that had Zoe narrowing her eyes again.
�Everyone in the world is going to be jumping at the opportunity to get magic on camera. I�m sure you could find someone willing to set their slow motion cameras up while you cast spells at them for hours on end. They would probably pay you as well.�
�Maybe. But I think I would still like the footage from tonight. The original footage, not just what they�re going to show on repeat for the next several weeks.�
�Well, I doubt they�ll be deleting any of it. I�m sure the military is going to pay good money to get their hands on a copy. Probably several militaries.�
�That�s something other people can deal with,� Zoe said, reaffirming her decision to stay out of larger politicking matters. She was a magical theory professor. If there was a danger to her students, she would jump in to defend them without hesitation.
That the United States armed services might want copies of the footage was not an immediate danger to her students. Or, probably, a long-term danger. Though it wouldn�t surprise her if they came up with a magical branch of the military. Or perhaps just wrapped up certain mages into the Army or Navy or wherever they fit best.
More career paths were always a good thing. Fighting in the military wouldn�t be significantly different from most Guild work. It might even be safer. They would have a team, support, and presumably tactical training. Most mage-knights worked alone or in small groups.
Swinging her legs off the edge of the couch, Zoe started off towards the bathroom. �I�m using your shower.�
� � �
Why can�t Brakket just serve pizza. Everyone likes pizza.
Knowing Brakket Academy, their pizza wouldn�t be any more edible than anything else they served. They would put toppings on it that Eva had never heard of. Probably anchovies as well.
It was enough to make Eva shudder from the thought alone.
In front of her, she didn�t have any fish topped pizza. Close, but not quite.
Eva nudged the� squid with the tip of her finger.
The squid nudged back.
Eva carefully slid the bowl a few inches away from her. She didn�t even know where to begin eating the thing. She could presumably just pick it up and bite down. It wasn�t alive, missing its brain, though that didn�t stop it from squirming.
None of the rest of the dish looked all that edible either. The squid sat atop a mountain of vegetables and little red balls that were probably fish eggs. Of course, they could be Lucy eggs for all Eva knew.
Caviar was supposedly some high-class food. The rest probably was as well. Eva just couldn�t see herself enjoying any of it.
She reached for a bread roll. That seemed the safe choice by far. Her teeth glided straight through the soft dough without encountering anything unexpected.
Though she didn�t have too much of a problem with the food served by Brakket Academy normally, Juliana had also pushed her bowl towards the center of the table. Shalise hadn�t. She happily chewed on the end of a squid tentacle.
Looking across the room, Eva noticed Anise looking especially queasy as she stared at the squid. Her fellow nun had no concerns about the meal. She gnawed on the end of a tentacle as she alternated a glare between the vampire and Eva.
Eva put on a polite smile and gave a slight wave of her hand when their eyes met.
The nun held her scowl in place for just a moment before turning it on Anise. She didn�t say anything. She just stared.
Though her gnawing on the tentacle became a little more violent as she gnashed her teeth.
�Welcome back,� Anderson said, moving to the center of the stage where the professors were eating. �I�ll spare you all a large speech and move straight to the judging. Wallace, if you would be so kind?�
Redford whispered something into the ear of the woman he had been sitting with. The same woman who had been sitting with him at the previous feast. Just as before, her eyes were closed. She didn�t respond, simply smiling, though she did tap the side of her mouth with a finger.
He stood, wiping some sauce from the corners of his mouth with a small napkin. He moved around the table. Every other step, his cane clicked against the floor. Once at the front, he stopped and stared out over the assembled students.
�Fifth place,� he said without preamble or prelude, �goes to Faultline School for the Magically Adept. Though all three students made it to the pyramid, none reached the final chamber.�
Looking over to the mentioned school, Eva found every single student sitting with clenched fists and grit teeth. Even up on stage, their headmaster�or principal, or dean, or whatever he called himself�had his brow furrowed and lips pressed into a deep frown.
�Isomer Holy Academy comes in fourth place. Two members of Isomer failed to reach the pyramid. One made it inside, however, granting them a place over Faultline.�
Eva didn�t bother looking at them. The nun not named Anise now had her fist clenched hard enough to dig her nails into her skin.
And she was staring right at Eva.
Instead, Eva licked her lips. She hadn�t been aware that there would be rankings beyond winner and losers. So far, that hadn�t been a problem. But if the vampire placed second and she third, he would probably raise a fuss about her blood much sooner than otherwise.
Eva held her breath.
�Second and third place were difficult. In the end, third goes to the Nod Complex for the Supernatural. Only two members of their school made it to the pyramid. Though the two who did made it to the final chamber first, they squandered their advantage by preemptively attacking the quetzalcoatl and further failed to claim victory.�
Eva had been about to turn to the vampire with a smug grin when she caught a hint of movement.
Just a slight movement in both her sense of blood and her actual vision.
The yellow-haired woman opened her eyes. Not wide, just a slight sliver.
Enough for Eva to notice one being green and the other being violet with a golden pupil.
Eva blinked and the eyes were shut again. The woman looked perfectly average as she smiled her calm smile.
�Brakket Magical Academy had all three members of their school make it to the top of the pyramid, although only two made it inside. They then figured out what to do and made a plan using members of the other schools to enable themselves a victory� Only to have it snatched out of their grasp by our first place school.
�Only one member of Mount Hope Academy made it to the pyramid, but that was enough to place their marble on the activated pedestal. Congratulations.�
He clapped his hands together a few times, prompting most of the staff to begin clapping as well. The Faultline headmaster notably kept his hands at his sides. As soon as the students joined in, Redford tapped the ground with his cane, sending out a silencing click as it hit the wood.
It must be enchanted, Eva thought. The noise was simply too loud to be natural. It had silenced the students during the first feast as well.
�The second event will take place in two weeks� time. Mount Hope has received a few hints on what might be required for victory. For everyone else, you may be wondering why you were ranked at all. The answer: You will be required to make a selection. Mount Hope will select first. Faultline last.� Redford paused for a moment, looking out over the students. �That is all,� he said, turning to go back to his seat.
Anderson moved to the center to take his place, clapping his hands together to bring attention over to him.
�Exciting, exciting!� he said, rubbing his hands together. �I hope you all are looking forward to the next event. Enjoy the rest of your feast and the rest of your nights!�
As he slipped back behind the table and retook his seat, Eva stared down at the squid bowl.
�Nope,� she said standing. �I�m done.�
Juliana popped up at the same time. �Me too.�
�Don�t worry,� Eva said, putting a hand on Shalise�s shoulder. �We�re just going back to the dorm room.�
Shalise, having started to shovel down as much food as she could, started to slow down. She swallowed up her current bite before looking at Eva with narrowed eyes. �You�re not disappearing again?�
Eva glanced towards Juliana and shook her head. �Not tonight. Take your time, we won�t be going anywhere.�
�If you�re sure,� she said slowly, looking back to her meal with a smile.
With a small chuckle, Eva waved goodbye to Irene, Shelby, Saija, and Jordan as she passed. She did pause as she came up to Randal.
The half-elf sat with poor posture. Something everyone did, but it was notable on the normally appearance obsessed elf. His fork pushed around a few eggs in his bowl without real direction or meaning. Not out of disgust, but out of depression.
Probably.
She knew that a few of the other students had been giving him a hard time about being too slow or� whatever.
So she patted him on the back. �Cheer up. We�ll get them next time,� she said with a false optimism in her voice.
With the rankings given by Redford, Eva was feeling much better than she had the night before. The vampire couldn�t dispute any claim of who won between them. Neither did she actually care about �next time� or anything after that. She was still hoping that the world would �end� before the third event.
He just gave her a sad smile before going back to toying with his food.
Eva and Juliana almost made it back to the Rickenbacker before Eva noticed someone running up behind them.
She turned, ready to blink or toss a fireball depending on the situation. Despite her paranoia, she smiled.
�Emily, did you need something?�
The girl flinched, stopping several paces away. �I�m sorry,� she said softly. �You guys deserved to win.�
Eva just shrugged her shoulders. She almost told her that they were better than the Nod Complex, but decided to remain silent instead. Mostly because that should be obvious from their elevator trip where Eva had all but told everyone that she didn�t care what happened so long as the vampire lost.
�The next event involves construction. Magic assisted building.�
�That� sounds really dull. I�m glad I can�t participate in it.� Though she supposed she could tell the rest of her team. It wouldn�t hurt any. And if they kept it quiet from the vampire and beat him again, all the better. �Does the rest of your school know that you told me?�
�I� No, they don�t,� she said with a sigh.
�Then better run along before people get suspicious. Thanks for telling me though, we�ll try not to beat you guys too bad,� Eva said with a grin.
As she ran off again, Juliana turned to Eva. �What was that all about?�
�Don�t know. Maybe I made a friend.� Eva watched her go, thinking back to the event.
She had used both flames and earth with roughly equal proficiency. Something that could be handy in construction. Of course, since she was barred from participating in the second school event, maybe Eva could offer her another opportunity to show off her skills.
�Think she wants to help bring a Power into reality to do battle with another Power and potentially end the world?�
Juliana shook her head with a sigh. �You should work on your sales pitch.�

Chapter 013

One for the Angles
�Construction?� Neuro asked with a frown, toying with of the golden triangles that adorned the tips of the demon�s long hair.
�Yep. Building a house maybe,� Eva said with a shrug. She couldn�t really think up anything else it might be.
Saija�s eyes narrowed to thin slits, glancing off to one side to avoid looking at anyone. Her lips curled back into a teeth-clenched grimace.
�Building?� She nudged Irene in the side. �I told you we should have done that last event. How am I supposed to build things?�
That was a good point. Something the other two demons apparently agreed with, judging by the nods of their heads. Really, even regular mages might find themselves not particularly useful. A fire mage wouldn�t have much to do in a house building contest. Unless they acted like a kiln to harden an earth mage�s structure. Really, it was air mages who wouldn�t have much to contribute.
Maybe not building houses then, but something else that still needed construction.
�For all I know, Redford is going to drop you off in the amazon jungle and tell you to survive for a week, build some shelters and hunt or scavenge for food.�
That would certainly be more exciting for viewers than some house building. Though long. Unless they streamed it on-line and let viewers tune into it whenever. Eva didn�t know how that would work with the television station, but maybe they would show a few hours a night. Or highlights from the day.
Henry crossed his arms as he glared at Eva with narrowed eyes. �And where did you get this information? We didn�t win, in case you forgot. Or did you forget which school we belong to again.�
Crossing her arms in front of her chest, Eva returned his glare. �Believe me or not. I don�t care.�
She considered taunting him for running off and having a temper tantrum when Arachne disagreed with him about the gorgon, but doing so would probably have him running off again. As she wasn�t participating in this event, she should probably leave the remainder of the team fully intact.
Though a small part of her mind couldn�t help but wonder if she could talk Anderson into swapping him out for someone else.
Juliana would be nice to have. She hadn�t signed up because of her parents, but they might have changed their minds after having seen�or participated in, in Genoa�s case�the first event. Anderson and Redford were obviously taking pains to make the tournament safe.
Given the cameras centered on the event, there were probably even more safety features behind the scenes. Redford would want to make good impressions on mundanes while Anderson wouldn�t want to frighten away prospective new students. Someone winding up mangled or dead would dissuade most normal people.
�Plan for what you want,� Eva said after a moment of silence. �I told you what I heard. Since I�m not allowed to participate, you can deal with it as you want.�
Henry took his eyes off Eva and looked over the rest of the students with a far less hostile glare. At least, far less hostile when he wasn�t looking at a demon or a human associated with demons.
Which was basically just Rachael.
Still, he reserved the majority of his ire for Eva.
And she couldn�t figure out why. Maybe he was friends with the Burnsides. Or simply had a bad experience in the past.
�There�s two weeks before the event,� he said, getting to his feet. �See if you can find something out for yourselves.�
With one last glance around the room, he snapped his notebook shut. Henry moved out of the room before anyone else could even stand. He barely managed to keep from shoulder-checking Eva on his way past.
Though only two days had passed since the night of the first event, Henry had grown far more hostile. During the feast, he had alternated between glaring at her and avoiding eye contact entirely. She could understand him being upset that Brakket Academy had lost, but he was apparently the only one.
At least, the only one of the competitors. A few regular students had alternated between blaming her or Randal.
More so Randal. His dormitory door had been vandalized with several scathing messages about his heritage and bound demon alike. Something about how a demonic elf should have been faster.
As if they would have done better.
The vandalism only contributed to his now obvious depression.
Even now, Randal sat with his head resting on his knuckles, staring at the ground. He hadn�t spoken once during the entire meeting.
Eva wasn�t sure what to say to him beyond her words at the feast the night before. But he didn�t have to participate in the next event, so he should be able to take some time to himself to get sorted out.
As for the next event, the vampire had so far not come up to Eva to beg for blood or to renegotiate their deal. As such, she was torn between whether she wanted Brakket to win or to lose. Losing could take some heat off Randal. Depending on how and why they lost, it might knock Henry down a peg as well.
On the reverse side of things, winning was generally better. Not to mention the potential amusement if the demon-majority team had lost the predominantly destructive event only to turn around and win the constructive one. The only two humans who could participate and didn�t have bound demons were Henry and Irene, and Irene was heavily associated with Saija.
Of course, like Saija had said, demons really weren�t great at building things. She was a succubus. Her talents lay in manipulative magic, though her raw strength could come in handy.
The other two demons, Sebastian and Neuro, Eva didn�t know half as much about. Sebastian sat in his chair, stirring a cup of tea he had procured from somewhere with an ornate silver spoon held in his gloved hand. He had a faint smile on his face as he stared off towards Henry�s vacant seat.
Neuro�s eyes swirled in thought. Literally. They were a brilliant green rather than the usual demonic red. He was supposedly smart, but Eva hadn�t been in a position to confirm it thus far. Maybe he would come up with something.
Unless he was thinking about something entirely unrelated to the tournament. That was a decent possibility as well.
Meeting apparently adjourned, Eva turned and started away from the small conference room that they had been using for tournament related business. She wasn�t the only one. Rachael had been out the door almost as fast as Henry.
However, she stopped as she reached the door. A completely impulsive thought took hold. A somewhat dangerous thought as well.
�Irene,� Eva said, �might I have a moment of your time before you run off to wherever?�
She sat up straight, offering a slow nod of her head. �Did you need something?�
�Just a little training exercise I thought you might be interested in trying.�
�Training?� she asked with a frown. �For fighting?�
Eva shook her head. �You�re an earth mage and I�ve got a project I�m working on that needs an earth mage.�
�Juliana isn�t helping you?�
�She is, but maybe it will help train you for this event. It isn�t a problem if you don�t want to do it.�
Irene�s frown deepened. She crossed her arms, staring at Eva as Eva moved to the side to let another student out of the room.
Saija stood up, strutted over to Eva, and walked around her in a short circle. She hummed to herself as she looked Eva up and down. When she stopped circling, she was a bit close for comfort.
Eva glared at her the whole time. It wasn�t that she disliked Saija, but the succubus was a bit much sometimes. Eva didn�t know what kind of relationship Irene and Saija had in private. Ever since the demon hunters had attacked, the two had been nearly inseparable. Really, she didn�t care what they did.
So long as she was left out of it.
And, at the moment, she really didn�t need Saija�s face quite so close to hers.
�What are you plan��
Eva snapped her hand up to Saija�s chin, clamping her mouth shut. �Saija. You can ask your questions from a respectable distance. If you want to go with us, just ask.�
Releasing her with a slight shove, Saija sulked back to Irene and desperately tried to look like she wasn�t hiding behind the human.
Really, it had been months since they started going to school. Yet she was still thinking that Eva would bite her head off at the slightest provocation? Sure, she had just grabbed her jaw. But she hadn�t hurt Saija.
Thinking more, if they likened her to Zagan, maybe it wasn�t such an outlandish thing to do. Even knowing that Zagan wasn�t going to permanently hurt her, Eva still wouldn�t want to be on his bad side.
�Go with you?� Irene said, still frowning.
�Yep! I�ll show you,� Eva said, starting towards the door.
She paused as a thought occurred to her. As sensitive as she was to cold, Eva had barely felt anything the other night during the event. The entire ward had to have been heated. Just because it hadn�t snowed yet didn�t mean that it wasn�t cold. Eva solved the problem through heating spells, but not everybody was a fire mage.
�Ah. You might want to bring a warm coat,� Eva said with a smile.
�
�Alright, we�re out here without anyone else,� Irene said as she nearly tripped over a stray branch despite the light spell Eva had thrown out for her benefit. Saija caught her, keeping her from falling to the ground. �You avoided mentioning exactly what you need help with. I assume it was because other people were around.�
Eva turned with a smile, walking backwards through the rough brush. �Thanks for having the tact to not ask about anything.�
�Well I�m asking now.�
�We�re almost there.�
Irene stopped moving. �Eva,� she said. �You�re dragging us out here in the middle of the night and being awfully creepy about it. I don�t want to get involved in anything big again. I�ve had enough as it is.�
Eva sighed, stopping as well. Rather than answer right away, she craned her head back to stare at the sky.
�The night you fought the monsters that came out of my dorm room, those purple streaks appeared in the sky.�
Looking up to the sky as well, Irene let out a soft groan. �I knew it. This is something big.�
�They�re a connection between the mortal realm, Void, and Life itself. Two Powers and a battlefield.�
�Right. Way too big,� Irene said, backing up. �Eva, I�m��
�Involved no matter what you do. Life is trying to pull Void into the mortal realm. Most likely in an attempt to make Void vulnerable. Unfortunately, Void will be bringing along all of Hell. Maybe Hell will take the shape of another planet or galaxy, or maybe it will catastrophically merge with the mortal realm, or simply unleash all the demons of Hell onto Earth. I don�t know.
�One thing is certain, it probably isn�t going to be good for us. Especially because Life�s reason for attacking Void seems to be because Death and Void are allied. Death might be the next target. Something, believe it or not, that would not be good for anyone.�
Eva took her eyes off the sky, looking Irene in the eyes. �So we�re going to bring Void over without the rest of Hell ahead of whenever Life wanted to do it in the hopes that Void will be able to seal away Life. Or at least remove the mortal realm from the playing field,� Eva said with a smile.
Irene didn�t say anything.
Neither did Saija.
After waiting a full minute, neither had so much as moved. Eva felt her smile start to slip. If Irene got scared and went around telling people, things could go poorly. She didn�t want to kill Irene, so maybe Serena could perform a little memory trick to make her forget.
Except Serena wasn�t in on the ritual�s secret either.
Eva bit her lip before smiling again. �So how is that for a sales pitch?� she asked, trying for a small bit of humor.
�Terrible,� Irene said, voice flat. �But you�re serious, aren�t you.�
�Unfortunately.�
Irene�s hands shot to her hair where she started tugging. �Why me?� she moaned.
�Well, because you�re an earth mage and Juliana��
�I just wanted to come to school, learn some magic, work on my studies, and other normal things. I wanted to become an enchantress, maybe own a shop. I�m not a mage-knight or some thrill-seeker. And now the world is ending?�
�Apocalypse has been used to describe the situation by some of the people who know, yes,� Eva said with a reluctant nod of her head. �But we�re trying to avoid��
Irene sank down to her knees, getting her pants covered in dirt, and cupped her hands to her face. She wasn�t crying� but she obviously wasn�t taking the information half as well as Juliana had. Of course, Juliana already knew half of it. The only thing she hadn�t known was Arachne�s mission to bring Void over to Earth without Life�s involvement.
At her side, Saija fluttered a pair of wings that hadn�t been out a mere ten minutes ago. She hovered over Irene, bobbing from one shoulder to the other without quite knowing how to help her troubled friend. Only when she placed a hand on Irene�s shoulder did Irene finally move.
She glanced out of her cupped hands, looking at Saija with a half-hearted glare. �Did you know about all this?�
Her head whipped back and forth in a definite negative. �Sounds neat though. I�ve never seen Void. Do you think Powers are cute��
�I used to think I was the only sane person who went to Brakket,� Irene said, face back buried in her hands. The low volume of her voice combined with her hands forced Eva to take a step closer to properly hear her. �I was right,� she said with a groan.
Irene popped up, brows furrowed. She stuck a finger in Eva�s chest. �You can�t just say that we�re on the verge of apocalypse all nonchalant-like.�
�Ah huh.�
��Ah huh,� she says.� Irene turned to glare at Saija. ��Do you think a Power is cute,� she says. Do neither of you have any sense of gravity?�
�Of course I do,� Saija said with a disarming smile. She spread her wings ever so slightly. �Every time I fly, gravity is there to drag me back down to Earth should I lapse in my gliding.�
Irene stared, gaze deader than Ylva�s. Without even a sigh or a simple shake of her head, she turned and started off in the direction they had been coming from.
Saija gave a questioning glance towards Eva.
Eva had her own frown leveled at the succubus.
Saija let out a little noise from the back of her throat before moving straight to Irene�s side.
�Did I say something wrong?�
�No. Not really,� Irene said without inflection. �I just need to go have a mental breakdown. Don�t worry about me.�
Eva blinked in front of her, hands up to stop her from going forwards. �I don�t suppose I can convince you to have your breakdown later? There are still a few things to go over. Like who it is safe to talk about this with. Also I�m sure Juliana would��
�Safe to talk about it with?�
�Well, we don�t want to cause a panic now do we?�
�So you do have a sense of how big this is,� Irene said, hands on her hips.
Eva just smiled, ignoring the panic on Irene�s face. �Come on,� she said. �Juliana should be waiting for us. She�ll probably be mad at me for being so late again, but oh well.�
� � �
Zoe paused as her companion stopped to sniff the air. A vampire�s sense of smell wasn�t good for much aside from the scent of blood. A fact that had Zoe instantly on edge.
�Something wrong?� she asked, hand closing around the hilt of her dagger.
�I don�t think so,� Serena said. �Just a familiar scent heading off towards the forest again.�
�Eva?�
�Yep. Along with a demon who isn�t Arachne and someone else.�
Zoe let her arm drop to her side with a small sigh. Eva and demon likely meant it was nothing to be worried about. Especially because Serena had smelled Eva off in the forests on occasion ever since she arrived. They were probably just training for the next event.
Still, she couldn�t help but ask. �Who is the someone else?�
Serena shrugged her shoulders. �Don�t know. A human. I haven�t really interacted with anyone aside from you and Wayne, so everyone else sort of muddles together. No real distinct scent.�
�Could you find them again if they were in front of you?�
�Probably. Why?�
�Just curious,� Zoe said, continuing off towards Wayne�s classroom.
�If you�re really curious, I�m sure you could just ask Eva,� Serena said, skipping up and around Zoe until she was walking backwards down the hall. �Last time I asked, she told me that she was working on a weather ward. Something to keep rain and snow out. I wonder if she�s still working on that.�
�Weather ward,� Zoe repeated with a frown. Maybe something to erect around her women�s ward. She had confessed a certain distaste for snow in the past. Or it could be homework for Chelsea�s class.
Either way, it didn�t sound like anything to worry about.
Zoe knocked on Wayne�s door, waiting just long enough before opening it for Wayne to grunt out an answer.
�Come in,� he said. He didn�t even look up as the door opened. A boiling pot of orange liquid bubbled underneath a stooped over Wayne. His eyes never left the pot even as he gathered up a fistful of powder and sprinkled it in the liquid.
The orange liquid turned almost completely clear. Enough for Zoe to see the cast iron insides of the cauldron.
Which was something that struck Zoe as odd. Not the potion. Finding Wayne tinkering with potions wasn�t strange in the slightest. The fact that he was using a cauldron over an open flame was the real oddity. Modern potionwork almost exclusively used modern tools. Flasks and burners that could be found inside mundane chemical laboratories.
�Do you ever wonder why a potion designed to shrink things doesn�t shrink what it�s made in? Or the flask it is stored in, for that matter.�
�Potions are more your specialty than mine, but I would assume that it is because potion making equipment is enchanted to resist magic.�
�That is more of a safety precaution than anything else,� Wayne said, tapping the edge of the cast iron cauldron. �This thing isn�t enchanted in the slightest. No growth, no shrinkage.�
Zoe stepped closer to the pot, looking it over with sharpened senses. �Perhaps the potion making itself imparts some protection while it is being made and shortly after, keeping it from acting until poured onto something unprotected. Have you tried it in regular glassware?�
�Not yet.�
�What brought on this line of thinking?�
�Watching the first event, actually.�
�Eva�s basilisk golem?�
He gave a slight murmur of agreement as he dropped a crystallized essence of water into the potion. The clear liquid expanded instantly, going from half-filling the cauldron to an inch short of the lip.
Zoe actually took a step away. If that was some shrinking solution, she did not want it spilling onto her.
�Growth and shrinking potions are not very useful,� Wayne said, almost more to himself than anyone else in the room. �You can�t shrink a suitcase as the clothes inside don�t shrink. You can�t embiggen a cube of wood and carve out a house because the wood will revert after a time when the magic runs out. As such, I haven�t worked with them often. Seeing that basilisk grow just sparked my curiosity.�
�There are other potions that should affect the flasks,� Zoe said slowly. �Essence of Luminosity, for instance. It doesn�t usually make the glass glow afterwards.�
�Never really thought about it before. Or had assumed it was because of the enchantments. But watching some of Spencer�s potion spill onto the ground got me curious.�
He took a pinch of leaves and dropped them into the pot, turning the clear liquid to a milky white. Only then did he finally take his eyes off the potion.
�Ah, Serena. You�re here too.�
�You didn�t notice?� the vampire gasped, clutching at her chest like she had been shot before collapsing into one of the empty classroom seats.
Wayne didn�t so much as blink an eye, instead turning to face Zoe.
�I assume you�re here about Anderson�s request?�
Zoe nodded. �I haven�t mentioned it to Ylva yet��
�Good. Don�t. As�� he trailed off, curling his lip into a nasty smile. �Nice as she seems to be, having her anywhere near children seems to be the worst possible idea that man could have come up with.�
�You were at the hospital at the time, but she has been around the students before. She disguised herself as a little girl.�
�I don�t believe that.�
Zoe just shrugged as she leaned against one of the tables in the room. �It�s true.�
�Well I�m against it,� Serena said. �And I doubt the other vampire would like having a minion of Death running around, trying to rekill us both.�
�I�m actually more worried for the Isomer students. Ylva has not been kind to the Elysium Order.� Zoe shook her head with a sigh. �Unfortunately, I think Anderson intends to speak with her regardless of my choice in the matter.�
�When you suggested he bring on security guards, I had been hoping he would not go the route of Turner. Let�s just find some nice retired mage-knights and throw them in front of him before he wanders around to all the demons in the area and begs for their help.�

Chapter 014

Detours Visiting The Dead
�Oh no,� Eva groaned.
At first she had thought it was mere coincidence. People around school, especially those in her age group, often went to the same locations. As such, it shouldn�t be too odd if some people followed her around all day. They visited the same classrooms or simply had class nearby.
However, most people wouldn�t walk around the school after class had ended for the day. Neither would they make three complete circuits without finding their destination. Even if they were from a foreign school.
Eva sighed, coming to a stop in the middle of the hallway. It had been a good two weeks since she had gotten the Elysium trainees to stop following her around. A time that, unfortunately, had been too good to last.
She considered just confronting them in the hallway and finding out what they wanted as soon as possible. The thought never made it past the consideration stage. Other people wandered the hallways even though school was out for the day, visiting clubs or professors. Depending on what they wanted to harass her about, Eva didn�t want the whole school knowing about it.
So, with a sigh, she continued down the hallway until she found an empty classroom. She lingered outside just long enough to make sure the two girls saw her enter.
Arachne wasn�t around this time to give her support. She, Irene, and Juliana were already out at the ritual field. Apparently Juliana wanted to get out there early for a quick sparring session with Arachne. Irene didn�t have much else to do and still didn�t know the way properly even after three days of heading out there, so she had followed the two of them.
Eva had decided to stay behind and see if she couldn�t recruit anyone else to help out. Irene hadn�t been quite the force multiplier that Eva had hoped she would be. Overall, work was proceeding faster. However, she wasn�t quite up to Juliana�s level.
Not to mention Saija�s almost constant distractions.
Though, Juliana offered a number of tips to try to help Irene carve out segments faster. Which made Eva quite happy as she hadn�t even been lying when she said it could count as training for the next event.
Who she might recruit to help out, Eva couldn�t decide. Irene hadn�t reacted all that well to being told the world might be ending. Someone else might react worse. That pretty much limited Eva to people who knew her decently well. Shalise, Jordan, and Shelby� and that was about it. Only one of whom were earth mages. Jordan. And Eva wasn�t so sure about bringing him in on the project given his ties to Dean Anderson.
Anderson might not be too happy with her creating a large ritual circle on school grounds. Especially not during this whole tournament. People might get nervous about Brakket if word got out about it all. So he was out.
Maybe Genoa. She already knew that Void was under attack and such. Of course, she could probably wave a hand and turn the entire field into the proper ritual circle all at once. Her drastic help would be appreciated.
Unless she tried to stop the ritual circle. In that case, she could wave her hand and destroy all the hard work they had put into it thus far. Eva hadn�t brought it up with Juliana yet and she couldn�t guess at how Genoa might react on her own.
But, finding help would have to wait until later.
Eva took a seat on top of a table, crossed her legs and her arms, and waited.
The door burst open an instant later, slamming into the wall, bouncing off the doorstopper, and almost smacking the first angry nun right in her face.
Shoving the door back with slightly less force, she continued into the room as if nothing had happened. Her eyes flared white as she marched up to Eva with her hands clenched into fists at her sides.
Anise followed the first nun inside. Unlike her companion, Anise was almost tiptoeing. After her initial glance at Eva, her eyes drifted down and to one side, avoiding eye contact.
Chris�if Eva remembered the name Anise had given for her companion the other night�was obviously the more agitated of the two and the more dangerous, so she chose to focus on her. The lightning crackling over the nun�s clenched fist had Eva sitting slightly straighter. She was almost wishing that she could freely use blood magic. A shield would be most welcome at the moment.
Blinking out of the way the second the nun moved her hands would have to suffice.
�Alright,� Eva said. �What is it this time?�
�What did you do to her?� Chris asked, voice low and menacing. As menacing as a girl a year older than Eva could get, anyway.
Eva blinked and glanced to Anise�
Who just sighed and shook her head without meeting Eva�s eyes.
�I don�t know what��
�She,� Chris shouted, thrusting a lightning tipped finger at Anise, �comes in after the event all like, �Oh, maybe demons aren�t so bad,� and �Maybe it was all a misunderstanding,� and �I really hate tentacles.'�
�Well, none of that sounds wrong to me. Except, I�ve heard that massages��
�Of course it is wrong. You�ve poisoned her mind.�
Eva held up a hand, finger in the air. �One point before you continue: I have absolutely no magical abilities that let me alter people�s minds in any way shape or form.�
�And I�m supposed to believe that?� Chris said, thrusting her hands to her hips.
�Well, yeah. Otherwise you wouldn�t be bothering me. I�d make you think I wasn�t here or something. I do have things to do that don�t involve entertaining your outlandish conspiracy theories, after all.�
Chris clenched her teeth. Her arms shook at her side as she struggled with herself.
After a moment of remaining silent, her hands unclenched and she let out a soft sigh. The lightning trails disappeared from her fingertips as the flames in her eyes died down.
�Please,� she said, voice much more subdued. �Please undo whatever you did to her. I�ll do whatever you want, take me instead.�
Eva blinked in confusion. She glanced over to Anise�who was now rolling her eyes�before blinking a second time.
�What?�
�I told you,� Anise said, stepping forwards and placing a hand on Chris�s shoulder. �She didn�t do anything to me. And I don�t think that demons aren�t so bad.�
Chris ran the sleeve of her shirt across her face.
Is she crying? Eva thought, trying to keep her face as blank as possible. She wasn�t sure what to think about that. Maybe if she had actually done something, she would feel slightly guilty. But she hadn�t.
�Right,� Eva said. She blinked straight past the two nuns, reappearing next to the door. �You two clearly have things you need to work out between yourselves, so I�ll just be seeing myself out.�
�She�s facing an inquest!� Chris shouted before Eva could wrap her hand around the handle.
For a moment, Eva considered ignoring her and continuing on her way. She had already been involved with the Elysium Order enough for a lifetime or two. An inquest sounded particularly troublesome. Though, to Eva�s knowledge, the Elysium Order still had yet to remake an inquisitorial chapter. Whoever was doing the inquisitoring was probably a single individual or small group that hadn�t been part of Ylva�s massacre.
She had a feeling that they were still mad about that. That and the theft of their obelisk. If they were just biding their time until they found a good time to strike, it would probably be best to know about it sooner rather than later.
So Eva turned with a mild sigh. Anise still refused to meet her eyes while Chris was glaring with just as much intensity as she had before. Except her eyes had a slight sheen of liquid over them instead of the previous flames.
�And?� Eva said, crossing her arms over her chest. �What does her inquest have to do with me?�
�They�They want to recall her. Both of us, though I�m not under any suspicion. The entire Elysium Order watched the event the other night. They saw her listen to and take orders from you without significant questioning. She never fought back or tried to make an advantage for herself.�
Eva glanced to Anise with a frown. �As much as I appreciated not being stabbed in the back, that�s her fault, not mine.�
�I know.� Chris looked over her shoulder. �Anise is� a nice girl.�
�That doesn�t sound like a compliment coming from you,� Anise mumbled under her breath.
Chris acted as if she hadn�t heard, not even glancing towards her partner. �But the higher-ups saw what they saw.�
�I still don�t see what this has to do with me. Can�t she just go tell them she isn�t being mind-controlled and be done with it all?�
�You don�t understand. We�People�Students are not normally implanted with the Eye of God. You know about them, right?� she said, tapping at her chest just above where her eye was fused into her skin.
Eva shrugged and nodded her head. �Yeah, they�re how I noticed you two were part of the Elysium Order.�
Chris narrowed her eyes but, after a moment of consideration, did not press the matter. �They�re valuable. Extremely valuable. Almost impossible to grow healthy ones and time-consuming to boot. They can make a mundane human capable of casting magic. Several of them can allow someone to see anywhere on the planet with only a few things being able to stop their sight.
�We were given them while still students specifically to watch you,� Chris said, pointing a finger right at Eva. �To observe you and gather data for the Elysium Order as a whole. All so that we could use them to form better tactics and plans.�
Outwardly, Eva kept her feelings hidden. Her face became a plastic mask with no twitching of her lips or even a slight narrowing of her eyes. She kept her arms crossed. Even her lightly tapping finger continued tapping at the same pace.
But she had half a mind to reach forward and tear the eyes from their chests where they stood.
�If we fail,� she said, voice solemn and slow, apparently failing to notice Eva�s inner feelings. �If they decide to revoke the Eye of God, we won�t just lose access to the Elysium Order magic.�
Eva didn�t ask whether that meant their lives or something else. She didn�t quite trust herself to speak without lashing out at their mission just yet.
�However,� she said, �the higher-ups have grown nervous after watching the event. Sisters who have come into contact with you have had a habit of� going rogue,� she said, almost whispering. �Sister Cross, Sister Heiden, Sister Cole, and, of course, Augur Stirling.�
Eva almost opened her mouth to say that she had no idea who two of those were. But one was probably Alicia. The other� maybe one of the nuns who had been stationed at Brakket Academy during her first year.
�The three would be bad enough on their own. Especially given Sister Cole�s theft of several Elysium Order secrets. Sister Stirling is the one who really set them off on the warpath. Once it came to light that she had lost a small portion of her eyes to a necromancer of all things, they only grew more concerned. Yet they cannot move against her so long as she is with that demon.�
Before the trainee nun could go off on too much of a tangent about Nel, Eva interrupted her with a wave of her hand towards Anise.
�Now they�re worried that she�s falling for my irresistible charms?� Technically, Ylva had been the one collecting all the nuns.
�Don�t flatter yourself,� Anise grumbled with a mild glare. She only kept her gaze up for a few moments before sighing and dropping her eyes back to the floor.
Maybe she hadn�t been intentionally avoiding Eva�s gaze. She could just as easily be depressed to the point of despair.
�Still don�t know why she can�t say that she�s not being mind-controlled. Because she isn�t. None of them are. Sister Cross has a kid she�s worried about. And Nel? She�s just paranoid that the Elysium Order is trying to kill her. Which seems fairly reasonable, actually, given what I know about your Order. Alicia� well, she did get her head screwed with. But that wasn�t me. I was mostly dead at the time.�
The two glanced at each other, Chris looking mildly smug at the admission.
�I should be able to do just that,� Anise said. �The question is whether or not they�ll believe me.�
�So what, you need proof or something? Should we go pretend to fight where some cameras can see us?�
�It isn�t that simple,� Chris said. She tapped at her chest again. �It isn�t sapient, but it will definitely be able to tell the difference between serious fighting and a mock spar.�
�Surely your superiors don�t want a school associated with the Elysium Order to be caught actually trying to murder another student, even if it is an enemy. Otherwise you would have killed the vampire by now.�
Eva walked back around the pair as Chris shifted uncomfortably where she stood. So long as she was actually going to stick around for a short time, she might as well relax in a proper chair. It didn�t seem like either of the nuns were going to attack her.
Still, what an annoying situation.
The Elysium Order really needed to learn when to quit. She had thought they learned after Ylva destroyed their inquisitors. Obviously not. They had just been biding their time. Though Eva did admit that she might have kicked their hive when she stole the obelisk.
�So,� Eva said as she sat down and kicked her feet up on the table. �What do you want from me? I�m not mind-controlling her, so don�t ask me to make that better.�
�Don�t worry about it,� Anise said with a shake of her head. �I told Chris. She�s just being unreasonable.� Pinching her fingers around the sleeve of Chris� shirt, Anise turned towards the door. �This is my problem.�
Chris slapped Anise�s hand away as she faced her. �They�re going to excommunicate you.�
�You don�t know that.�
�They don�t want another traitor to go turncoat in the middle of a mission. They won�t take the chance.�
�You don�t know��
Anise stumbled backwards, hand pressed to her cheek.
Chris nursed the palm of her hand as she glared up at Anise.
�You need to take this more seriously.�
�You think I�m not?� Anise shouted, voice hard. �You think I want to go before the inquisitors? You think I want to get this eye torn out of my chest? They aren�t going to be nice about it. They weren�t nice putting it in. Hell, I�ll be lucky if they don�t kill me.�
Eva, who had been sitting still and silent while they had their little fight, blinked. �Seriously? Kill you? For not attacking me during a friendly event between schools? I wasn�t even the one to suggest the truce among our group. That was Emily.�
Chris looked back with a start, almost like she had forgotten Eva was in the room. After a short stare, she shook her head. �The Elysium Order is very black and white. An �if you�re not with us, you�re against us� mindset.�
Eva opened her mouth to argue, but a little consideration had her stopping and snapping her mouth shut. Nel had been convinced that the Elysium Order was out to kill her. Or at least Lynn Cross. Then the inquisitors had attacked the prison and made an attempt to get to her while in the hands of Sawyer. Nothing had happened since, but Ylva had effectively taunted the entire Order.
Of course, Nel was an augur. She was somewhat special.
But then, Lynn Cross had probably not been hiding halfway around the world in the middle of nowhere because she had been worried that Eva would be coming after her. And, by her own admission, the Elysium Order had locked her up before she managed to escape.
So really, Eva had no argument against them trying to kill Anise, though she felt locking her up would be more likely though still extreme.
�You know what?� Eva said after a moment. �I�ve got someone you might like to speak with.�
� � �
Nel walked alongside Ylva, each step slow and somber. She tried to keep her eyes straight ahead. It wasn�t easy. Everywhere she looked, something strange waited in the shadows. Things that she couldn�t quite name, but were there, watching her. It had been that way ever since Ylva tapped her on her forehead.
Ever since Alicia�s death.
To her left, an elderly man sat patiently on a bench. A faint ghost of a smile lingered on his face as he watched the people around him.
The people around him were far less serene. Paramedics ran around his body, sprawled out before the park bench. One placed a clear mask over his mouth and began squeezing down on a flimsy plastic tube attached to the mask. Two more helped him up on a stretcher while a third attached medical electrodes to his chest.
Yet the elderly man continued to watch with his peaceful smile.
To his side, a short girl only ten or eleven years old with brilliant gold hair watched with him, absolutely undisturbed by the body lying at their feet. She turned to him and opened her mouth. Soundless words passed over her lips.
�The reaper is offering a choice,� Ylva said, coming to a stop a short distance away. �His time is not yet up. He may choose to return to his body or he may pass on his remaining time to a close relative. His wife or children. Even grandchildren.�
Despite Ylva wearing her sheer dress and Nel having strange robes on, nobody glanced in their direction. People who happened to look in their direction failed to notice. Their eyes merely slid off the two to look at whatever they wanted to see. Which was probably a good thing if they wanted to avoid people panicking. It was broad daylight out. As such, Ylva wasn�t just a giant woman. She was a skeleton.
Only the young girl managed to see the two of them. She gave a light nod of her head towards Ylva as she spoke to the elderly man.
�A choice very few receive.�
�Theoretically,� Nel said, �couldn�t someone achieve very long lives if others, maybe relatives or friends, figured out what happens with near death experiences and the offer made? They could decide to pass before their times and offer the rest of their lives all to one person. I mean, they would be sacrificing their lives, but I imagine some people out there would be willing to do so for others.�
�A choice very few receive,� Ylva said again, though she had a slight smile on her face as she glanced towards Nel. �There are systems in place to prevent abuse. And, should he return to his body, he will remember nothing of his choice or near death aside from a few faint delusions.�
�I see,� Nel said, voice soft.
They continued watching for another few minutes. As his body got placed on a stretcher and loaded up in the ambulance, the little girl�the reaper�moved over to sit on the bench to his side. His faint smile slowly faded as she spoke a few more words.
�What is he unhappy about?�
�His body causes him near-constant pain. At the moment, he is feeling none of it. However, he makes a great deal of money for his family, giving his children and his wife comfortable lives. At the same time, he won�t always be making money. At some point in the future, his life may become a burden on his descendants.�
Ylva turned her body fully to face Nel.
�Being asked to make such a choice is not easy for most mortals. Even now, essentially dead, he does not truly comprehend what lies beyond life. Compounding the problem, he does not have long to make the choice. The reaper has given him an ultimatum. He must choose before his body reaches the hospital.�
Nel let out a small breath.
When she had asked about reapers and valkyrie, she had thought that she would be training. Learning to magically fight at a higher level or otherwise increasing her magical abilities.
Ylva had nothing of the sort in mind.
Instead, they had gone on field trips. Every few days, Ylva would announce that they were off someplace. She never gave any warning. The time of day varied. They had gone in the middle of the night and they had gone at noon. Ylva never cared if Nel was sleeping or eating or bathing.
And Nel hadn�t complained once.
A beep from her pocket broke Nel out of her reverie. Her brand new cellphone�one Zoe had gifted her�had a new message.
�It�s Eva,� Nel said after reading through the contents. �Not an emergency, but she has people who want to talk to me.�
The phone beeped again.
�Us,� she corrected.
�Very well,� Ylva said. �We have seen enough. Tell her that We will meet with her.�
Nel nodded and sent back a message. Less than ten seconds later, her phone beeped again.
�She�s currently at the school but can meet us anywhere.�
�The school will suffice.�
After sending the message, Nel looked up. The old man had yet to make his decision. Or perhaps he had made it and was just enjoying a pain-free existence for the moment, unfettered by his body or what lay beyond. She thought to ask Ylva if they might stay long enough to hear his response.
But reconsidered.
His choice was obviously not the reason they had come out here.

Chapter 015

New Recruits
Ylva and Nel popped into the room, hand in hand. Nel in her dark robes and Ylva in her white sheer dress.
Eva jumped. Still leaning back in her chair with her feet propped up, she just about lost her balance and fell backwards. She managed to save herself with a quick blink to her feet just in front of the table.
To the best of her memory, Ylva had never teleported on her own before. She didn�t know why she hadn�t expected her to be able to. Given Ylva�s power level, it would be more surprising if she couldn�t teleport. Even Catherine could teleport.
She had been expecting Ylva to walk over from her home. Something that would take a few minutes. Eva hadn�t even put away her cellphone yet.
The two nuns were faring less well. Eva had been planning on warning them of Ylva�s appearance. With how fast Ylva had shown up, she hadn�t had the chance.
Both had jumped back with their eyes burning. A battle-axe made of white light had formed in Anise�s hand while Chris had lightning crackling at her fingertips again.
Eva was just about to blink between them and Ylva to keep anything unfortunate from happening when Ylva�s lips twitched into a frown.
The light disappeared from the nuns� eyes. The lightning and axe faded into nothingness. They both jolted backwards as if physically struck. Anise actually stumbled as she took a few steps backwards in an attempt to retain her balance.
Ylva drew in a deep breath.
Eva stepped between them before she could say anything. Knowing her, she was probably about to bellow out a command for them to kneel or some such.
�Wait wait wait,� Eva said, holding up one hand palm out towards Ylva and another towards Anise and Chris. �I didn�t get a chance to warn them that you were coming. And you just sort of popped into a tense situation. So don�t hold them being startled against them. They need help, not a fight.�
�Help?� Chris just about shrieked from behind Eva. Her teeth grit together as soon as she spoke. Both of her hands were pressed up against her eyes with her fingers rubbing her scalp. �That demon is the one who killed the inquisitors.�
�Yeah, she is,� Eva said. �Who better to protect Anise than someone who has already proven themselves capable?�
�Eva,� Ylva intoned with her deep voice. �Explain why you have brought these two before Us.�
Feeling her mouth dry out a little, Eva swallowed. Ylva did not sound happy. She hadn�t minded when Nel asked for asylum. Though had she made Nel kneel? Nel might have knelt on her own after prompting from Eva and Zoe. She couldn�t actually remember.
Maybe she should have just let Ylva kneel them.
�Alright,� Eva said slowly. Might as well start explaining from the start. �If you want to take a seat, it might be a few minutes.�
�
Eva had considered leaving. Juliana and Irene both were still out at the ritual field, after all. While they shouldn�t be expecting her right away because of her excuse to find more help, she still wanted to get out there and at least supervise if not help out as well.
She had been planning on leaving initially. Perhaps even before Ylva arrived. Her main goal in bringing Ylva to meet the two nuns had mostly been to dump the problem off on somebody else. But then Ylva had ordered her to tell the story of what was going on.
And now she had to admit that she also wanted to stick around just to find out what was going to happen.
Nel, a paranoid former nun and augur, had nodded her head every time Eva mentioned the possibility of the Elysium Order being mildly unpleasant towards its members. She would be doing absolutely nothing to convince either of the two nuns that they would be safe if they submitted to the inquest.
Especially because Chris seemed somewhat paranoid on her own.
Ylva, a demon and servant of Death, had something of a habit of collecting nuns. So long as Nel and Alicia were enough to form a habit.
At least Chris and Anise weren�t going to be tortured into serving her. Probably.
Eva would be lying if she said she was upset about Alicia�s death. Alicia had been� creepy. And not like normal creepy, which most people Eva associated with were. Eva had been almost certain that Alicia would snap some day and try to kill everyone. Especially Nel. Possibly including Ylva.
Throughout Eva�s explanation, helped along at certain points by Chris and Anise, Ylva had remained silent. Her cold eyes had followed Eva�s every move. She had only glanced away when Chris or Anise spoke up. They had never spoke for long. Never more than a word or two before Ylva�s glare had them falling silent and looking down at their laps.
Which Eva had found mildly annoying. This was their problem. Not hers.
But she made it through the explanation anyway.
�We see,� Ylva said slowly. She still wasn�t sounding happy. Then again, Ylva never sounded happy. At least she wasn�t sounding absolutely livid. �And these two children seek protection?�
Both shirked under her gaze.
Eva looked to both of them. She may have told their story, but they needed to be the ones who actually decided. They were perfectly capable of answering on their own. Not to mention, Eva didn�t want to assume. If they really wanted to, Eva wouldn�t stop them from going back to the Elysium Order. A poor idea in her opinion. Still, it was their choice.
It took a moment for them to realize that Eva wasn�t going to respond for them.
Anise looked up first. Blinking in confusion, she met Eva�s eyes with a slight tilt of her head.
Eva returned her gesture with a nod towards Ylva.
Meeting Ylva�s gaze lasted less than a second before Anise found her feet to be the most interesting things in the room once again. She stared for another few seconds before clenching her fists.
�I�m not going to sell my soul to a demon just to avoid the inquest.� Her eyes were still glued to the ground, but she spoke with a firm conviction.
Eva wasn�t sure if she was being literal or speaking metaphorically. �You shouldn�t worry about that,� Eva said, deciding to answer the literal worry. �Demons don�t care about your soul.�
�We could not claim a soul as recompense,� Ylva said. �Your soul is your own. Only Death may claim otherwise.�
�See,� Eva said with a smile. �No soul selling.�
�Payment to Us would be rendered through servitude.�
�I�m not going to be a slave,� Anise shouted. She actually stood up and turned a glare on Ylva, apparently more angry about that than about selling her soul. The glare only lasted an instant before she stumbled back. Chris pulled her back down to her seat.
Ylva didn�t react much beyond a simple frown.
Nel, on the other hand, went from slightly slouched to completely stiffening her back. Her eyebrows scrunched together as she narrowed her gaze. �I am not a slave,� she said, voice barely above a whisper. �I serve Lady Ylva of my own free will. Not because she forces me to, but because I am grateful to her. She saved me from a situation very much like your own.�
Her hand reached up to her throat. She brushed the tips of her fingers over the black band as her thumb ran over the small skull dangling from the front.
�If you want to go back and face the Elysium Order, that is your choice. Don�t disparage mine because of your ignorance.�
Eva found herself frowning as she stared at Nel. The augur was loyal to Ylva. Extremely so. Not a bad or fanatical kind of loyal either. For the most part, at least. But Eva hadn�t thought that she might get so upset about someone calling her a slave. Especially because, if memory served, Nel had thought the exact same thing upon accidentally indenturing herself to Ylva when they first met.
Obviously she had gotten over that little hang-up.
Ylva kept her face impassive and expressionless as she looked down at Nel. The two were seated side by side on the opposite end of the room from the nuns. Even seated, Ylva towered over everyone else.
For just a moment, nothing happened. Something passed between Nel and Ylva. Something that Eva was not privy to.
�They�re children,� Nel said after looking back to the two nuns. She shook her head. �They probably have family. Unless they�re willing to abandon everything, they won�t be able to work with us the way I do or Alicia did.�
After a curt nod of Ylva�s head, she stood. �Very well. We shall leave them be.�
�But,� Nel said with a slight sigh, �we should help them. If only because Eva thinks that the Elysium Order is biding its time until they can try to recover or kill me.�
Ylva went silent for a long minute. Nel shifted under her gaze, trying to look Ylva in the eye with confidence while fighting with her more subservient personality.
At least, that was what Eva got out of her expression.
The two nuns sat in their seats. Although they kept glancing to one another, neither made any attempt to speak. They looked more like two kids from Eva�s old school when they knew that they were in trouble and were sent to the principal�s office.
�What do you propose?�
Nel brightened, her fight ended as her lips curled into a small smile.
�We could go to the inquest in their place. Tell the Elysium Order, again, to leave us alone. Them as well,� she said with a slight nod towards the two girls. �Leave the inquisition with some ominous message like how we�re always watching them or something. That might discourage them from trying to come after me, at least.
�Of course, the Elysium Order probably won�t like it. They�ll probably be watching those two for a long time with a great deal of suspicion. But it is better than having their eyes torn out.�
�Acceptable,� Ylva said after another long silence. �Though We still require some payment. If they do not wish to serve Us, they will report to Us. Any rumors of the Elysium Order acting out against Ourself, you, or them.�
She clasped her hands together, not really in a clap, just cupping them as if she were hiding something. Both hands went palm down on the table. When she pulled back, two black rings with faint skulls engraved on the front had appeared on the table. A flick of her fingers sent them skidding across the table.
�Place them on your fingers,� she said as they came to a rest in front of the two nuns.
The two stared at the rings, then at each other, then back to the rings.
�
�Is it really that simple?� Anise said, holding her hand out in front of her as she examined the little black ring. �We put this on and all of our problems go away?�
Chris didn�t look half as convinced. She kept putting the ring on then taking it off, as if checking that such a thing was even possible. She almost tripped over a small depression in the dirt because her focus was on her ring.
Eva shook her head. �Nope. Not that easy. The ring won�t actually do much except ward off a few demons. Unless, of course, Ylva did something different this time. Maybe you can talk to her through them. You need a way to report in, after all.�
�I can�t believe we�re spying for a demon of all things.�
�Yeah,� Eva said with a slight shrug, �It isn�t that weird. The Elysium Order are undead specialists. I don�t see why you can�t work with a demon who also fights against the undead.�
�What is Ylva?� Chris said, finally taking her attention off the ring. �What makes her trustworthy? Why does she fight undead? I saw it. It was just for an instant right when she appeared, but she was a skeleton. At first I thought it was just because of teleporting, but thinking back, Augur Stirling appeared like a normal person.�
Eva gave Chris a pointed look. Had she worn glasses, she probably would have been looking over the top rim. �Those are all questions you should have asked before accepting the rings. But,� Eva said, raising a hand before Chris could open her mouth, �Ylva is a hel. One �l�. A daughter of Hel, one of two demons who are Gods of Death.�
Both girls stilled. It was subtle as they both were still walking alongside Eva, but still noticeable. Especially to her sense of blood.
�Death?� Anise said in a barely audible whisper.
�Powers are a myth,� Chris said with a wave of her hand. �A tale to tell children to get them to behave. �Oooh, better be good or the leprechauns will drag you off to Knocknasheega.'� Rolling her eyes, she scoffed. �Please.�
Eva couldn�t help the grin that grew on her face.
�We live in a world full of demons and undead, dragons and magic, and you don�t think that there can be something else out there? Something larger than all of that? You don�t think Death takes offense to liches when they seal their soul within golden idols?�
�Of course there can be. But they aren�t watching us. A being equivalent to the mythical Powers wouldn�t care about Earth or people. Death wouldn�t care about a handful of random undead.�
Eva shook her head with a slight chuckle. �I wonder how long ago the Elysium Order was founded.�
�What does that have to do with anything?�
�Oh just something I was told about their origins. More specifically, from where they first got all those eyes in your chests.�
�You aren�t going to say a Power did it, are you?�
�Yes, actually. How do you think Ylva, a servant of Death, shut down your magic so hard that you actually physically felt it?�
Chris scoffed again. �She�s a demon. It wouldn�t surprise me if she had some anti-magic field that she could activate at will.�
Anise, trailing slightly behind, took a few quick steps to catch up. She cleared her throat. �Why was she able to block our connections?�
�That would probably be because the power that powers your power is the Power known as Death.�
�Preposterous.�
�Well,� Eva said with a shrug, �believe what you want to believe. But since you�re so adamant about not believing in Powers, perhaps you might help me construct a large ritual circle designed to do absolutely nothing at all?�
Both of them stopped cold and exchanged a look with each other.
�What are you talking about?� Chris asked. While her tone had been conversational, she had taken on a somewhat hostile stance. Her eyes were narrowed to thin slits.
Did the talk of a ritual circle spook them? Or the Powers? Both put together?
Eva wasn�t sure.
But she pointed at Chris. �You said you would do whatever I asked if I helped you with your problem. I�m in the middle of constructing a large ritual circle and could really use some help with it. So you�re going to help me. Right?�
�Wait, wait, wait,� Anise said, backing up a few steps. �We never agreed to anything. Except the spying.�
�Nope. I distinctly heard Chris saying she would do whatever I wanted. What I want is for you to help me with this thing. One of you has to be at least mildly proficient with earth magic, right?�
The two looked at each other. Neither confirmed it, but neither denied it either. Unless they were both air mages, one of them should at least have the capability to manipulate earth, even if they couldn�t match Genoa or even Juliana.
Really, what she was doing was risky and dangerous. For all Eva knew, they would try to destroy the ritual circle upon seeing it. She was counting on them to be at least somewhat grateful that she had helped out, even if Ylva was the one who was going to be doing all the work.
Even then, by Ylva showing up in their place and threatening or potentially killing everybody, Eva was really doing nothing at all to dissuade them of their belief that Eva could mind control anyone that came near.
Which wasn�t that bad of an idea, now that she thought about it. If sending more people after her wound up with them �mind controlled� then they would stop sending people at all sooner or later. Hopefully. She might be giving the Elysium Order too much credit.
As for Anise and Chris, Eva had definitely learned from Irene. No mentioning the apocalypse or Ragnar�k or Armageddon or any other end of the world scenario. In fact, she might be a little stingy on exactly what the ritual circle was supposed to accomplish as well. She wasn�t quite sure what to tell them instead, but she was sure she could come up with something.
Maybe looking through a ritual book might give her some ideas. But were there even other kinds of ritual circles this large?
Eva leaned back, staring up to the sky. Despite the purple streaks still hanging overhead, not many from the other schools seemed to even notice. She certainly hadn�t heard murmurs about it from all the other students wandering the halls these days. Did they all believe the made-up story given by Martina?
Her smile widened as a thought occurred to her.
�Well, we�re already out here. Might as well show you the ritual circle.�
Anise blinked and glanced around. She almost looked like she hadn�t even realized that they had been walking through the Infinite Courtyard.
After leaving Ylva and Nel, Eva had started walking off mostly on her own. It wasn�t her fault the two decided to follow after her with all their questions and concerns.
�What are we doing out here?�
�Not much farther,� Eva said as she walked up a short incline. The top of the ridge led out to the area she had cleared away for the ritual. �Irene, Juliana! I brought help!� she called out.
Only to frown as she looked over the football field sized clearing.
Irene was out in the middle of the clearing with Saija walking alongside her. But no Juliana and no Arachne. No Srey either, but he hadn�t been around near as much since the hunters stopped spying on them.
She looked up at Eva�s call and started walking, only to get swept up by Saija. The small cry of alarm as they flew over was something Eva almost wished she had been able to record, if only to play it back for her own petty amusement.
�Juliana went off to fight Arachne again,� Irene said once she got her feet firmly on the ground. Her eyes flicked over to the two nuns as she leaned in to whisper. �What are they doing here?�
�They are going to help out,� Eva said, turning to the two girls and pointing at the sky. �I assume you�ve seen the purple streaks.�
Chris nodded. �Hard to miss. Some agriculture project, right?�
Eva didn�t answer. She simply smiled. �We�re trying to recreate part of how that came to be,� she eventually said with a wide grin.

Chapter 016

Hard Work Pays Off
Eva couldn�t be more pleased with the way things were going.
The second event was coming up in two days. She didn�t have to participate in it. The ritual circle was nearly finished. It wouldn�t be done by the time of the second event, but would definitely be done before the third. Especially if they decided to have a longer break between events for the December holidays.
With Anise and Chris both helping, their progress had been through the roof. Of course, Eva still needed to find people for the ritual itself, but she was actually relatively certain that wouldn�t be much of a problem at all. A quick check-in with Vektul let Eva know that despite having the eye implanted in their chest, both nuns should work just fine. Probably.
He actually hadn�t been absolutely certain. If she could, Eva would try to get fully normal humans. Just in case.
Still, no demon hunters had shown up to accost Eva. Or anyone else, for that matter. No laser beams had destroyed the ritual circle, or her prison, or the school, or anything else. No nuns had shown up aside from the two expected ones, though Ylva hadn�t gone to the inquest in their place just yet. It wasn�t scheduled until just before New Years. And Sawyer was still dead as far as Eva knew.
Not even the vampire had shown up to accost her. Though she had caught him staring at her a few times during lunches or around the halls. It was enough that Eva had taken to either skipping lunch or eating outside. She didn�t eat much anyway and the food served by Brakket Academy often made her lose her appetite even if she did feel peckish.
Since both Chris and Anise were more or less following her around outside school hours, they probably served as a decent deterrent to the vampire as well.
Despite everything going exactly as Eva hoped, she couldn�t help but feel a niggling concern in the back of her mind. Everything was going too well. The metaphorical other shoe was going to drop. It had to. Nothing had ever gone so well for Eva before.
She didn�t know what the shoe was going to be or where it would fall from. She didn�t even have any proper means of preparing for it.
�And that�s why you need to watch out for anything suspicious. Don�t go anywhere alone. Keep an eye out after dark, especially outside the main school building and the Infinite Courtyard. Even take care inside your rooms.�
�Paranoid much?�
Eva narrowed her eyes at Chris. Considering how she had acted before Ylva agreed to help them, she was the last person Eva wanted to get a lecture on paranoia from.
�Just be careful.� Eva pointed to Irene, Saija, and Chris. �Especially you three. Who knows what Redford is going to do. If he puts you into a position where you can easily be ambushed, things could go bad fast if one of our enemies decides to make a big deal out of the event.
�Other than that, take tomorrow off. Rest up or prepare for the event. Both. Whatever you want.�
�Take tomorrow off? Since when did you become our boss?�
Juliana�s tone implied that she was joking or otherwise trying to lighten the conversation. Still, something in her voice made Eva feel like she wasn�t being completely humorous.
Her frustration wasn�t wholly incomprehensible. She had been working for the longest amount of time and was easily the hardest worker of the four. Even taking into account her frequent breaks to spar with Arachne, she still got more done than any two of the others combined.
Before Eva could actually comment, Irene stepped up to Juliana.
�Could I ask you a few questions?�
�Sure? You don�t have to ask my permission.�
�Well,� she paused with a glance towards the nuns, �it�s about the event.�
Chris put her hands on her hips. �Oh I see how it is,� she said, turning and walking away. Anise hesitated for a moment before following after her. �Plot your strategies,� she called over her shoulder, �they won�t help you. We might be working on this nonsense together, but we are still enemies.�
As they walked away from the ritual circle, Eva turned back to the other two humans. �If you�re going to be discussing the event, I�m going to take off.�
�Hold on,� Juliana said, grabbing Eva�s arm. �Where are you going?�
�Catherine has been texting me all day. Something back at the prison that she wants to show me, apparently.�
Juliana gave her something of a pointed look before giving a quick glance towards Irene.
Repressing a sigh, Eva said, �Did you want to come along as well? Irene and Saija can come too.� She paused as she tried to remember if either had actually been to the prison before. �I might need a few drops of blood though.�
�Blood? I��
Saija decided to talk right over Irene�s cry of alarm. �Your mysterious prison? We�d love to go. Wouldn�t we?� She wrapped an arm around Irene�s shoulders. �Irene can ask her questions there.�
Irene, even with her arms all locked up by Saija, shook her head back and forth.
�It shouldn�t be anything big. Catherine said that it wasn�t vital. But it has been a while since I actually visited because of all this,� Eva said, spreading her arms out in a gesture towards the ritual field. �At the very least, I need to make sure that Catherine and Devon haven�t burned the place down.�
Saija perked up at the mention of burning. �Sounds exciting,� she said. �I think I know the place. There�s another group of demons there, right?� At Eva�s shallow nod, Saija grinned. She scooped up Irene before Irene could protest and spread her wings. �We�ll meet you there!�
Eva cupped her hands to her mouth and called out after them as they took off. �Don�t go past the walls without giving me blood! You�ll explode!�
She was fairly sure that she heard a shriek from Irene, but the two disappeared over the forest canopy too quick to tell.
Looking back to Juliana, Eva grinned with a shrug of her shoulders. �I�m sure they�ll be fine.�
�We should probably hurry.�
�I had been planning on teleporting�� she said, trailing off with a glance towards Arachne.
The spider demon clicked her tongue. �I suppose I can carry Juliana. Did you want a ride as well?�
Eva opened her mouth, about to decline. Even if she didn�t teleport out there, running on her own wasn�t much of a problem.
How long had it been since she actually let Arachne carry her? A long time. Maybe even before Arachne had given her legs away. Since then, Eva had always run on her own. Or teleported.
�You know what? Sure.�
A smile spread across Arachne�s face. One that Eva couldn�t help but mimic.
�Alright,� Arachne said, growing to her full form. �Hang on tight.�
� � �
Catherine took a few dainty steps around the latest version of her personal transformation circle. It was a bit beyond a mere ritual circle. Instead of just increasing some abstract level of power, this circle should actually grant her traits of other demons involved with it.
Should. So long as she programmed it correctly.
She and Devon had both gone over every inch of it, both in theory and in the actual physical circle. Neither had found anything wrong. At least, not with the latest version. The first concept would probably have killed everyone involved. Potentially permanently for the demons. But they worked out that little kink.
Probably.
Unfortunately, the way the transformation circle was now set up severely limited the number of demons that Catherine could use. Lucy, for example, was right out. Catherine had absolutely no intentions of becoming a tentacle monster if she could help it. Not even if Lucy was the most powerful demon currently in the mortal realm.
Which she wasn�t.
That title currently belonged to either Eva or Ylva. She wasn�t entirely sure which. If Devon were willing to do another treatment, it would probably be Eva without a doubt. Tragically for her, he was still wanting to hold off and ensure Eva had stabilized before doing anything more.
And tragically for Catherine, Ylva wasn�t willing to participate. Catherine had done everything that she could to ensure that the donor demons would be perfectly safe, but Ylva had still declined.
Eva wasn�t entirely demon. With the old version, that hadn�t mattered so much. This one� she needed to do a few tests first.
Never in a million centuries would Catherine have believed that she would actually want Zagan around. He would have been the optimal subject.
Even though no other demons could be summoned, Zagan wasn�t other demons. Catherine had a theory that if she really tried, she probably could summon him. Or Devon could; Catherine wasn�t interested in ending up on Keeper�s hit list. Especially not with a doll potentially still running around the mortal realm.
However, she didn�t want Zagan around quite that badly and Devon was absolutely unwilling to even entertain the idea.
So she was really hoping that Eva would work out.
Aside from Eva, there were a number of demons back at the school that she had her eye on.
The one demon she could feel coming closer to the prison was not one of them.
With a drawn out sigh, she stepped away from her transformation circle. Eva was rapidly approaching as well. Which was good for her test, but she wasn�t so enthusiastic about having another succubus wandering around.
�Couldn�t she have brought the more worthwhile demons?� Catherine mumbled to herself.
She spread her wings and prepared to take off to meet the guests. It had been weeks since she had hidden her demonic form and weeks since she had worn proper clothing as well. There were a number of distinct advantages to living so far from prudish humans. Devon was the only human around and he didn�t care in the slightest.
Which Catherine found slightly insulting. It was nice that she didn�t have to fend off any advances, but at the same time, he didn�t even act surprised when she had first gone without clothes. Not even the slightest blush on his cheeks. To him, she may as well be a talking wooden board.
Of course, there were disadvantages as well.
Eva�s prison was habitable. Mostly. With runework, it had lighting and running water, heating and cooling, and plenty of space for relaxation or experiments. But that was the end of the amenities. It did not have much in the way of proper electricity or internet connections. Just keeping her cellphone charged was a nightmare.
To say nothing about unwinding by slaughtering countless humans on the various multiplayer games Catherine had taken a liking to.
Ah the sacrifices she made in the name of self-improvement.
Of course, with her being completely free of a contract, she should easily be able to disappear into the mortal world and live out a life of decadence once satisfied with the progress of her rituals.
Touching down on the wall of the prison, Catherine narrowed her eyes as she scanned the horizon. It didn�t take long to pinpoint the flying succubus. Despite it being early December, the sky was bright blue. Save for the purple streaks.
The succubus was the only moving dot on the sky.
As she got closer and as Catherine squinted just a little more, she saw something carried in the succubus� arms. Something familiar.
Catherine couldn�t help but grin. She hadn�t toyed with Irene in quite some time. Maybe she could thank the other succubus just for that.
Although�
Catherine�s smile slipped. Just what was Irene doing with another succubus anyway?
Crossing her arms, Catherine tapped her foot against the wall as she waited for them to get closer. Only to deepen her frown as they pulled a tight u-turn away from the wall. It took her a moment to realize just why they had done so. Neither had been to the prison before. Obviously they had been warned of Eva�s wards.
Squinting her eyes more, Catherine found Eva. Or, more accurately, Arachne. The massive spider wasn�t too far behind Irene despite being land based. She had to wonder just how big of a head start Arachne had.
They made it up to Irene just as her feet touched the ground outside the prison walls. Some talking went on between the groups�which also contained that other human Eva was fond of hanging out with�before Eva drew some blood from each of the newcomers.
A jump and a blink had her up on the wall next to Catherine. �I�ll be right back,� Eva said. Without giving time for a response, she blinked off towards the women�s ward.
Catherine considered following for a bare moment before shaking her head. She looked back down to Irene�who was in the middle of arguing with the other succubus.
Irene said something to the succubus only to turn away with a huff. As she turned, she finally noticed Catherine.
Putting on a wide grin, Catherine gave her a wave.
She didn�t seem all that happy to see Catherine. Which just made Catherine want to toy with her more.
Eva blinked back after only a minute or two and skipped past Catherine once again.
As everybody climbed on top of Arachne�including the succubus�Catherine hopped off the wall and made her way back to the transformation circle.
The demons, humans, and Eva joined her as soon as Arachne scaled the wall.
�Don�t go into any of those buildings,� Eva said, pointing out the cell blocks. �Actually, don�t go into any buildings except the women�s ward. And inside the women�s ward, don�t go into my room.�
The succubus started to jump off Arachne�s back without giving more than a hum in response. Eva gripped her by the chin and yanked her head over to lock eyes with her.
�Am I understood, Saija?�
Now panicking and squirming, the succubus nodded her head up and down as much as she was able to with Eva�s hand clamped down on her chin.
Eva smiled.
Against Catherine�s will, she actually felt herself shudder. Eva�s smile was not a happy or genuine smile. It was one that promised pain if her rules were broken.
There was something of a saying among demons. One always had to be wary of the polite ones. If a demon was being polite, it generally meant one of two things. Either they were mentally unhinged or they had enough power to back up their words without needing to resort to open threats and violence.
Sometimes both cases were true at once.
While Eva�s smile and voice glowed with politeness, her actions weren�t quite there. A truly scary demon would have stopped Saija with her sweet voice alone and not have needed to grab hold. Still, she was shaping up to be a fine demon. Though Catherine couldn�t help but wonder if Eva had even noticed.
�Good,� Eva said as she released Saija. �Then you�re free to wander around as you will. Just don�t break anything.� An subtle softening of her features crossed Eva�s face as she turned to look at Irene. �If you have any questions, you can ask Juliana. She knows her way around.�
With that said, Eva blinked off Arachne�s back and helped both Irene and Juliana down.
�What are you going to be doing?�
Eva glanced to the blond girl with a shrug. �Finding out what Catherine wants. Maybe paying a visit to Devon if he is around at the moment. After?� She shrugged again. �Honestly, sad as it is, there isn�t much here at the moment. Probably just head back to the dormitory. We shouldn�t worry Shalise and Shelby by being out too late.�
�I�ll send out some texts, just in case.�
�Sounds good,� Eva said, starting to turn to Catherine. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Saija wandering off through the prison. With a sigh, she turned back to Juliana, leaned in close, and whispered something that Catherine couldn�t quite catch.
Though Catherine could guess at what she was saying. The succubus obviously required a chaperon.
�Anyway, show them around I guess. I�ll catch up with you guys later.�
As Eva left the humans behind and walked up to her, Catherine sighed. She would have to speak with Irene later. Perhaps while Eva was speaking with Devon.
If he was even around. Now that she thought about it, she hadn�t seen Devon in a few days. He kept whining about needing a new test subject. Maybe he had finally gone off to find one.
Oh well. There would surely be time.
�So,� Eva said, �you�re looking well.�
Catherine had to suppress a little preening at the praise.
She was a succubus. It was in her blood to be vain.
�You as well. Sort of.�
�Sort of?�
�I liked your hair better when it was longer.�
Eva sighed as she ran her claw through the short hairs on her head.
�It�s a work in progress. So, I got your text,� Eva said as she leaned around Catherine to see the inscriptions on the cement platform. �What did you need?�
�Welcome to Transformation Circle version twelve point oh-seven.�
Eva looked it over for a few minutes before shaking her head. �I don�t know enough about the previous version� versions? To tell what is different about this one.�
�Well, it needs only one donor demon this time around. In fact, it can�t have more. There is no room for them. The total time it takes to run should be drastically shorter than previous versions and it shouldn�t knock the center person out. Both improvements should be applicable to your treatment circle I think. With Devon�s approval.�
�That sounds nice.�
�However, this circle is specifically keyed to me. If someone else sits in the middle, I don�t know what might happen. I can�t recommend it. Aside from that, a lot of the code is the same.�
�Code?�
Catherine�s grin widened. �I�m so glad you asked. Ritual circles work a lot like programming an application on a computer. They have their own language, essentially. You write them out with a goal in mind. It is purely theoretical at the moment, but I�ve been looking into the possibility of developing a computer programming language that I can use to write spells. Even rituals. All, after some programming, at the touch of a button.�
With both hands on her hips, Catherine stood with her chest puffed out and her wings spread wide. Come now, she thought, praise me!
�Huh,� Eva said, face blank.
Catherine felt an eyebrow twitching. She waited for just a moment, just in case Eva was about to say something slightly more profound.
She didn�t.
�Huh? That�s it? I can potentially revolutionize all spell casting for mortals and demons alike and all you have to say about it is huh?�
�Sorry. I can type essays on a computer. Beyond that, I don�t know anything. And I know even less about computer code.�
Catherine let her shoulders droop. Her wings sagged behind her.
�Don�t worry,� Eva said, patting her arm. �I�m sure it�s amazing. It�s my fault I don�t see it.� Despite her words, she was sounding fairly patronizing. As if it were Catherine�s theory that was bad. �Maybe if you talked with Zoe, she could properly appreciate your genius. She might be able to help you too.�
�I suppose,� Catherine said as she scratched at the base of her horn, brushing a lock of hair out of her face. It wasn�t a bad idea. The theory professor was fairly intelligent. For a human. �I�ll send her a text sometime.�
�Good. Now, was that everything?�
�Actually, I wanted to run a test on you. It should only take a few seconds.� Catherine thumbed over her shoulder towards the transformation circle. �If you just sit down in the donor circle, I�ll get it started up.�
�Alright. I can do that,� she said, stepping over to the proper spot without even questioning Catherine�s intentions.
It was weird. Demons didn�t normally trust one another like that.
Shaking her head, Catherine pulled out a long rod of void metal from its holder near the edge of the circle. A slight flap of her wings carried her straight to the center of the circle where she would normally sit. She pressed the rod into a small hole in the ground, leaving it standing up to roughly her waist.
Rod in place, Catherine flew back to the edge of the circle.
�What�s that for?�
�A stand in for me. Don�t worry about it. Are you ready?�
�I guess so.�
Catherine nodded. Pouring a tiny portion of magic into the circle had everything lighting up. A black wispy tendril stretched out from Eva and connected with the void metal rod.
The end.
The ritual circle powered down. The tendril disappeared.
And Eva looked up at her with a raised eyebrow.
�That was it?�
�I told you it would only be for a few seconds.�
�Well, yeah but� I expected something a little more� dazzling. What now?�
�Now? I�ve got a number of tests to do on the rod,� she said, fluttering forwards to grab it. �If all the tests go well, we can do the transformation ritual for real.�
Catherine paused at the rod. Her fingers hovered over it for a moment.
She could feel the heat coming off it. And see it. Little hazy lines in the air distorted the neat lines of the transformation circle.
Which was odd. Void metal didn�t get hot. Ever. She could leave a ring of it in a crucible capable of melting steel and still be able to touch it the second she pulled it out.
What might have caused that?
�On second thought,� she said, backing away. �I think I�ll test it later. Maybe it is time to go visit Irene. I haven�t teased her in so long.�
Eva made a face. Catherine wasn�t sure what the face was supposed to mean, but it didn�t matter. The face turned back to normal after a quick shake of Eva�s head.
�Hey, I�ve got my own ritual circle I�m working on. Maybe you would like to come see it soon. You can even visit Zoe about your computer project at the same time.�
�Your own ritual?�
�I�ll let you see if you can figure out what it does. It�s supposed to be secret, but it requires a few humans and a few demons. So it can�t be completely secret much longer.�
�Demons and humans?� Catherine said with a frown. It probably wasn�t a copy of Devon�s treatment circles. Not with plural humans. But she couldn�t think of anything else that it might be for. �I think I�d like to see that.�
At the very least, it might be interesting.

Chapter 017

Bait and Switch
�Welcome back to Brakket Magical Academy for another night of mystery and imagination. I�m your host, Hank Hanson, and with me is the lovely Zoe Baxter, professor of theory here at Brakket Academy.�
�Thank you, Hank,� Zoe said, trying to keep her smile as natural as possible.
�Now,� he said, �for those of you just joining us, a quick recap of the last event and the purpose of this tournament as a whole.�
As he started speaking, Zoe started tuning him out. Not enough to completely ignore him. She still nodded her head when there was something to nod at or even commented for more elaboration on a few topics he was less familiar with.
He had shown up to several classes over the last two weeks. During the classes, he had always been silent and allowed other students to ask questions. Most of the time, he dutifully took notes. Really, he was probably a better student than half of her actual students.
After class was when the real trouble began. His incessant bombardment of questions was just too much. That wasn�t to say that they were bad questions. Some were quite good. A few even had her needing to do a little research before being able to properly answer.
It was the sheer quantity that grated on her nerves. Since he had started attending classes, Zoe found herself answering questions for up to five hours after school ended. Every single day. A time during which she was generally unable to get other work done. No grading papers. No enigma research. Worst of all, her lesson plans were going to suffer soon if she couldn�t find the time to organize.
After today�s event, Zoe was desperately hoping that he would not be returning for further education. If he was, she would have to set a time limit. A single hour outside school would have to suffice.
On the plus side, he was a lot more confident speaking about thaumaturgical matters. Once the event actually got underway, she might not have to carry ninety percent of the discussion as she had for the last event.
Zoe was still expecting to be the one doing most of the talking, however.
�Last event, neither we nor the contestants knew what the event was going to consist of. I understand that things are different this time around.�
�That is correct,� Zoe said with a nod of her head. �The contestants are currently being informed of what they are to do with roughly an hour before the event starts. They can use the remainder of that hour for whatever preparation they feel they need before the event itself will begin. That could mean brewing potions, collecting enchanted items, or simply practicing with their peers.�
�And they�re not the only ones who know ahead of time.�
Again, Zoe nodded. She reached forwards to the small table. Last time, it held a number of refreshments. Neither she nor Hank had actually consumed any. This time, nothing but a few glasses of water and a large pitcher sat on the table. In terms of food, anyway.
The centerpiece this time around was a large green crystal. Roughly the size of a bowling ball, though oblong and with sharp angled ends. Like a plumb-bob with points on both ends.
�This,� Zoe said, picking up the large crystal, �is crystallized magic.� Although the size of a bowling ball, the crystal was earth essence. As such, it was heavy. Really heavy. Zoe cheated with a little bit of air mage telekinesis to lighten the load. Had she not, lifting it would have taken both hands and a great deal of strain. Something that would be entirely unsightly for live television.
Really, whoever designed the set should have used crystallized air essence. The size would be no less impressive yet she could have balanced the whole thing on her little finger.
�It is fairly easy to make through a simple alchemical process, though they�re never made this big normally. Crystallized essence is essentially distilled magic and is used in various potions. Tonight, however, these are the objectives of the event.�
She hefted the crystal up, putting a little more show in the effort than she was actually feeling.
�This is essence of earth. It is quite heavy. Imagine a bowling ball of the same size and you can imagine the weight fairly accurately. However, it is only one of four essences in use tonight.�
She replaced the crystal on the pedestal and clasped her hands in her lap.
�Water, fire, and air make up the rest. Water is cold. Normally we use smaller crystals and they feel like holding ice cubes. One this size has a very real chance of causing frostbite. Fire is just the opposite. Even smaller ones are handled with gloves. For these larger ones, I urge our contestants to exercise caution while handling them. Crystallized air is the opposite of earth. Despite being the same size, they will be almost buoyant in the surrounding air.�
Hank reached forward and, using two hands, grabbed the earth crystal by either end. He managed to lift it, though the strain was evident on his purpling face.
�You weren�t kidding about that weight,� he said as he set it back down.
�Each of our five teams will be given three crystals, which kind will be selected randomly through a lottery draw. They must protect these crystals while attempting to retrieve the crystals from enemy schools.�
�Like a game of capture the flag.�
�With a little twist. For the first twenty minutes, only one member of each school may leave their starting location. He or she may scout out other schools� camps and, if the opportunity presents itself, steal one or more of their crystals. Of course, with seven members from each school participating and six stuck at their starting locations, it will likely wind up as one versus six. Not the greatest odds, though if they manage to get far enough away from the camp, the pursuing school will not be able to chase the thief without disqualifying themselves.
�The six who cannot leave camp are generally expected to be constructing defenses. Traps, fortresses, pitfalls, and what have you. It isn�t required, but schools who leave their crystals lying about will likely not have the success that others will enjoy.
�Beyond the first twenty minutes, the number of students a school can field will increase by two every five minutes up until all students are allowed to leave at the thirty minute mark. Then the game begins in earnest. The winner will be determined by which school has collected the most crystals after two hours. Just losing a crystal or two does not put anyone out of the game. Though severe injuries or other incapacitations will result in a student being withdrawn for the remainder of the match for medical purposes.�
Hank rubbed his hands together with a grin. �Sounds exciting. And we�re slated to begin in just under an hour. So stay tuned,� he said, looking right at the camera. �After these messages from our sponsors, we will go through the schools and introduce the contestants.�
He held his grin at the camera for just a moment until the live light turned off.
Zoe sighed, sinking into her chair. That had been a fairly long-winded explanation. And the student introductions would just be longer.
She reached under the table and pulled out a small notebook.
At least I did research on the other schools� students this time.
� � �
Juliana clapped Irene on the back. �There you go. You got it.�
Allowing herself a small smile, Irene stared at her earthen castle. The highest tower only came up to her knees. However, it spread out at least as wide as Saija�s wingspan.
And wasn�t it a sad thought that she was measuring things in terms of Saija�s body.
But, though it was small, it was sturdy. Kicking it with all her might only knocked off small chunks despite it being constructed from dirt. It was like kicking rock. Actually, it wasn�t just like kicking rock. Her foot stung from having kicked it so hard.
�Now let me tell you a little trick my mom does. I can only do it if I�m concentrating really hard. Not really something I can do in battle yet because I�m not good enough at water magic.�
�And you think I am?�
�No, but you have teammates. Six of them. Unless something seriously went weird, at least one should be a water mage. Or an experienced non-fire mage capable of using water magic.�
�Three of them are demons. I don�t know about the other two, but I�m pretty sure that Saija doesn�t know any thaumaturgy.�
Juliana frowned, but held up a few fingers. �That still leaves three others.�
�I think Henry is a water mage, but he hates everyone else on the team. Including me.�
Narrowing her eyes, Juliana turned and glanced around the room. It didn�t take her long to spot Henry�he was off in a corner all on his own, avoiding everyone�s gaze as he looked through that notebook of his.
�Well, I�ll tell you anyway. If he wants to play as a team, you can get him to help you out.�
As she spoke, Juliana pulled out her wand. Which Irene found strange. Juliana tended to use her rings even during class. In fact, Irene hadn�t even known that she still carried a wand.
Irene must have had a strange look on her face because Juliana shrugged. �I�m not very good at water magic. Wands are easier than rings.�
Juliana swished her wand and gave it a little flick with her wrist. At first nothing happened. Then Irene noticed dark patches spreading across the surface of the rock-like dirt castle. Some patches even began sweating.
�Any earth mage worth their salt will be able to wave their wand and collapse anything you build. You can fight against it, but then it comes down to a battle of willpower. And you have to concentrate. Not really the best thing if you�re being attacked by several people.�
Once the castle was thoroughly soaked, Juliana snapped her wrist again. Small hexagons of ice started spreading over various points on the castle. The hexagons grew, connecting with each other. The entire surface of the castle had iced over after a few seconds.
�But if you or another water mage infuses the building with water and then carefully freezes it, it will hold its shape even while under attack. Not forever, of course. But it should work long enough for you to fight whoever is attacking you.�
Testing the strength, Irene kicked at the walls of the castle again. This time, not even little chunks of dirt fell off the sides.
�Huh. Neat.�
�The water part has to be done carefully. If you put too much water into it, the whole thing will wash away. Too little and the structure will become brittle. Freeze it too fast and everything will crack and break.�
�Sounds complicated. And not really worth it unless you�ve practiced.�
Irene glanced over Juliana�s shoulder to where Henry sat. He had actually looked up from his book to watch what Juliana had been doing, but made no move to actually come closer. As soon as Irene met his eyes, he shook his head and buried his nose in his notebook.
�And I doubt Henry has practiced much.�
�Probably. There is also a thing you can do with fire magic, but it requires making clay and then firing it like in a kiln. Takes a while. Probably not useful for tonight�s event.�
Irene shrugged. The water thing didn�t sound all that useful either. Still, she got a few tips for both quick constructions and sturdy constructions. Both should help out.
�Fifteen minutes remaining,� a voice said, echoing over the intercom system in the dueling hall. �Contestants should prepare to move to the starting area. Repeat, fifteen minutes remaining for the preparation period.�
�Well, guess that�s my cue,� Juliana said. �Maybe you can get Henry to practice with you for the last few minutes.�
�Yeah,� Irene said as she glanced over Juliana�s shoulder again, voice flat. �Maybe.�
�Everyone else is already at my mom�s house to watch the show on her big-screen.�
�Thanks for staying and giving me tips.�
�No problem,� Juliana said with a wave of her hand as she turned to leave. �Give �em hell.�
�Oh, we�ll give them Hell alright.� Saija fluttered in from nowhere, landing just to Irene�s side.
It actually made her jump a little.
Juliana just chuckled as she walked off.
Saija offered a casual wave before she spun around and stared at Irene with the intensity of a thousand suns.
�So, I was just talking with Neuro. I wanted to be the first one to go wreak havoc on our enemies� bases but then he called me a fool! Can you believe that? Anyway, I said I should go because I could fly and cover more ground, scout out the enemy, and return with good information all before the second group can leave. You know what he did?� She put her hands on her hips and stared.
Irene wasn�t sure if she should answer or just wait for her to continue her diatribe.
Waiting turned out to be the right answer.
�He sprouted wings!� Saija�s wings spread out as she shouted. �Big fluffy raven wings. All covered in dark black feathers. It looked really nice�not as nice as my wings, of course�but I didn�t know he could do that. He never grew wings before. And then he was like �I�ll be the first one out. Why don�t you be the last one? Be our last-minute reinforcements in the field and protect our base with your mighty prowess until then.� Which sounds nice but I mean, he just called me a fool. I�m not so sure I��
�Saija,� Irene said, placing a finger on the demon�s lips. �Calm down. Why don�t you stay with me? If you�re the first one out, we�ll be separated.�
As much as Irene hated to admit it, she was really grateful that Saija had taken a liking to her. As friendly as Saija might be, she was still a demon. And demons were strong. If Irene stuck next to Saija, she would probably be a whole lot safer than if she were on her own.
�Yeah, I thought about that. What am I supposed to do around our base? I can�t build fancy sand castles,� she said, waving a hand at Irene�s castle.
�You can protect the base from anyone who shows up. We might fall under attack early on.� She leaned in close and whispered, �You heard the rumors that Faultline and the Nod Complex were going to team up to ensure we lost this one.�
�Who said that?�
�Eva. She said it at the last meeting.�
�Oh,� she said, shoulders slumped in slight dejection. �It�s probably true then.� After a moment of keeping her shoulders slumped, she suddenly straightened her back. �Oh! It�s probably true then.� A low chuckle escaped from the back of her throat as a shark-toothed grin spread across her face. �That means two people are going to try to surprise attack us early on?�
�Ah, I guess so? They might wait for reinforcements.�
�The first reinforcements would mean six total people could attack us. If we send two people away as soon as we can, it would be six versus four.� She chuckled again and started flapping her wings. �I have to go talk to Sebastian. I�m sure we can come up with a little surprise for them.�
Saija flew off towards the sharply dressed demon.
Which left Irene on her own once again. Juliana really hadn�t needed to take off quite so early. There were fifteen minutes left. Surely she had more tips to impart. But Irene couldn�t complain too much. She had been the one to stop Juliana from heading off with Eva and the others.
Irene glanced over at Henry. He was the only one who was off on his own. Everyone else was talking with each other or obviously practicing something or other. He just read his notebook.
She had half a mind to leave him to it and continue practicing what Juliana had shown her�just because she did it once in a low stress situation did not mean that she would be able to rapidly build a full-sized fortress with all the pressure of the event on her�but maybe Juliana had a point. With ginger steps, she approached.
�What are you reading?� she asked. She had to ask. He didn�t acknowledge her on her way over and even after hovering for a few seconds, he didn�t say anything.
It still took another moment before Henry sighed. �Just information I�ve collected on Nod Complex�s inhuman students.�
Inhuman? Irene wasn�t actually sure if that was racist or not. It was true, but nonhuman seemed a better term to use. Inhuman made it sound like they were inhuman monsters, or something. She probably wouldn�t have questioned it at all had Henry not cared about all the demons around the school, but he obviously didn�t like them.
�Anything interesting?�
�I just don�t want to be surprised by strange magics. Apparently they have a sandman, capable of putting people to sleep with a touch. Don�t let yourself get touched.�
�I see.� That did sound worrisome. �Anything else?�
�Nothing especially troublesome,� he admitted with a grudge. �The vampire and the dryad won�t be participating. Thank the heavens for that.�
�Well, in that case, did you want to try practicing magic with me? Juliana was showing me all about how��
�I was watching.�
Irene flinched back. This was a mistake. She should have just gone with Saija and talked with Sebastian. And wasn�t that a sad thought, that she found herself able to get along better with demons than humans. Obviously Henry wouldn�t like her. He didn�t like demons and she was friends with Saija. Was she friends with Saija? Probably.
Henry snapped his book shut, causing Irene to jump again.
�I suppose we might try it. So long as it is a purely thaumaturgical exercise, I don�t have problems with it.�
�It is,� Irene said quickly. Too quickly. �I use earth magic and you use water. Nothing else.�
�Very well.� He pushed himself off the floor, using the wall to help him get to his feet. �Build up a wall and let�s see if we can get this to work.�
Irene smiled as she pulled out her wand. She could feel the strain in her smile, but it didn�t matter. There were about ten minutes until the start of the event. As soon as it started� well, she would still have to interact with him. But there would be others around as well.
Other demons and people who had bound demons. The kind of people he didn�t like.
Slapping her cheeks, Irene shook her head. It wasn�t like he was going to attack them. Or her. They just needed to practice.
� � �
Juliana hurried through the empty streets of Brakket City. Fifteen minutes before the students had to be ready to start. Probably another fifteen minutes to draw straws for the crystals. Maybe another five to ten for them to get into position.
In other words, plenty of time for her to get home.
She wished she could teleport. Even blinking would be nice, but her mother wouldn�t teach her until she was older. How old seemed to increase with every year. It couldn�t be that difficult or dangerous. Eva had learned how years ago. Sure, she had mentioned almost losing a limb once or twice, but that was hardly a big deal. If Juliana lost a limb, maybe she could petition Arachne for one of hers.
Yeah right. Her father would never agree to that and she highly doubted that her mother would be any more open-minded.
But still, Eva only almost lost limbs. Surely she could do it.
Juliana paused and focused on an empty patch of sidewalk ten feet in front of her. She knew that theory. Books in Brakket Library held the answers to most everything she had ever wanted to look up.
Shaking her head, she decided against actually trying. If she were trying with other people around, at least she would have immediate help if she left her arm behind. Or worse, if she left her clothes behind. Brakket was a fairly dead city, but there had been more cameras around than ever before. She wasn�t Eva. She didn�t walk around naked and think nothing of it. It would be absolutely mortifying if someone recorded her teleporting out of her clothes and posted it all over the internet.
With a sigh, she continued on her way home.
Only to find her sigh catching in her throat. In an instant, Juliana�s armor turned to liquid. Metal encased her whole head and solidified into a hard helmet.
Something landed behind her with a loud clank. Something heavy and metallic. A chill ran up her spine and it wasn�t because of the cold evening air.
Juliana turned slowly.
The hunter stood behind her. The one with bright red hair and an eye patch. The one Eva had attacked on the roof. The one who, by all appearances, had been a complete invalid just a few weeks before. She stood in a suit of rough armor.
Unlike the now deceased armored hunter, this woman�s was raw and bulky. Put together in a rush and without proper fitting. There was no paint and no finish. Just rough steel and rusted iron. She lacked a helmet, though she had some kind of a molded circlet around her forehead that Juliana was sure hadn�t been there the last time they met.
�You will come with me,� the woman said, �or you will die.�
Juliana clenched her teeth together. What to do? Run? Attack? Obviously she wasn�t going anywhere with the woman. There was a crazed look in her eyes. Her wild red hair hung around her face making her look all the more deranged. If she went with the woman, she would probably die anyway.
With a brush of her fingers, Juliana could destroy the woman�s armor. Eva had said that she had three holes in her spine, paralyzing her. The armor must be holding her up, letting her move. One didn�t just cure spinal nerve damage in a handful of weeks. Especially because the original injury had been inflicted early summer. That had been months ago. She would have cured herself before launching their most recent attack.
Right. Destroy armor. Disable woman. She might teleport away as she had before, but at least Juliana would get away. Then she could warn Eva and her mother and anyone else that this hunter was still hunting. She didn�t know why she was the one being hunted, but that hardly mattered now.
Juliana charged forward.
The woman stood still for just one second. As soon as that second passed, her face changed. Her lips split straight across her face, giving her a maniacal crescent moon of a smile. Her single eye widened but the pupil shrunk to a tiny pinprick.
Her armor moved. And the woman with it.
The next thing Juliana knew, she was looking at the twilight sky. Except� she had just been charging at the woman. Wha�
Juliana crashed into the ground, rolling and tumbling twenty feet down the street. Everything ached. The liquid membrane between her skin and her solid armor acted as a minor cushion, but it wasn�t enough.
She couldn�t even get up before something gripped her ankle. Juliana found herself swinging up through the air in a high arc before having her back slammed into the ground.
Delirious laughter echoed down the street, the last thing Juliana heard as she fell into unconsciousness.

Chapter 018

Captured. Again.
�And� Ohh!� Hank cried with a wince. �There goes the scout from Mount Hope. Brakket Academy�s scout showed absolutely no restraint.� He glanced to the side. �A little rivalry after that last event?�
�Perhaps,� Zoe said, watching as the boy struggled against the fleshy bindings that pinned him to a tree. Neuro stood nearby, apparently basking in his victory. Though that wasn�t quite right. It was just that the cameras didn�t show exactly what was going on. To be fair, Zoe doubted that being there in person would be much different. �Although he could have just been after a quick snack.�
�Snack? How so?�
�Did I forget to mention? Neuro is a brain eater,� Zoe quickly held up a hand. �Before you freak out, no, not literally. He feeds on negative emotions. So the young boy from Mount Hope feeling depressed, upset, or otherwise in despair over being immobilized two minutes into the event is like an energy drink to Neuro.�
�Ah. You had me worried for a moment. What are the odds that the scout from Mount Hope can escape from his� What is that holding him to the tree?�
Zoe honestly had no idea.
For all she knew, it was digesting the boy alive. She doubted it. The boy was struggling, but not screaming in pain or otherwise freaking out at having his body dissolved. Neuro had a �no permanently hurting students� clause in his contract that included those of other schools. But so had Timothy and he wound up with a sword through his skull. Hopefully Neuro wouldn�t be so foolish. Zoe wasn�t going to be too optimistic. Demons were not necessarily known for their good decision making skills.
Still, she decided to go with an educated guess.
�I�m not sure on the exact nature of the material, but its purpose is to hold victims in place. Similar to a spider wrapping up a fly in its web for later consumption. As for escaping it, I don�t find it very likely without outside help. If Neuro��
Zoe cut herself off as Neuro spread his feathered wings and took off to the skies once again. He zoomed right past one of the hovering drones, pausing just long enough to give it a bright smile. Unlike most demons, he didn�t have red eyes or slit pupils. His were glowing green without any real pupil at all, just three concentric irises, each separated by a thin black line.
And then he was off. The drone dropped a few feet from Neuro�s wake before it managed to catch itself. By the time it swiveled around to try to find him, there was nothing to find.
�Well, Neuro left�� She trailed off with a quick glance at her notes. �Brandon conscious and within the field of play. So long as his teammates show up to cut him out, I think it is safe to consider him still a contestant.�
�Ah, but that�s still over ten minutes away.� Hank shuddered. �I sure wouldn�t want to be inside a pulsating sack of flesh for so long.� He paused with a finger to his ear. �Ah, I�ve just been informed that a medical team is on their way to ensure he is alright. They won�t actually touch him without due cause so as to not disqualify him, but it is simply a precautionary measure.�
�He did get thrown against the tree with some force,� Zoe said with a nod of her head. �Probably nothing worse than being tackled in football, but checking can�t hurt anything.�
She said that mostly to soften any appearance of danger.
Over the past few weeks, Zoe had been reading the internet. From large news articles to comments and even forum threads. The reactions to the previous event had been� divided.
There had obviously been the people panicking and decrying magic as witchcraft and devilry, calling for everyone to be hung or burned at the stake. They were the minority for the most part. In the modern world, many didn�t find such things appealing. Especially with how romanticized the supernatural, magic, and vampires had been in movies and books as of late. Even people bringing up the Lansing incident didn�t seem to sway many.
Only one group decrying magic really got any traction. That was�Zoe assumed�mothers.
People who watched the last event. They didn�t blink at the idea of magic. They didn�t care about the existence of vampires, demons, and dryads. They didn�t even consider the ramifications of conjuring water or earth, apparently violating various laws of physics.
All they saw were children fighting each other with �deadly� weapons. And the dragon. And Lucy, actually.
Really.
Idiots for the most part. There were probably more injuries and deaths every year in high school marching bands than there were in the interscholastic tournaments for the past century. They simply failed to understand that magic�especially with potions included�had just as many healing and protective elements as offensive ones.
Perhaps because she had spent most of her life without a mother�and Wayne had been a pretty poor father even before he stopped even pretending�Zoe just couldn�t understand their thinking. She was highly protective of her students and even she had very few compunctions about the tournament.
�Well,� Hank said, �I�ll make sure we check in on how he is doing in a few minutes. For the moment, it looks like another two scouts have encountered each other.�
The screens shifted to display just what Hank had mentioned.
Dressed in a military-style uniform, the scout from Faultline popped out from behind a tree. He just about ran into the sandman from Nod Complex. Literally. They were only about ten feet apart.
Zoe was about to open her mouth and comment about how the fight was already over. The sandman was an air mage, thaumaturgically. She had seen him practicing. All he would have to do to win the fight would be to gather up some of his golden sand and let his air magic carry it right to the Faultline scout.
When Anderson had first proposed his demon plan, Zoe had felt like Brakket was cheating. After watching just how easy it was for the sandman to put people to sleep, she was starting to think that they had merely evened the deck. Faultline had won the last tournament and they were a pure human school. She was pretty sure the only reason they had won had been because the Nod Complex hadn�t been invited.
Between a thaumaturge and a nonhuman with thaumaturgical abilities, Zoe would bet on the latter in almost every situation. People like Genoa could probably win, but Genoa hadn�t been what she was now while still in school. Probably, anyway. Zoe hadn�t even met her until Genoa was already a well-respected mage-knight.
However, the fight didn�t turn out how Zoe expected. In fact, there wasn�t a fight at all. The sandman gave a curt nod of his head to the Faultline scout.
�What�s this?� Hank cried, jumping to the edge of his seat. �An alliance?�
�It sure seems that way,� Zoe said as the Faultline scout nodded back.
With nothing more said between them, they turned and started walking side by side.
�Two schools joining together to take on the other three?�
�I suppose we�ll have to see what happens.�
�Right you are, Zoe. Right you are.�
� � �
Eva turned away from the television as it went to a quick commercial break. Genoa�s house had a nice big screen television. Everyone who didn�t mind Arachne�s presence had gathered around to watch. The school was showing their own airing of the event, but there were three things wrong. It was projected�Eva always thought projectors had somewhat washed out colors�the seating was made up of the same hard metal chairs used for school assemblies, and there were other people around. Too many people.
Not to mention, Genoa had ordered several pizzas. Normal, pepperoni pizzas. The Brakket airing probably had food, but it was probably absolutely inedible.
Here at Genoa�s place she could eat good food, lean against Arachne on one side, have Shalise on her other side, talk quietly with Jordan and Shelby, and�
Genoa reentered the room, one arm through the sleeve of a jacket while she looked over a cellphone in her other hand. She did not look happy.
�Still no Juliana?�
Looking up, Genoa shook her head. �I�ve sent her a few texts and calls. She hasn�t responded to a single one,� she said, using the opportunity to finish putting on her jacket. �I�ll be back as soon as I find her.�
Much to Arachne�s dismay, Eva pushed off her and stood. �I�ll come with you.�
�I�m sure she�s fine. Maybe she decided to stay at the school for some reason.�
Eva stared. Just for a moment. The frown on her face deepened the longer she stared. �Is that what you really believe?�
Other than a slight pursing of her lips, Genoa didn�t respond.
�Juliana is my friend too. If she wound up in trouble again, I can�t just leave her to it.�
It took a moment, but Genoa eventually nodded her head. �Alright. But the rest of you,� she said, pointing around the room, �you�re to stay here. Carlos is watching the house. If Juliana comes back on her own, kindly remind him to text me. He�ll probably forget the moment he sees her.� She mumbled the last line more to herself than anyone else.
Eva didn�t bother putting on a heavy jacket. She did place a few warming spells around her body. Same with Arachne. It wasn�t until recently that Eva had even realized she might get cold in the winters as well. Arachne never complained. Not even light grumbling.
But, it only took a few seconds and they were ready to go.
Genoa took two steps out of her house with Eva trailing just a step behind. And then she froze.
�This seems familiar.�
Eva blinked. Her mouth parted just a hair before she realized what Genoa meant. �Arachne promises she won�t try to kill you no matter how good an idea it seems at the time,� Eva said in a harsh voice with slightly narrowed eyes.
Genoa made a light humming noise while Arachne let out a low growl.
�So long as she leaves you alone,� Arachne said, �I�ll let her kill me.�
�Don�t do that either!� Eva snapped out, staring at the spider-demon. Arachne turned her head away. �Just� just rescue Juliana. No fighting each other at all. Period.� She grabbed Arachne by the chin and turned her to face Eva. �Don�t die.�
Eight red eyes stared down at Eva for a moment before Arachne nodded her head.
�Good. Now� where do we start?� Eva looked up to Genoa. �Brakket is a small city, but still fairly large for three people to search. Probably at the school, right?�
�Actually, no. I activated the GPS tracking in her cellphone. It�s in the middle of the city, roughly halfway between the school and here. The corner of Seventh and Cain.�
Eva dropped her hand to the phone in her pocket. �You can do that?�
�It has to be set up specially, but yes, I can find the location of Juliana�s phone.�
�I see.� At first, Eva had worried over the secrecy of the ritual circle. But on further thought, it was probably safe. The ward around the Infinite Courtyard twisted an enormous area into a relatively tiny space. The mundane technology probably couldn�t properly compensate.
�Come on. Even if she�s in the middle of walking home, might as well walk her the rest of the way.�
With that, Genoa blinked down the street. She blinked a second time immediately after the first.
�You can keep up, right?� Eva asked with a glance to Arachne.
�Even if I lose you, I can still sense you. Go as fast as you want.�
Eva nodded as she blinked after Genoa.
It took a couple of minutes to get to the cross street Genoa had mentioned. They could probably have gone faster had they taken to the roofs, but Genoa�s house was way on the outskirts of the city. There weren�t many consecutive roofs out there. By the time they made it into the more city-like part of the city, neither Eva nor Genoa bothered blinking up high.
Eva stopped, gaping at the street as she rounded the corner. Juliana certainly wasn�t where Genoa had said she would be.
The street had been torn up. A portion of the sidewalk looked like someone had taken a backhoe and just ran it into the ground. In the center of the street, a series of concentric cracks and spider-webbing lines spread out from an impact that looked vaguely like a person�s silhouette.
Genoa moved with unnatural calm as she picked up a cellphone from the gutter. The screen had cracked. Part of it was blank while the other part was pure white, no real picture on it.
She pulled out her own cellphone and tapped out a few words.
As she did so, Eva pulled out her own cellphone and sent a message to Nel.
� � �
Juliana�s everything hurt. Everything. She tried to open her eyes and only got one to properly respond. Reaching up, the other felt puffy and swollen. Her fingers came away slick with fresh blood from a cut somewhere around her eyebrow.
Her back felt like someone had taken a jackhammer to it. The back of her head was much the same. Just putting pressure on her hand while trying to sit up sent a stinging pain up her arm.
But she didn�t stop. She couldn�t stop. She had to get up and get away. That hunter�
All of Juliana�s armor was gone. She still had her clothes, but they were ragged and torn. Feeling around with her good hand, she couldn�t find anything in her pockets. No wand. No phone. Nothing that would help her escape. All of her rings were missing as well. Even Ylva�s ring. One of her fingers had been broken, though she could barely feel it with everything else. The hunter had probably not been all that kind while stripping her of her possessions.
Juliana finally sat up enough to look around, though she edged over to lean against a wall so that she didn�t have to exert herself just keeping upright.
She was in a small room. No carpet on the cement floor. No furniture or other equipment. A basement by the looks of the thin window high up on one of the walls. The only light in the room came in from the window. There was a ceiling lamp, but no bulbs in its sockets.
The cold cement floor actually felt nice against her aching hands. The wall, some kind of rough stone meant for decoration, was exactly the opposite. It scratched through her torn clothes, agitating her back even more.
But she didn�t move. She sat staring at the open door.
It had to be a trap. The hunter wouldn�t have gone to the effort of kidnapping her only to forget to close the door.
Looking around, the only other thing of note was a small duct sticking out of the rock wall. A black plastic trash bag had been placed over the opening, held on by a few rubber bands. At first, Juliana thought she might be able to fit through it. It was probably a flue for a fireplace that might have occupied the room at one time.
But even if it remained the same width all the way to the chimney, it was only wide enough for her head to fit through. Her shoulders would never make it. And that was assuming she could climb up a chimney in her state.
Starting to stand only to freeze as a pain shot up her leg, Juliana noticed her ankle. Or what was left of it. Blackened and bruised, the foot she had been swung around by was pulverized. Which really explained a great deal of the pain she was in.
Juliana thumped her head back against the stone wall with a hiss of pain. She had meant to just rest her head against the wall. The coarse and incredibly hard wall did not take kindly to that.
Closing her eyes, Juliana took a few quick breaths. She needed to calm down.
And she needed to get out.
Her mother would be looking for her. Eva as well, most likely. She knew that they would. Why wouldn�t they? They would probably recruit Nel as well, though whether or not that would work was up in the air. She knew that Nel�s vision had been spotty around the hunters in the past.
There was no reason to believe that they would be coming. Not anytime soon, anyway.
Juliana shoved off the wall, clenching her teeth but otherwise ignoring the pain.
She was not going to be used as bait again.
Using her one good arm and one good leg, she started crawling across the room. Standing was right out. No skin had broken, but the way her foot moved in relation to the rest of her leg�
Juliana tried not to think about it as she reached forward with her elbow, pressed her arm flat against the cement, and used her foot to help drag herself forwards.
By the time she made it to the doorway, she was about ready to just flop over and never move again. Her body�s ache only doubled over since she started moving.
Stretching her arm forward, her elbow crossed the threshold.
Juliana flew back across the room, rolling twice before smashing her back into the rough stone wall. For a moment, she just stayed still. The doorway had a semi-transparent barrier. Blue lightning danced across, looking for something else to throw back across the room. After a moment or two, it started fading out, unable to find anything. Seconds later, the door returned to being perfectly clear.
At least the room isn�t filling with water, Juliana thought with a humorless chuckle�that turned to a cough part way through.
As she sat not wanting to move in the slightest, dust fell from the ceiling, knocked loose by heavy footsteps moving about overhead. Which only had her coughing worse.
The steps moved. First growing faint, they quickly deepened their volume as they stomped down stairs somewhere outside the room.
The hunter appeared in the doorway, still clad in her bulky metal armor. She sneered down at Juliana.
�You�ll kill yourself,� she said with a dark chuckle. Her fingers brushed over the empty space in the doorway. Lightning leaped out, dancing across the metal armor of her glove. Though her glove started to emit a faint light from the heat, she didn�t budge. �My own design. Can�t recommend touching it.�
Juliana just groaned.
�Just sit tight and maybe I�ll let you go.� Her face twisted into something that would look more at place on a demon than a human. �After I kill that little abomination.�
Licking her lips, Juliana found the coppery taste of blood smeared over her teeth and tongue. She couldn�t help but wonder how long that had been there. Was it from being knocked back from the barrier? Earlier? It was amazing what she could miss when her entire body was in pain.
But the woman had just confirmed that Juliana was being used as bait. Again.
Her face returned to an almost bored impassiveness as she stared down at Juliana. For just a moment, Juliana thought she was going to say something else. Or maybe even let her go. But she turned and walked away without another word.
Juliana had to get out. She was being used as bait again. This building probably had ten times the traps that the hunter�s roof had had during her previous attack. Probably set up much better, more hidden. Probably more deadly as well.
Taking the edge of her knuckle into her mouth, Juliana bit down.
I am not going to be used as bait. Not again.

Chapter 019

Help From Below
�A lot of help she is,� Eva mumbled as she slipped her phone back into her pocket.
Deep wrinkles of thought and worry lined Genoa�s face. Since picking up Juliana�s cellphone, she hadn�t stopped pacing up and down the street. She did pause as Eva finished her call. �Nothing?�
�Nel was using the armored hunter�s blood to track them, assuming it is that hunter again. He died. Plus her vision was slipping as well. She only really was able to watch them thanks to her watching them non-stop since they did their beam attacks near the prison. The hunters that attacked her and Ylva interrupted that.
�However, it is most likely that hunter. When Nel tried to use Juliana�s hair to track her down, her vision slipped off just like the hunters. So unless more people have all suddenly developed the ability to evade Nel�s sight, it�s that eye patch woman.�
Eva couldn�t quite understand how it was that woman. She had been crippled. Blood sight didn�t lie. The woman had three holes in her back, hadn�t moved in the slightest, and even had a neck brace with a focus built into it. Tearing up the street this much just wasn�t something a woman so badly crippled could do. Maybe Juliana had done some of it, but the damaged cellphone had been hers and the imprint of a body had been about her size as well.
Though there wasn�t any ice around, and that definitely seemed to be the woman�s favorite tactic. At least, it had been in previous encounters. Maybe the hunter had found a new henchman to do her dirty work.
�And Ylva cannot do anything? That ring she gave Juli��
�She can confirm that Juliana was alive.�
Genoa�s voice cracked. �Was?�
�The ring has been removed. Juliana was alive up till the ring was removed at the very least. She doesn�t believe that Juliana is dead, however. With Juliana still likely on Earth, one of her reapers could figure that out. I guess. Nel wasn�t being perfectly clear.�
Closing her eyes, Genoa dipped her head as she let out a short sigh. �But they can�t locate her?� she asked after a moment of silence.
Eva shook her head.
After a quick thought, she pulled her cellphone back out. Shalise, Jordan, and Shelby all deserved to know. They were with Carlos. They should be safe, according to Genoa. But they should be on their guard at the very least. She sent a message to Zoe as well, though she probably wouldn�t answer it until after the event.
If she looked during a commercial, would they cancel the event? Continue as planned to avoid creating a panic?
For that matter, were there other people she should send messages to? Eva was limited by the low amount of phone numbers she had collected. So it wasn�t too big of a list to scroll through. She did send off a message to Catherine.
And received an immediate reply. Catherine had probably been on her phone when she received the message. Nothing had happened out at the prison, but she would keep an eye out. Which, for Catherine, probably meant that she would be playing games or researching ritual circles until she realized that the prison was burning down around her.
�I�m a spider, not a hound.�
Eva blinked and glanced up. Genoa was� not quite glaring at Arachne. Arachne definitely had an annoyed look on her face. She could only guess what Genoa had asked while Eva had been distracted.
�Alright,� Eva said. �Someone kidnapped Juliana and is keeping her alive. Most likely a demon hunter at that.�
�Which means she is going to be used,� Genoa said, voice stone cold.
�There are a lot of demons in the city. The first time they actually tried, they killed a good half of the demons. Last time, I think they were specifically trying to get me. Since I killed her partner, I am willing to bet that a similar plan is running through her mind with a little more reckless vengeance involved.
�But don�t worry,� Eva said. �Getting Juliana out will be simple. I just turn myself in.�
�No you won�t,� Arachne growled, stepping closer to Eva.
�I�m not going to let her kill me,� Eva said. �We get Juliana out then either I escape on my own or you come rescue me.�
�This is a terrible plan. We would trade a more powerful demon for a weak human.� A slight pause passed by before Arachne turned to face Genoa. �No offense.�
Eva winced at the phrasing, only to find herself surprised as Genoa started nodding along.
�No, Arachne is right. Unless you have a guaranteed way of escaping�and fast�you�ll get killed. Assuming her goal is to kill you, she needs to keep Juliana alive to draw you out to her. Once she has you in her hands, there is no reason to keep you alive. Or Juliana, for that matter. She may tell you to kill yourself before she will hand over Juliana and then won�t follow through anyway.�
�Possibly,� Eva said with a slight hum. Thinking back, she wasn�t so sure. The hunter might kill Juliana if she thought she could get away with it, that much was true. Especially if she was aware of Juliana�s own demon summonings. However, just straight up killing Eva didn�t quite align with what little Eva knew of the hunter.
The hunter had blood covered hands back in Martina�s office. Like she had torn apart demons with her bare hands. And sure, that had been before she had been crippled. But even if she captured Eva now, she would probably want at least a little torture.
�Actually, it would probably be best for you to return to your prison. Stay far away from this hunter. Keep anything that may give her cause to kill Juliana far away.�
�You want me to run away? Abandon Juliana?�
�Not necessarily. If running away ensures Juliana�s safety, then yes. Definitely. Whatever ego you have, whatever you think you might be able to do against this hunter, it is secondary to Juliana�s safety.�
Eva took a deep breath. �I understand. Running away might be worse. If the hunter wants me to stay, threatening to kill Juliana would be a good way to ensure I don�t run.�
�I am aware of that. That is why I said if running ensures her safety. For now, we need to find her.�
� � �
�I�m not going to be bait,� Juliana mumbled. She put her finger in her mouth again and bit down. Spitting the scrap of skin off to the side, she waited just a moment for the blood to well up.
Then she got to smearing it around the floor.
�I�m not going to be bait.�
She was being an idiot. She knew very well that there was little chance what she was doing would work. Sitting around and waiting for rescue would be the much better option. Safer option. Maybe. It depended on how truthful the hunter had been when she said that Juliana could go free after she got what she wanted.
Frankly, Juliana was willing to trust her word about as far as she could throw the woman. With all that armor on, Juliana probably wouldn�t be able to lift her, let alone throw her.
So she had come up with a secondary plan. A terrible, foolish, bound-to-fail plan. Juliana was self-aware enough to realize that much. But she couldn�t do nothing. This was like Willie all over again. Except worse because her captor was specifically intending to kill Eva rather than just toy around for her own amusement.
Juliana paused in her smearing of blood to wipe sweat from her brow. It stung in her open wounds, but that was really only a tingle compared to the rest of her injuries. Still, it had to be done. She didn�t want sweat dripping down and ruining her circle. It was already sloppy enough without sweat thinning the blood.
Dust drifted from the rafters as the woman stomped about upstairs. Juliana held her breath. It wouldn�t do her any good if the woman did come downstairs, but it was more of an involuntary response. She did not want to know what would happen if the woman came down and saw a partially constructed summoning circle in the middle of her basement floor.
�What a stupid plan,� she mumbled as she resumed her drawing.
An enigma was going to pop out. She just knew it. But really, what choice did she have but to try? She had no wand, no focus. Eva had taught her a little runework, but none of it would help her out here. Not that she could think of anyway. Maybe if Shalise were here�she had taken to that a bit more seriously. Juliana knew of ritual circles, but didn�t know any specific ones. She lacked an eye implanted in her chest that would give her access to the Elysium Order magics. She lacked the natural magics and abilities of nonhumans.
So Juliana was hoping for a demon but planning for an enigma.
She had already finished several layers of shackles in the far corner of the room. The actual summoning circle was right in front of the door. The nice wide open door, enticing if not for the invisible ward over it. She was hoping that the enigma would ignore her behind her several shackles and go for the path of least resistance. Or least obvious resistance, anyway.
If the enigma did decide that she was the tastier target, well, she was actually pinning her hopes on the hunter. Or, at least, that the hunter did want her alive for the time being.
Juliana probably wouldn�t come out unscathed, but that was a risk she was willing to take at the moment.
Hell, maybe the enigma would decide to go straight through the ceiling. It was probably easier than the barrier or her shackles.
Demons, on the other hand, Juliana wasn�t too sure about. Assuming she got one. A simple imp or even a succubus probably wouldn�t suffice. The woman was a demon hunter, after all. Ylva might win. Ylva had faced off her own hunters, several of them, back during the attack with the doll. But Juliana couldn�t exactly summon Ylva while she was on the mortal plane. She had sisters, but did they act like Ylva? Would they be nice or would they shout at her to kneel until they interacted with people enough to mellow out a bit?
She didn�t know.
Really, that was the problem with most demons. Juliana simply didn�t know enough about them. She had thought Willie was generally nice before everything. That whole situation had turned out about as well as jumping into a meat grinder. Aside from Prax, she couldn�t even think up a demon that she knew and was in Hell. And really, she wasn�t interested in summoning up Prax. Even if he was strong.
So why go for the demon she didn�t know when she could go for the devil she did.
�Ah, I�m such an idiot,� Juliana thought as she finished drawing out the summoning circle. �But I am not going to be bait.�
If she did end up dying, then problem solved. She wouldn�t be bait anymore. Her mother would take up necromancy, summon her ghost�pissing off Ylva and Death in the process�then bind it to some object and throw it in a tomb for ten thousand years while she was grounded. But she wouldn�t be bait.
Juliana paused, staring over the completed circle. She hadn�t drawn one in some time, but she felt confident. It wasn�t too complicated anyway. That didn�t mean she didn�t want to check it for errors. Who knew what she might get?
She had considered trying for a transference circle. Diving into Hell would be away from the hunter. However, there were even more problems with that than trying a summoning. First, nobody would know she had gone to Hell. Which meant that the hunter could still use her as bait. Second, prison had really not been fun the first time around. She liked being attached to her soul and definitely did not want to fight through a jail break to escape again. Third, she really didn�t want to end up in Willie�s domain. Zagan had killed him, but he was probably back by now. He had been able to redirect her away from heading into Prax�s domain. Who was to say that he couldn�t do the same again.
In fact, Juliana didn�t want to end up in any demon�s domain except for Eva�s. Or Arachne�s or Ylva�s, she supposed. But they were three demons among an endless population. The odds were not in her favor.
And lastly, Hell was, presumably, full of enigmas. A single one being brought to Earth was far more manageable than diving into a pit of them no matter how she considered it. Best to deal with one rather than a potentially unlimited number.
Juliana licked her lips, tasting the half-dried blood. It was finished. And now� she was just delaying.
The longer she delayed, the greater chance that something bad happened. Either Eva or her mother would walk into the hunter�s trap or the hunter would come back downstairs.
So she crawled onto the circle, doing her best to avoid messing up any lines.
After closing her eyes, Juliana started pouring magic into the summoning circle. Like clockwork, the circle lit up and started slowly rotating. That was Juliana�s cue to get out.
She scrambled off as fast as she could, trying to get to the shackles in the corner.
It wasn�t fast enough.
Something slimy wrapped around her one good leg just before she could make it off the circle. A tentacle. She hadn�t been trying to summon anything with tentacles. Which meant enigma.
Eva had said something once. They were weak. Except they also bit off her leg. Juliana didn�t quite understand, but she didn�t want her leg anywhere near its mouth.
She reached forward with her good hand and started prying the slimy tentacle off her leg. It wasn�t constricting too tight, but it had wrapped around a good half a dozen times. Unfortunately, peeling it away just made more tentacle rise up out of the slowly rotating summoning circle, which tried to wrap around Juliana�s hand as well. She barely pulled back in time.
A high-pitched whine started winding up between her ears. She tried to press one ear to her shoulder and a hand to her other, but didn�t make it.
A cannon went off. Juliana�s ears rang and her vision blurred. For just a moment, she thought she might pass out again.
But the feeling passed. Her eyes slowly focused.
And she saw the wide round maw of the enigma emerge from the summoning circle. Rows upon rows of shiny black teeth filled the beast�s throat down as far as Juliana could see. And she could suddenly understand exactly how Eva got her foot bitten off, though not so much how she reattached it. If Juliana�s foot went into that blender, it would turn to mincemeat. Maybe this was a different breed.
Not that it would matter in a few minutes. Now that the body had emerged from the depths, the tentacle around her leg had tightened and was pulling her towards it.
Juliana scraped at the hard cement. A fingernail snapped off as she tried to dig it into the unforgiving ground. She managed to move. Barely. Possibly because the enigma was still emerging from the circle, moving slightly forward and giving Juliana that much more room.
Still, as she scrambled away, she didn�t scream. Even as another fingernail split up the middle, Juliana just clenched her teeth. If she could get just a few inches more, she could get her leg to the shackles. Most of her body was already well beyond the threshold.
Just as her leg touched the shackles, the enigma shrieked. Not the high-pitched whine into explosion, but more like a dog being kicked in the stomach.
Her leg went taut with a snap as the tentacles yanked her back. A brief spike of pain crossed her hip. She gripped the flat cement as best she was able, even with her injured arm.
And still felt herself being drawn back.
�I will not go to Hell again,� she hissed through grit teeth as she struggled against the sudden pressure on her leg. �And I�m not going to be eaten either.�
Over her shoulder, the enigma looked like it was having just as many problems as she was. The tentacles streaming off its back were pulled as tight as Juliana�s leg, tense and all leading down into the summoning circle. Its wide maw snapped at the air, not actually managing to accomplish anything.
The tentacles leading into the summoning circle jerked. The enigma jerked with them, slipping a bit into the circle.
Juliana jerked back with it.
She let out a clipped whimper, cut off as she grit her teeth. Something in her knee snapped.
A hand emerged from the depths of Hell, grabbing onto the enigma�s face. Two fingers actually slipped into its razor-sharp maw.
The enigma, snapping down, broke its teeth rather than slicing through the fingers.
Juliana slid back just a little more before everything stopped.
Violet blood painted the walls. Teeth exploded outwards and burrowed into the drywall. The tentacles, save for a little end around Juliana�s ankle, were gone.
Standing with a frown on his face was a golden eyed demon.
�You,� he said in his silver voice, deep and familiar, �are looking far worse than the last time I saw you.�
Juliana didn�t have a proper response. She tried, but all that came out was a pained squeak. Trying again was impossible. Her eyes fluttered shut as her blood-covered face hit the concrete.
� � �
Irene pressed her back against an earthen wall, ducking her head as a fireball flew overhead.
Why did I sign up for this? she thought with a narrowed glare towards Saija. Oh wait! I didn�t.
But Saija was completely oblivious to her thoughts. In fact, she was completely oblivious to everything, including the battle going on around them. A stone the size of Irene�s fist slammed into her shoulder, but Saija barely noticed.
She was just� staring.
Behind her, just to the side of another barrier, Sebastian had stood up and was staring as well. An icicle whizzed past his face and he didn�t even blink.
Both were staring in the same direction.
Something knotted in Irene�s stomach. Something wrong. Two demons, both completely ignoring the battle around them?
�Saija?� Irene said, reaching to grab the succubus� hand.
Saija didn�t even react until Irene pulled her back down behind the wall. And then, it was just to stare at Irene.
�Are you alright?�
�Perfect!� Her voice came bright and cheery. Almost forced. �Come on, let�s show these humans how real demons fight.�
Saija didn�t wait for a response from Irene. She vaulted over the wall, spreading her wings. She was gone in an instant.
Blinking, Irene realized that Sebastian was back to fighting as well. Fighting with, of all things, cutlery. A dinner fork flew from his hands over the wall. A short moment later, someone cried out.
With a short sigh, Irene felt the tension leave her shoulders. If they were both back to normal, it couldn�t have been anything too bad. She stood with her wand in hand.
Only to dive to the side as a fireball crashed against the wall, knocking shards of hardened earth into the air.
�I�m not a demon, Saija,� she mumbled. �I don�t even want to fight as a human.�
� � �
Zoe�s heart lurched.
Something happened.
Both demons at the Brakket post had frozen. That on its own might not be worth noting; however, the scout demon had frozen as well. A second camera showed him over by Isomer�s post. All three of them froze at the exact same time. No matter how she considered it, something was off.
Eva. Because what else would it have been.
She considered making an excuse to step off stage for a moment. To at least grab her cellphone and tell Wayne to be on the lookout for anything odd.
Next commercial break, she thought as she reinforced her smile.
�Glad you asked, Hank,� she said, hoping there was no strain in her voice.
� � �
Catherine jolted. A full cup of coffee spilled all down her front.
And all over the front of her cellphone.
Letting off a stream of curses at the audacity of some demons, she ran to the bathroom to grab a towel. Though she did pause at the window for one moment, looking out over her ritual circle.
Perhaps it was for the best that she had been delayed in committing to the next version.
� � �
Eva and Arachne spun around in sync with each other, turning to face the exact opposite direction from where they had been running.
�We�re going the wrong way,� Eva said.
�How can you be sure?�
�I sense something. A presence I�ve not felt since��
Eva didn�t bother finishing her sentence. She took off at a sprint with Arachne following close behind.

Chapter 020

Only Way Out
Footstep after heavy footstep jolted Juliana awake.
She immediately wished that she had stayed in blissful unconsciousness. Everything hurt. If she had thought she was in pain before, that had been nothing compared to what she now felt. Her leg had been dislocated, fingernails broken, ankle crushed, arms broken, back battered and bruised, and her head throbbed. And that was just the big things.
But she was alive. A painful existence, but she existed nonetheless. If she were the more optimistic sort, she might consider the pain a good reminder that she was alive and be a little more thankful for it.
The stomping around above slowed to a stop. The unintelligible shouting hadn�t, however. From what little Juliana could understand, the hunter couldn�t find the stairs. Juliana wasn�t sure if that meant that the stairs were gone or if the hunter simply couldn�t see them.
A moment after the stomping stopped, jack-hammering started. Dust rained down from the ceiling, forcing Juliana to pinch her eyes shut.
�Persistent, isn�t she?�
Juliana raised her head for just one second, thinking she might take a peek at Zagan. A pain up her neck and down her spine stopped her cold. She instead left her head lying on the cold floor.
�I don�t�� Her words died in a cough. Turning to the side, Juliana spat out a bit of coppery blood. Her entire mouth tasted foul. One tooth felt a little loose. That probably wasn�t a good sign. Though it was relatively minor when compared with everything else wrong with her body. �I don�t suppose you can fix me up?�
�Can? Why yes, I can.� His voice grew closer. After a moment, she could feel his hot breath just to the side of her head.
�But you won�t.�
�Why don�t we find out why you thought it was a good idea to summon me, yeah?�
�You didn�t leave Earth on your own terms, just thought I�d bring you back.�
�And who says that I didn�t intentionally allow myself to be banished?�
Juliana opened her eyes, intent on glaring at Zagan with all the disbelief she could muster. His gold eyes met hers the moment she looked. It was enough to make Juliana jerk back, causing a sting of pain up her side.
�Alright. I admit it. I didn�t plan on being banished. I wasn�t quite sure what he had in his hand, but he kept trying to hit me with it. I wasn�t expecting him to throw it down my throat. I�ll be sure to tear his out when next we meet.�
�Ah. Except he doesn�t have a throat. Or much of a body above his legs. Eva killed him.�
�Then I shall visit upon her my congratulations,� he said in a tone of voice that made her think the last thing he wanted to do was congratulate Eva. �But he doesn�t matter, I suppose. He isn�t why you brought me here. I believe I have told you before how I feel about people summoning me to solve their petty problems.�
�What, you can�t enjoy a free ride to the mortal realm?�
He stared for just a moment, eyes darkening in disappointment. �If you truly wanted nothing from me, I suppose I won�t have to kill you.� Zagan turned towards the opening. He reached out a hand, casually moving through it as if the barrier hadn�t ever existed. �Now, where oh where is little Eva?�
�You� You�re leaving me?� Juliana said through grit teeth. It would be just like him to leave and not deal with the hunter upstairs. In fact, she should have expected it the moment she summoned him.
He turned back with a frown. �Should I not? Was there something more you wanted?� Zagan stared down at her with his golden eyes strangely mute. They lacked their normal sheen, their lust for something new.
Juliana had a strange feeling that no matter how she answered, Zagan would not be happy. Would he kill her? That was a harder question to answer. But he definitely was not about to deal with any of her problems. It was all too old for him.
�Fine,� Juliana said in a whisper. She threw herself over, rolling up onto her back and ignoring the pain that spiked pretty much everywhere on her body. �Fine! You want something new! Something to ease your boredom? Something you�ve never done before?� Grabbing the tattered hem of her shirt, Juliana exposed her chest.
Before even starting the summoning circle, she had drawn out one other circle. Rather, a triangle with three circles around it and one in the center. The sigils within the circle came entirely from her memory. She hadn�t even paid it all that much attention the one time she had seen it. But Zagan should realize what she meant. He would fix it.
If he agreed.
For the moment, he just stared.
Juliana waited with bated breath. If he didn�t agree�or worse, if Juliana was wrong and someone in the past had tried to do what she was doing�he would probably kill her for having the audacity to suggest such a thing. In fact, she could see him phrasing it exactly like that. And then when her mother bound her as a ghost to the deepest pit on the face of the Earth, he would probably come to kill her then as well. Which might be a good thing, now that she thought about it.
A sharp sound split the silence. Juliana flinched backwards. She didn�t have the energy to shield her face from whatever was coming, not that it would have helped.
But it didn�t matter. The sound had been a laugh. A single burst of a laugh that quickly descended into raving chuckles.
�Do you even understand what you have failed to smear over your chest?�
�I was working off my memory, okay!� Juliana shouted just before she collapsed onto her back, unable to take the strain of propping herself up on one elbow. �I saw it once and I didn�t even have my soul at the time.�
Zagan turned away from the open doorway, approached Juliana, and squatted down just to her side with the heels of his shiny shoes pressed flat against the ground. He reached out. A leather-gloved hand brushed over her ribcage just beneath her breast. His finger traced a circle before he pulled back.
�If that is even a half-accurate recreation of what was on your friend�s chest, it is no wonder she and her demon wound up so inside out.�
Juliana opened her mouth to respond. She didn�t quite make it. Though Zagan had both of his hands clasped together, she could still feel his finger pressing into her chest. It pressed deeper and deeper.
�What did you do?� The pressure started turning to pins and needles.
He just grinned.
Juliana couldn�t do much beyond squirm as the pins and needles turned to a hot branding iron. She opened her mouth to scream but all that came out was a strangled squawk. Then she realized something. Her body had been lying to her. Broken and mangled though it was, it hadn�t been in pain. What she had felt had merely been light aches.
As midnight black scars traced over her chest, Juliana realized exactly what real pain felt like.
Her hands clawed across her chest. Bones unbroken or broken, fingernails intact or not, it didn�t matter. Just so long as she tore off the skin on her chest.
But she never quite reached her chest. Zagan moved forward, pinning her hands beneath his shoes. Juliana could do nothing but sit and writhe.
Juliana didn�t know for how long it lasted. It couldn�t have been long, as Zagan would surely have grown bored of standing over her. However, end it did. All at once too. Juliana blinked her eyes in a daze, half wondering if she hadn�t just imagined all the pain on her chest. Everything else still hurt again, but nothing more than the same amount of hurt she had been in before Zagan touched her. In fact, it was strangely muted now.
She could still see and feel all her injuries. Zagan hadn�t cured her.
Letting out a short breath, Juliana raised her head just enough to see just what had happened to her chest. The blood she had smeared over herself had vanished entirely. In its place, deep black lines marred her chest. Neat lines as well. Like they had been drawn with a steady hand in permanent marker.
The sigil on Shalise�s chest had been a triangle. Of that, Juliana was certain. That was what she had drawn using her own blood. The markings in the circles had been the fuzziest part of the whole design in her memory. As for what was on the chests of the Brakket students who had bound demons, she had no idea. Anderson had tried to get her to bind a demon only for her to rebuff him.
Her mother wouldn�t have been happy.
Hopefully she wouldn�t kill Juliana for this.
However, the marking on Juliana�s chest wasn�t a triangle. A five point star sat on her chest within a larger circle. An endless string of words ran around the edge of the ring. Though Juliana couldn�t read whatever language it was written in, it seemed like the words changed the longer she followed the text. Like there were more words written in the space and she had to continue looping around to read them all.
It actually made her dizzy trying to stare at it.
Dropping her head back to the cement, she just breathed. The cool air soothed her throat and her lungs definitely needed the oxygen. All the while, Zagan stood over her and stared down. He kept her hands pinned beneath his shoes.
�What did you do?� she asked again, finally feeling ready to talk after a moment of silence.
�I corrected your mistakes. I gave elegance to your crude scrawling. I made it worthy of a higher being.�
At first, Juliana felt the beginnings of a scowl cross her face. Zagan�s words sunk in just a little deeper and the scowl shifted to a trembling smile. �So� You are agreeing?�
�Let me make a few things clear,� he said, squatting down while still keeping his feet on her hands�something she was glad to not be able to feel all that well with all the rest of her muted pain. One of his hands moved out to place a single finger beneath her chin. �You are likely not the first to have come up with this idea.�
Zagan stopped talking. His lips closed and he simply stared.
Once or twice in the past, he had grown extremely irritated when Juliana had interrupted his talking. But, at the same time, he might get angry if she didn�t say something. She swallowed, feeling the pressure of his finger beneath his chin, before looking up at him. �Likely?�
�It�s hard to say. I likely killed my summoners before they could think to ask.�
�Oh. But��
�You are in an interesting position. Martina is dead. My contract keeping me from harming school children is null and void. I could kill you for having the audacity to try to contract with me. But�� He trailed off, removing the finger from under her chin as he stood. �Is that not also boring? I have killed people before for a myriad of reasons. This� could be something worth trying once.
�Of course, how interesting this is will be entirely dependent on you. I am not like that cambion that infested your friend. Displease me and I will claw my way out of your body leaving nothing but a ruined husk behind.�
Juliana brushed her tongue across her dry lips, tasting tried blood as she went. Really, whether he killed her in the future or left her to die at the hands of the hunter, it probably wouldn�t matter. She would be dead either way. One of those ways sounded like she might at least be able to get revenge first.
�Fine,� she said. �I can keep you entertained. Even if I have to go to the ends of the Earth, Hell, or some other plane of existence.�
He leaned down again, grabbing the back of her hair with his hand. �I shall keep my hopes low,� he said, yanking her head to meet her eyes dead on. �For your sake.�
Juliana glared. Or tried to. As Zagan pulled back on her hair, her chest started burning. Quite a separate sensation from what she had just felt when he corrected her binding circle. It was� almost pleasant. A certain warmth. Like being stuck out in the cold for hours only to come home to a roaring fire. Except centered on her chest rather than her entire body.
Above her, Zagan wasn�t looking quite his usual self. He had turned transparent. Though not a ghostly sort of transparent. More like a black smoke in the rough shape of a man. His only real defining features were his gold eyes that lit up his smoggy face.
She breathed in before she could stop herself. Zagan�s smoky form flooded into her body, pushing up into her mouth and nose, and even her eyes and ears. She couldn�t stop him. She couldn�t breathe.
It only lasted a moment before every last wisp of Zagan had disappeared. Without him holding her head up, she fell, knocking her head against the ground. All at once, she could breathe again. Her blocked airway cleared and Juliana sucked down fresh air.
Zagan still squirmed around inside her. Heat still poured off the sigil on her chest. Just as she wondered how long it would go on for, the sigil pulsed a faint red. After it faded, she couldn�t feel anything. No heat, no Zagan.
And no fixes to her body. Her bones remained broken, even if the pain felt considerably muted. For some reason, she had thought she might heal. Prax inside Shalise altered her body. She had said that she healed better as well as had those giant muscles.
So shouldn�t she be able to do something similar? Zagan could probably heal extremely rapidly. Better than Prax.
Of course I can. But there are simpler ways to fix your body. Faster ways.
�Zagan,� she whispered. Obviously he was still around. He wouldn�t just disappear. And Shalise had said that she could talk with Prax while he had been inside her head. �How do I heal?�
The sigil on your chest grants access to all of me. If you wish to turn into my demonic bovine form, do so. If you wish to grow horns and wings, do so. If you wish to access my magic, do so. And my magic will allow you to heal your body instantly.
�But you�re not going to tell me.�
There is a certain amusement to be gained from watching you struggle. Do try to avoid erasing yourself from existence, however.
�That�s a possibility?� She didn�t get an answer, though she did get a strange sensation like she wanted to laugh except she really didn�t.
Instead she focused. She had never really needed to think about magic before using it. The effect she wanted from her magic, yes, but never magic itself. Now, however, she could feel something else. Something only barely tangible. She could feel it slip through her fingers�metaphorically�when she tried to draw on it. She had the idea of healing her body in mind, but it just failed to do anything.
But as she thought and focused, Juliana realized something. The hammering up above had ceased. She wasn�t sure when it had ceased, but she couldn�t hear anything. No heavy footsteps as the hunter walked around either. She might have given up and taken a seat or she might have left.
Juliana was leaning towards the latter. Especially once she got a whiff of the smoke.
The hunter hadn�t been able to break through the floor, probably because of Zagan, and was now trying to burn the place down?
She had to move quickly.
�Any hints?�
My power does not do anything directly. You must take a more� inverted approach to your problems.
�What, I have to try to hurt myself?�
Getting warmer. But skip the process. Hurting yourself is a process. Healing yourself is a process. Focus on your current state and how it relates to your desired end result.
Juliana remained still as she thought, glad she was on the floor. The air overhead was looking a little hazy. The black plastic around the chimney pipe had melted away. The hunter must have thrown something down there, but Juliana couldn�t see anything from her angle on the floor.
�End result,� Juliana mumbled to herself. �I am injured and broken. I want to be alive and well. But inverted? So dead?�
The intangible feeling of Zagan�s power vanished, torn from her grasp.
�Aww, worried about me?�
I�d rather not have my fun ended before it can begin.
�So that�s wrong then.�
You�re inverting the wrong part.
�I�m injured. The inverse of injured is healed?�
The power came back� and Juliana still didn�t know how to use it. It was just there, swirling around within her. Trying to grasp and use it still had it just falling from her metaphorical fingertips. It was almost like trying to use magic without a focus. Except she knew that Randal hadn�t used a focus to throw around his anti-magic orbs during the first event.
One time, Zagan said, irritation palpable in his voice. Watch closely. You must frame your current state properly in your mind. If you try to consider the opposite of your arm, you may wind up with nothing attached to your shoulder. For simple things, adding a simple opposite qualifier works nicely. The current state of your arm is broken. The opposite is unbroken.
As he spoke, she felt a tendril of his magic brush against her arm. With absolutely no flair or flashes, it fixed itself. There were no intervening states. One moment, her arm had been twisted to the side. The next it was straight on and fully healed. There wasn�t even a bruise left over.
�Alright. Okay. I think I can do that.�
She lifted up her arm, first inspecting it to ensure that it really had healed properly. Finding nothing wrong, she moved her gaze up to her fingernails. Or where her fingernails had been before pulling them off in trying to escape from the enigma. She started with one that was merely cracked and not completely missing. Start small, she thought. If something went wrong, she probably wouldn�t erase herself just trying to modify her fingernail.
�So it is broken, right?� Receiving no protest from Zagan, she grabbed hold of his magic and pushed it into her finger. �I want my nail unbroken.�
The second she spoke, her fingernail was back to normal. With a slight giddy feeling in her stomach, she moved on to one of her fingernails that had snapped off completely. �It�s off. And now on?� Juliana grinned as the fingernail reappeared on her finger.
To her surprise, the fingernail that had been lying on the cement near the shackles vanished as well. With a furrowed brow, she moved on to her next finger. �There is no fingernail here. And I want there to be one?� Again, her nail appeared in place of the slightly bleeding meat on the end of her finger. This time, however, the fingernail half dug into the cement was still there.
�Seems like kind of an obtuse way of thinking about things.�
Perhaps in the way you are using it. Come complain again after ten thousand years when you�ve discovered the possibilities of turning losses to victories, ups to downs, and love to hostility.
�If you can do that, then how did you lose in the first place?�
There are a few limitations, yeah? I cannot directly kill a sentient being. Not usually a problem as I can strip away defenses and then just tear them apart with my hands. I also don�t resurrect beings with souls as Death gets antsy. The hunter also had a sword and a ring made explicitly to counter demons. A couple other things that you�re not likely to encounter in the immediate future.
�Right,� Juliana said with a slight cough. �Well, I suppose I can do a similar thing to the smoke?�
I believe you have exhausted my assistance.
With that, his voice faded away, simmering in the back of her mind.
�Zagan?� Juliana tried. But he did not respond. �Fine. I can do this myself.�
First her body, then her escape.

Chapter 021

Back Among Friends
Eva slid to a stop on the sidewalk a few roads away from where they found Juliana�s cellphone. She waited just long enough for Arachne to catch up.
�I feel it too,� Arachne said before Eva could ask. �Or rather, I no longer feel him.�
�Just checking to make sure I wasn�t broken,� Eva said with a slight nod of her head. �Think he got banished again?�
Arachne�s tongue ran across the edges of her carapace around her mouth, wetting them slightly. �It would be awfully embarrassing if he did. Not that I would say so to his face.�
�What is it?� Genoa asked the second she blinked next to Eva. Her heart was beating slightly faster than normal and her breath came a bit heavier, but overall, she was doing alright. Much better than she had when the hunters attacked the other week. �Why did you stop?�
�Zagan disappeared again.�
�What does that mean?� she said with a frown. When Arachne didn�t respond and Eva shrugged her shoulders, that frown only deepened. �You still haven�t explained why you thought he might be with Juliana in the first place.�
�Nobody has seen him in months. Then he shows up now?� Eva gave her a pointed look. �I believe in coincidences but this seems a bit suspicious. But we were close, no sense not checking out� Is that smoke?�
At her question, both of her companions turned to look down the street. A plume of black smoke billowed above the neighborhood, lit by an orange ball of fire against the evening sky somewhere just beyond the nearest row of houses. Even if it wasn�t in the same direction that Zagan had been, it still would be worth checking out.
Genoa started blinking first. She moved away well before Eva could even suggest they move on. The former mage-knight was probably experienced enough to avoid the traps that were bound to be littering the area. Still, Eva wouldn�t have minded the opportunity to reiterate a warning first.
�Come on,� Eva said to Arachne. �And keep your eyes open. Martina is dead. Zagan might not be as friendly as he once was.�
�He used to be friendly at some point? Must have missed it.�
Eva blinked after Genoa without dignifying Arachne with a proper response.
As soon as she made it to a nearby roof, Eva set her mind and magic to quelling the flames. Her expertise with fire magic generally lent itself to exploding things rather than calming them, but she had enough practice to be at least marginally effective. Genoa, standing next to her, helped out as well. When she landed on the roof, Arachne did not help out. She stood and stared. Not that Eva was going to complain about someone watching her back.
She could sense a few wards around, but nothing in the immediate area. Down towards the building, in and around it.
Inside the building, Eva sensed something else. A familiar circulatory system. Hers was the only one around that Eva could sense. Immediate company excluded. No hunter around. No other innocents, though this was towards the outskirts of Brakket and, as such, wasn�t wholly unexpected.
�Juliana is inside the basement,� Eva said, raising her voice to be heard over the rush of flames and cracking wood. �As far as I can tell, she isn�t injured. There is some blood around the room she is in. Quite a lot, in fact. I don�t see any cuts on Juliana though.�
�Where in the basement?�
�She�s beneath that section,� she said, pointing out the corner of the house closest to them.
�Right.�
As soon as she spoke, the earth moved. A full room worth of dirt pressed to the fence line, building up into a miniature mountain. The revealed basement all looked like a bunch of rough rocks all packed together with some mortar. The rocks quickly followed the dirt as the wall exploded outwards.
Genoa blinked down into the pit before the dust had even cleared. Eva lost her visual sight of her but followed along with her sense of blood, watching as Genoa charged in, took in the scene for a split second, scooped up her daughter into her arms, and charged back out. She didn�t blink away while holding Juliana, but she did leap using the earth to springboard her back up to the roof Eva and Arachne were on.
Juliana coughed and hacked as she rubbed at her eyes. �In case�� She sputtered out a cough. �In case you were wondering. The opposite of a little fire is not no fire. It�s actually a lot of fire.�
Despite her apparent choking problem, her clothes were pristine other than a little soot and rubble, but that could have very easily been Genoa�s fault when she burst into the room. Though her clothes were intact, her armor was gone entirely. Her slightly baggy clothing that normally hid the metal skin hung off her like she was wearing hand-me-downs from a much heavier sibling.
�Are you alright?� Genoa said, voice unnaturally laden with tension. �You�re not injured?�
�I�m fine, mom. Just a little kidnapping. Nothing I haven�t been through before.�
�Don�t you dare joke about such things,� Genoa said as she pulled Juliana into a tight hug. Tight enough that if she hadn�t been injured before, she probably would be walking away with a bruise or two.
Hanging half over her mother�s shoulder, Juliana�s hands wound up pinned to her sides. She finally blinked her eyes.
Arachne actually took a step back. Eva didn�t, but she did narrow her eyes. While Genoa�s back was still turned, Eva lifted her finger up to her own eyes. Then she pointed at Juliana. �Your eyes are gold,� she mouthed.
Juliana visibly stiffened. Enough for her mother to notice. Pulling back, Juliana pinched her eyes shut again.
�What�s wrong?�
�Nothing, just dust in my eyes,� she said, blinking her eyes open again. This time, they were back to her usual blue.
Which just had Eva narrowing her eyes further. But she kept her mouth shut. Juliana obviously didn�t want her mother to know about her eyes. And it had to be Juliana still. There was no chance in Hell Zagan would act like that. Of course, that didn�t mean that Zagan was actually gone.
�Did you see the hunter?� Juliana asked before anyone else could say anything. �It was the same hunter. The one from the roof last month. She was stomping around threatening me not too long ago, but I think she left when she lit the house on fire.�
�We didn�t see anything. Nobody is around except the four of us.�
�Srey hasn�t said anything recently, has he?�
Eva shook her head as Genoa asked, �Srey?�
�A demon that can detect people watching him with hostile intent.�
�Ah, I see.� Genoa kept her tight grip around Juliana�s shoulders, but did move slightly so as to not completely crush her in a hug. �It could have been an attack of opportunity. They saw Juliana walking around alone and thought to get revenge for her foiled attack and partner.�
�She said she would let me go after killing Eva. I didn�t believe her.�
�Good instincts,� Genoa said with a firm nod of her head. �Though I don�t know if I approve of you starting a fire to attempt to get out. If we hadn�t shown up��
�I didn�t start it. She did.�
All the tension that had mostly left Genoa came rushing back in a flood. Her back stiffened and her eyes narrowed as she surveyed the surrounding area.
�I think she ran off though,� Juliana said, voice soft. It dipped even quieter as she continued. �After I summoned a demon.�
Despite the nearly silent whisper, Genoa�s eyes snapped to her daughter. �You what?�
�It�s okay! I�m okay. Nothing bad happened.�
Genoa�s eyes narrowed to thin slits. It only lasted for a moment before she sighed. �We should leave this place. This hunter has already proven willing to use long-range bombardment magic. We don�t want to be sitting around when she decides to again.�
Eva just about opened her mouth to say that she had the metal encased idol in her possession back at the prison. A single look into Genoa�s eyes told her that she did not want to draw any attention to herself. The Rivas matriarch was not in the mood.
Apparently missing the memo, Juliana let out a soft sigh.
�Don�t think you�ve gotten out of talking about you summoning demons, young lady. After what happened before� I just� I don�t� Your father will be wanting to have words as well. Come on.�
�Yes mother,� Juliana said, head hanging.
For just a moment, Eva watched them hop off the roof and back to street level. She didn�t move to follow. Or do much of anything that might draw attention to herself. As the still smoldering house collapsed in on itself behind her, Eva just took a moment to be happy that she didn�t have parents to disappoint. Or, at least, no parent she cared about disappointing.
In fact, sticking around and searching through the rubble to find Ylva�s ring was starting to look appealing. Juliana would be yelled at for the next several hours if the look on Genoa�s face was anything to go by. Sitting around in the general vicinity would both be a waste of time and the antithesis to fun. With Arachne at her side, they should easily be able to take care of a crippled hunter if she dared to return.
But, at the same time, that hunter had managed to kidnap Juliana. And, according to Juliana, that crippled hunter had been stomping around.
Which meant that Eva should really find out more before throwing herself into danger. And then there was Zagan�s presence and Juliana�s eyes. She might be less willing to talk while her mother was around, but Eva needed to know.
With a sigh, she started following. Though she made sure to keep her distance. Eva pulled out her cellphone as she moved. Zoe would probably appreciate knowing that Juliana was safe for the time being.
� � �
Riley Cole dropped her binoculars with a sigh.
She hadn�t signed up for kidnapping human children. Even if they were friends with the abomination. It was a concept that lent itself to the more drastic tactics that demon hunters occasionally employed. Gertrude failed to use this child, so what would she do next time? Try to take the whole school hostage?
Riley wouldn�t put it past her. The woman was insane. She had thought as much when they had first met, but then Clement had been around. Riley couldn�t be sure whether he had kept Gertrude�s insanity in check or if his death had been the trigger for her becoming so unhinged, but either way, Riley wanted out.
It wasn�t like she was a stranger to killing innocents. The Elysium Order was far more familiar with the concept than anyone would like to admit. But undead were different. Undead spread like the plague. Zombies, vampires, mummies, all of it, they were contagious. Regular humans often had to be put down before they succumbed to whatever disease they had come in contact with.
Demons weren�t.
A year ago, Riley had been on fire. High on adrenaline and furious at the attack on her home, she had been ready to march out and seek vengeance. But now, that fire had died off.
In fact, watching the broadcasts from the school, Riley was wondering if demons were such a big deal at all. They acted like children. Menacing children with far stronger powers than most adults, but still children. The vampire from the other school was a far more grievous offense. The way he stared at the other students put Riley on the edge of her nerves. She couldn�t believe that the Elysium Order hadn�t sent a smaller chapter to covertly kill him.
Maybe they were waiting for the end of the event. Killing him right in the middle would not make them look good, especially while he was apparently playing nice. So long as he did continue to repress his baser instincts, they would probably leave him be for the time being. It wouldn�t surprise her if there was a small chapter waiting in the shadows just in case he did choose to spread his disease.
Gertrude didn�t see things the same way. The television program hadn�t even progressed to the actual event this evening before Gertrude had stormed off, mumbling under her breath about all the things wrong with the world. Then, less than ten minutes later, she had called Riley up.
Riley had known that something would go wrong before even answering.
When Clement had been alive, it had been impossible to get the time of day from either one of them. Now Gertrude had her phone on speed dial.
Which only added to Riley�s desire to not be a part of her mad schemes anymore.
But she didn�t have anywhere else to go. The Elysium Order would likely excommunicate her if she tried to go back. Gertrude was just insane enough that she would probably try hunting her down too.
So Riley sat in the second floor of their little hideout, waiting for Gertrude to return and start ranting and raving about how she had been this close to ending demonic oppression and tyranny once and for all.
Sure enough, it took less than five minutes after the abomination and her friends left for Gertrude to teleport elsewhere into the building. Floorboards creaked under the stomping of her heavy armor as she made her way through the house. A fairly fierce creaking. The wood holding the house together had not been meant to take the strain of such a weight. Gertrude had already accidentally put two holes in the floor.
Riley sensed a few more appearing by the end of the night.
But it really couldn�t be helped. Gertrude could barely move without the armor.
�What happened?� Riley asked as soon as the door opened. Getting the first word in let her control the pace of the conversation. Somewhat.
�The little bint summoned a demon,� Gertrude growled as she stalked over to the window. She snatched the binoculars from Riley�s lap and peered out the window. All despite her own assessment that her watching triggered the observant demon�s danger sense. That was half the reason Riley was even there, apparently.
With another sigh, Riley asked a question she knew she probably shouldn�t. �I would have thought you would be able to ward against demons.�
Another low growl escaped Gertrude�s throat. �I wanted demons to come. Warding them off, even warding summoning might have tipped them off. I needed them to come to her rescue. But not everything had been set up.�
Her armor clad hands steadily tightened their grip on the binoculars as she spoke, right up until the point where one of the lenses exploded in a shattering of glass. Gertrude clenched her teeth and tossed the binoculars into the corner of the room. They punched a small hole into the drywall while black plastic and glass littered the corner of the room.
�Too soon, nun, they came too soon. It was that demon she summoned. Whatever it was, it acted like a beacon to the others. She probably didn�t even need to let it out of the shackles before sending it back, just keep it out for a few seconds for the others to notice.�
�Probably?�
�I couldn�t find the stairs.�
�Couldn�t find��
�It was that demon. It did something. Illusions or something. I couldn�t break through the floor either. By the time I made a few scratches into the floorboards, the others were showing up.�
�Sounds like a sturdier place than ours,� Riley mumbled, more to herself than Gertrude.
The armored woman heard anyway if her narrowed eyes were any indicator. She turned from the window, staring into the space behind Riley. �Just be ready. We�re going to move against them soon. In fact, this little step back might just work to our advantage.�
Riley waited, but Gertrude didn�t bother elaborating. She did start chuckling. A fairly unpleasant chuckle. The tone set Riley�s nerves on end.
Really, she didn�t see what was so funny. Before tonight�s impromptu and failed operation, Gertrude had been lying low. Her enemies thought her to be crippled. If they even thought she was around at all. Now they had laid out half their cards and she was still expecting to win?
Riley really needed to get away before she found herself killed simply because of association.
But for the time being, she just smiled and pretended she wasn�t looking for opportunities to run away. She had thought Gertrude to be insane before. Watching her laugh while staring off into space only confirmed that thought. Riley did not want her supposed ally to lash out at her.
� � �
�And Faultline has lost all of their crystals to Brakket!� Hank shouted from the edge of his chair. �This puts Brakket firmly in the lead.�
�We still have plenty of time left,� Zoe said. �Though Faultline has a much greater difference to make up than the other schools.�
�Right you are Zoe. Let�s take a look at� Our commercial break!� he corrected as a voice came over his ear piece. �Our editors are hard at work preparing a few highlights from that last battle. We�ll look in on what they have for us once we come back.�
As soon as the camera switched over to the commercials, Zoe stood. �I will be back before the break ends,� she said, not waiting for a response before heading off stage.
Nothing bad had happened so far. The demons all freezing at the same time could be nothing to worry about.
Zoe worried anyway.
She pulled out her cellphone. Two messages. Roughly fifteen minutes apart from each other. She read the latter one first, hoping for the most up to date information.
Don�t worry. Problem resolved.
Well that� was good news. Probably. She quickly switched over to the first message.
Juliana missing. Kidnapped? Looks like a fight went down. Genoa, Arachne, and I are on the case.
Zoe stood, staring at the message with a frown. Kidnapped? But problem resolved fifteen minutes later? You have to tell me more than this, Eva, Zoe thought as she typed out a message. And what were the demons staring at?
�Miss Baxter?�
Zoe jolted, glancing up to one of the station�s interns. She blinked. It took her a moment to realize why he was standing there in the first place. �Sorry. Commercial ending?�
�Hank can carry the program for a few minutes if you need more time.�
Shaking her head, Zoe smiled. �Oh no. I�m alright to continue. The problem I was worried about has been resolved. Apparently.�
The stagehand looked like he wanted to say something more, but Zoe moved back to her seat, offered a nod to Hank, and folded her hands across her lap just in time for the commercial break to end.

Chapter 022

Crystal Courier
�To be fair, if she hadn�t summoned a demon, Arachne and I wouldn�t have known where to look. In fact, we had been heading in the wrong direction prior to her summoning.�
Both Genoa and Carlos turned away from their daughter to glare at Eva. Behind them, sitting in the living room chair like it was the hot seat in an interrogation room, Juliana looked up and gave Eva a slight smile. A smile that did nothing to offset the intensity of her parents� glares. Under other circumstances, Eva might have wilted under their combined stares.
Not today.
�It worked,� Eva said. �She got away and she is unharmed. Do you really need to berate her quite so much?�
Genoa�s face softened ever so slightly, though Carlos was exactly the opposite. He opened his mouth to say something. Genoa beat him to the punch.
�Eva, I appreciate what you did to help tonight. But Juliana is not your child. I�ll thank you to leave her raising to us.� She shared a brief glance with her husband, who still looked like he wanted to complain, before turning back to Juliana.
�Juliana is safe. You can berate her later if you really feel the need,� Eva said, keeping her voice firm and ignoring the sudden look of betrayal on Juliana�s face. �More importantly, a demon hunter is out there targeting my friends.�
And wasn�t that a scary thought. Eva was quite confident in her ability to fend off a majority of threats, perhaps even to the point of self-admitted overconfidence. Her friends? If that had been Shalise instead of Juliana, things could have gone very differently. Even if Juliana got kidnapped again, the hunter was sure to take more drastic precautions against demon summoning or other escapes.
Though depending on exactly what Juliana had done with Zagan, that might not be too much of a concern anymore. At least not for Juliana.
So far, she had just been sitting in silence, only speaking when spoken to or to clarify exactly how the events had gone. All the while, her parents talked at her and managed to argue with each other despite never quite addressing the other. However, she had yet to mention Zagan by name, only referring to the demon she had summoned as �the demon� and overtly insinuating that it had gone back to Hell shortly before Genoa broke down the walls.
Eva couldn�t tell if her parents believed her or not, but she wasn�t going to be fooled so easily.
�You�re right,� Genoa said with one last glance towards Carlos. �We need to prepare. And inform the school. The hunter could decide to attack just about anyone under the assumption that you might be involved with them.�
Anderson was going to freak out. Eva could see it now. Doubly so if the media got wind of it. He really should have just taken out a bounty on the woman after her first attack, though news of a bounty around the school would have likely gotten out, ruining his media presence anyway.
In fact, if he took out a bounty now, he might even be seen as proactive depending on how much information about old incidents got out.
�I�ll go send a message to Zoe,� Eva said. �A detailed one explaining everything Juliana told us.�
Genoa gave Eva a curt nod. �I�ll send one to Wallace and Anderson. Though I can�t say I have much hope that Anderson will be willing to do much.�
Pulling out her cellphone, Eva slipped out of the room before Carlos could go back to explaining how Juliana was to be escorted to and from school every single day, how she wasn�t ever allowed out of his sight, and how happy he was that she was alright. Really, she didn�t need to be there for that.
She had gotten the information she needed.
The hunter had been after her. And had been walking around on two feet, though Juliana thought that her armor was helping her move rather than any real healing having been done to her back. Which was good for Eva. But potentially also bad. If her armor could do the things that the dead hunter�s armor had done, she could prove to be quite the troublesome foe. Especially because this time, it wasn�t very likely that the doll would show up to distract the hunter while she murdered them from behind.
�So what happened?� Jordan asked as Eva slipped back into the theater room. He, Shelby, and Shalise were all standing around the doorway talking as she entered. Despite the television still being on and showing Irene being hoisted up on Saija�s shoulders before she went flying off into the sky, none were watching.
�Juliana got herself kidnapped by the partner of the hunter who attacked a month ago. She freed herself mostly, with myself and Genoa helping out. Watch out for hunters sneaking up behind you in the dead of night as they�ll likely go after anyone who is friends with me. And that�s it, I think.�
�Concise,� Jordan said as he looked at the other two.
�B-But, wait. Coming after us, you mean?�
Eva gave Shalise a sorry smile. �Yeah. Though don�t worry too much. I don�t have a definite plan just yet, but I�m not going to let this woman run amok while threatening everyone.� She would have cracked her knuckles, but her knuckles didn�t work like that anymore. �I�m going to tear out her throat. In the meantime, just stick with others and don�t wander around the city without an escort.�
Juliana�s father was right about that much, at least.
�Oh. W-well�� Shalise was stuttering again. Eva hadn�t really heard her stutter much since before she got trapped in Hell. Though, Eva had to admit that she hadn�t spent all that much time around Shalise since then. And, in Hell, she had had Prax with her.
�Don�t worry. I don�t intend to leave this person to run around for any length of time.�
� � �
Wind blew past Irene�s face, throwing her shoulder-length hair back behind her head. Trees whizzed past down below and wisps of clouds drifted overhead.
All the while, Irene could only think of how much she hated flying. Maybe it wouldn�t be so bad under other circumstances. Airplanes didn�t bother her. But there was something about cutting through the air with no windshield, walls, or floor to keep her from falling to her death that just rubbed her the wrong way.
�I�m going to drop you!�
Irene, one hand in a white-knuckled grip around Saija�s horn as she rode on the demon�s shoulders, took a moment to process exactly what Saija had said. She focused entirely on using her wand to tear down an earthen shell around the Mount Hope crystals while Saija flew them through the air, weaving and dodging the fireballs, icicles, and whatever else the enemy mages were tossing up at them. Or, to be more accurate, Irene�s focus was on holding tight to Saija while occasionally considering the possibility that she really should be thinking about sometimes attacking the earthen shell.
Just because she was an earth mage didn�t mean she was afraid of heights. The two were entirely unrelated.
But Saija�s words eventually registered in her mind.
�Wait, drop me?� she shouted, grabbing on to both horns and almost dropping her wand in the process. �Saija! Don�t you dare!�
�It�ll be fine! You can do more if you�re not trying to shake yourself off my shoulders. I�ll keep distracting them and I�ll even be free to pick some of them up and drop them farther away.�
�Then just set me down somewhere.�
�And give them time to target me?� Saija scoffed with a shake of her head, just about throwing Irene off her shoulders in the process. �Get ready!�
�Wai��
Saija banked upwards, carrying them high into the sky. She didn�t flap her wings or otherwise try to keep her momentum going. Once gravity caught up to her, she turned and embraced the dive. Irene didn�t. She gripped Saija even harder, wrapping her legs around her neck. Only pure fear of biting off her own tongue kept Irene from screaming.
Five feet from the ground, Saija pulled up at a sharp turn, spreading her wings. As she did so, she shrugged her shoulders and slipped out from under Irene. Her head twisted just enough for Irene to lose her grip.
Irene bounced on the ground butt first, barely feeling like she had dropped much farther than if she had fallen off her bed. Not that she fell off her bed often enough to really know. Above her, Saija continued her flight, aiming straight at one of the Mount Hope students.
Unfortunately, while she had survived the drop, Saija hadn�t dropped Irene off in an isolated patch of the enemy�s camp.
She was right in the middle of all the defenders.
A half-sphere of earth covered each of the four crystals that Mount Hope had acquired. Someone far more experienced in earth magic than Irene had formed the dirt into solid shells as tough as granite. Likely that same earth mage had erected walls around the four spheres, partitioning off their camp from the rest of the Infinite Courtyard.
The walls weren�t continuous. A single wall stood in front of each of the four spheres that protected the crystals. All four together were more like barricades than anything else. At the very center of each wall, the coat of arms for Mount Hope stood out in gleaming blue. Apparently their water mage had been a bit bored and fashioned the coat of arms from ice four times over.
Each sphere reached up roughly to Irene�s shoulder, only slightly lower than the walls protecting them. Which made the spheres perfect cover.
Ignoring the student Saija had charged towards and carried off into the sky, she focused on the three that were still standing around the makeshift walls and barricades. One fired off fireballs towards the sky, apparently not caring if he hit his companion. She felt safe in ignoring him and leaving him for Saija.
The other two both started launching projectiles at Irene. One fire and the other ice.
Irene scrambled around the half-spheres, putting their own crystals� defense between them while barely peeking around the side to watch what was happening.
Shards of ice swirled around the mage�s wand, forming a silver chain-like whip that dangled from the end. Pointed spines grew from each link in the chain, making her whip look far more vicious than anything Irene wanted to see in what was supposed to be a friendly competition. The mage held tight to her wand, waiting and watching while her fire inclined partner slowly circled around the dome.
Much like the water mage, the fire mage started spreading around flames. His, however, weren�t orbs of fire like what she might have expected. He traced out burning embers into the dirt. They formed into patterns, but Irene didn�t know what they were. Some kind of runes. Traps, most likely. Something to explode in her face if she stepped on them.
But the ground was her domain.
Sort of. She wouldn�t claim to be an expert or anything, but that didn�t really matter at the moment. All that did matter was the runes.
Her first thought was to simply disrupt them. Mixing around the earth should render whatever he had done inert. However, that was just a stalling tactic. The mage was still coming closer and his partner was still watching and waiting for her to emerge.
Pointing her wand out from around the dome�just the very tip�she aimed right at the small patch of earth that held his most recently drawn rune.
His eyes were glued on the dome she had taken refuge behind, not his feet. His footsteps paused as her wand poked around the side.
But when no attacks came and she withdrew her wand, he continued moving.
And stepped right on top of his own rune.
Irene raised her arm, shielding her eyes and face from the sudden light and heat. It only lasted for an instant. That instant had probably been long enough to get a mild sunburn from. When she finally felt safe enough to open her eyes again, the fire mage had been knocked clear back against one of the earthen walls. Maybe ten feet or so.
Though charcoal covered his entire front side, his chest still heaved up and down. That combined with some coughing and moaning meant he was still alive. Probably just fine.
Probably.
So it was nice to know that accidentally stumbling over his traps wouldn�t be fatal. She still disrupted the land around the rest anyway.
The water mage, still with her ice whip, ran to his side. She knelt down to check on him.
But Saija didn�t give her the chance to even touch him. Swooping out of nowhere, Saija hooked her arms underneath the mage�s armpits and carried the now screaming girl off into the night.
Not knowing if the fire mage was in any shape to stand up, Irene pointed her wand at him. The dirt around him turned to a murky soup, sucking him in. As soon as he was a few inches into it, she went ahead and hardened it as much as she could. It wasn�t quite the stone-like granite that made up the spheres around the crystals, but it was good enough for a few moments. She felt relatively safe considering she also moved the mage�s wand away from his hand.
With a sigh, she turned to the spheres. Now that she wasn�t flying around at dangerous speeds and heights, she had a moment to actually examine the crystals� granite shields. Conjuring stone or turning regular dirt to stone was an advanced technique. Way up there at the end of sixth year kind of advanced.
However, breaking it back down into dirt wasn�t. Destroying things was always easier than creating.
Irene cracked the shell. She didn�t turn the entire thing to dirt, that would have taken far too much effort, she just created hairline fractures in the rock and then pried away the dome like it was a hardboiled egg. And found nothing.
Nothing at all. The hollow shell didn�t have any crystals within. Just an empty patch of earth.
Turning, she cracked open each of the other domes. As with the first, she found nothing inside any of them. Just in case they had decided to be a little tricky, she dug down beneath the spheres for a good ten feet.
And wound up with nothing to show for her efforts.
Neither could she find anything underground between and in the very center of the spheres.
Saija dropped down at her side, startling her half to death. �No crystal thingies?�
�They have to be here somewhere,� Irene said, pointing a finger up to the sky.
Overhead, a massive magical billboard displayed a list of all the schools and how many crystals each had in their possession. Only two were listed under the �in transit� section. Mount Hope supposedly had four still.
�The crystals have to be within the boundaries of their camp or they don�t count. So they�re somewhere around, just hidden.�
Saija frowned as she craned her neck to see the billboard. �We�re running out of time. Need to find them fast.�
Only six minutes left on the clock. Even with Saija flying them back, it would be tight.
�But don�t worry,� Saija said, puffing out her chest in undeserved pride and spreading her wings out. �I�ll handle this.� Turning from Irene, she sauntered over to the soot-covered fire mage.
Irene followed a few steps back, frown on her face as she wondered just what Saija was going to do. She had a pretty good idea, but�
�Hey there hot stuff,� Saija said, obviously suppressing a slight giggle as she leaned over the trapped mage with one hand on her hip. Her other hand tugged slightly at her neckline. �My friend and I were just wondering if you might be willing to help us with a little problem. If you could tell us where you hid the crystals, I would consider it a personal favor,� Saija breathed more than spoke.
The mage, whose eyes had already been slightly glassy�a concussion, maybe?�fell entirely into Saija�s sweet words. Trapped as his arms and legs were, he could do nothing but nod his head. �The domes are decoys.� His words came slow and slightly slurred. �They�re in the center of each wall. Behind the school�s logo.�
�Aww,� Saija cooed, reaching forward to brush his cheek. The moment her long fingernails grazed over his skin, his head slumped forward and his eyes fluttered shut. Smiling, Saija turned to smile at Irene. �Well, what a nice young boy.�
Irene rolled her eyes. Since the mage had collapsed against one of the walls, she got to work right away.
Only to find her magic not working quite as well. Shattering the domes had been easy enough. The icy coat of arms� It was exactly what Juliana had said to do except disguised as an emblem. But it wasn�t as complete as what Juliana had done to the miniature castle. The icy emblem only covered the outsides of the wall. Knocking down a portion of the surroundings exposed a few inches of pure rock.
Splitting that revealed a hollow cavity and a glowing green crystal.
�Earth,� Irene said with a click of her tongue. �Too heavy. Just leave it.�
�I could carry it.�
�Yeah, but I can�t. Not if I want to carry the others. And you�re going to be carrying me.�
Running over to the next wall segment, Irene didn�t even need to break the wall to get at the split in the middle. Water ran off the emblem, pooling on the ground below. As expected, opening the wall revealed a fire crystal. Coating it in a thick layer of dirt provided enough insulation to handle it with her bare hands for a few seconds at a time, but she still handed it off to Saija while running to the next.
The last two were air crystals. Neither required any special preparation to hold on to. In fact, they were the best of all the crystals to carry. They wouldn�t freeze or burn whatever they touched and they didn�t weigh as much as a bowling ball.
Taking off her jacket, Irene wrapped all three of them up for easier carrying. A single large bundle was much simpler than three separate items. And it would help keep the air crystals from flying off like a feather.
�Alright,� Irene said, �four minutes. Think you can make it back?�
Saija grinned. A vicious Eva-like grin filled with sharp teeth. �Just who do you think you�re talking to?� She scooped Irene up into her arms and took off in one smooth motion.
Irene managed to suppress her yelp of surprise. Being ready to be picked up helped quite a bit. �No shoulder ride?� she said after they were well underway.
�That was attack position. This is comfort flying. For both of us. Do you know how annoying it was having you jerk my head around?�
�That�s� well, sorry. I suppose I can�t argue against the comfort though.� Riding on her shoulders had carried a constant feeling of being one slip away from falling off. So long as Saija held tight, that was almost gone. Still no windshield. Her hair was whipping around all over the place and she couldn�t even fix it without dropping the crystals. Some even got into her mouth.
Really, she was lucky it was winter. There weren�t any bugs out to get splattered across her face.
�Looks like a fight at our base.�
�Just circle around overhead inside camp boundaries. We�ll keep our three safe. The others on the ground should be able to keep the three there safe for the last few minutes. Then we win!�
�That sounds good,� Saija said, flapping her wings a few times before her flight shifted to a far more languid drifting than the high-speed rush it had been before. �We should do this again sometime. When there isn�t all this fighting going on.�
Irene hesitated for a moment before allowing her head to nod up and down. She wasn�t afraid of heights. Just the falling part. Like this, with Saija�s arms wrapped around her, flying wasn�t so bad at all.
Finally feeling her heart rate drop down to more normal levels, she just watched and waited for the clock to run down while hiding from the cold air in the warmth of Saija�s body.

Chapter 023

Epilogue
�Lucy?� Eva called out as she crept into the dormitory room assigned to the demon in question. Unlike the student demons�who were all housed in the Rickenbacker�Lucy�s assigned room was over in the Gillet. Eva honestly didn�t think that she had ever been inside. It was eerie. She was so used to everything being where it was in the Rickenbacker that walking inside its identical twin sent shivers down her spine.
Everything was mirrored. Instead of turning left at the top of the stairs, she had to turn right. The dorm rooms were on the wrong side of the hallway. The doors even opened to the wrong side.
Eva really just wanted to pop in, say sorry, then pop out.
But Lucy was hiding. Or rather, she had pressed herself flat and was hiding between the drawers underneath one of the beds.
�Lucy, I can see you. And sense you, for that matter.� Eva started tapping her foot.
By the third tap, Lucy had started squirming out from under the bed. She didn�t push out a drawer to do so. Tentacles emerged through the thin slits between the wood of the frame and the actual drawer. It was somewhat disturbing to watch at first, when not much of Lucy was actually through. Even knowing how her body looked through her blood sight, Eva didn�t know how she maneuvered around all four sides of the rectangular drawer without either tangling herself up or getting part of her caught on the other side. Somehow, she made it. A moment after piling herself up on the floor, she spread out to a proper humanoid form.
�Here to tear me apart again?�
�I�m not going to tear you apart. And it�s your own fault for not letting go.�
�You could have just pelted me with fireballs.�
�I tried fireballs.�
�I was supposed to let go after thirty direct hits from students� attacks. You only made it to twenty-two.�
�Did chopping off each tentacle not count as a direct attack? Because I probably chopped off more than that.�
Lucy shrank in on herself�literally�before shaking her head. �I don�t know. I wasn�t expecting to get torn apart.�
Eva sighed as she placed a hand on Lucy�s shoulder. Something Lucy initially flinched away from until she realized that Eva wasn�t going to hurt her. �Look, I�m sorry about all that. I might have gotten a little hot-headed. How about this, would you like to go to a feast? You missed the big after-event dinner last time. I bet you could even sit up at the professors� table with all the other important people! It will be fun! New experiences!�
�I do like new experiences. And fun. As long as it isn�t the hurting kind of experience.�
�Great!� Eva slapped Lucy on the back. �I�ll see you there.�
Time to go visit Anderson and ensure he knew to leave out an extra seat.
� � �
As Eva sat in the middle of the event closing feast, she couldn�t help but wonder if Anderson�s smile could get any wider. The results hadn�t even been announced yet. Brakket was obviously going to win. They wound up with seven crystals. It would have been eight, but one crystal had been taken out of the boundaries of Brakket�s camp right at the last second.
No crystals outside the border of the camps counted for any team in the end, so Brakket was in first place. Second place would be going to Isomer with five crystals. Nod Complex and Faultline had two each, and Mount Hope was left with one. And that was thanks only to Irene being unable to carry that one. All other crystals has been �in transit� and therefore uncounted.
So with Brakket in the clear lead, it wasn�t hard to understand just what Anderson was so happy about. Still, in Eva�s opinion, he could at least have had the decorum to look a little subdued before the results were officially announced. At this point, she would find it hilarious if Redford and his judges had some other criteria for who would be winning first place.
�He�s still there,� Juliana whispered, setting down a fork.
She leaned in so close that Eva actually scooted away. Even still, her voice didn�t quite carry to Eva�s ears despite them sitting right next to each other. Luckily, what little did reach Eva�s ears, combined with her burgeoning lip-reading skills, was enough that she could understand.
In response, Eva didn�t offer anything but a slight hum. Juliana couldn�t lip read. More, she didn�t want to say anything just in case one of the many air mages around was using magic to carry what little air Juliana disturbed to their ears. She doubted anyone was doing so, but she couldn�t be sure.
�I can feel him. And his magic.� Juliana said, apparently not picking up on the reason for Eva�s lack of response. Though Eva couldn�t really blame her. This feast the day after the event and her kidnapping was the first opportunity for them to be together without her parents in the immediate area.
Of course, her parents were still at the feast�Zoe had invited them up to the front of the stage. They weren�t sitting with Juliana though, and apparently that was good enough for her.
�He hasn�t said a single word since teaching me how to use his magic.� She ran her fingers through her hair, tugging slightly as she went. �What if he is upset? Am I not entertaining enough? What��
�You�re getting a little loud,� Eva said, her own voice still a whisper but not nearly so quiet as Juliana had first been. �Besides, you worry too much. Obviously he hasn�t�� Pausing, Eva considered her words.
Shalise looked in their direction, obviously having noticed that they were speaking. She raised a curious eyebrow to which Eva just smiled. Eva had told her what had happened in the privacy of their dormitory room, so she wouldn�t have a problem bringing her into the conversation�she was the expert of the three of them on having a demon inside her, after all. However, that would just increase the volume of their words. Better to just table it for the moment.
�He hasn�t tried to escape, so nothing to worry about.�
�Easy for you to say,� Juliana said in a much more normal tone of voice, slouching her shoulders as she shoved around her food, mixing the mashed potatoes with the mashed lychee.
Before Eva could say anything else, a certain vampire plopped down in the vacant seat directly opposite Eva. Saija, to his side, narrowed her eyes as she looked over to him.
But the vampire didn�t even notice. His smug face had eyes for nobody but Eva.
�Who are you again?�
His smile slipped into a lip-curling scowl. �Your humor is lacking.�
�Oh, except it wasn�t a joke. I honestly can�t remember your name. Do you know it?� Eva asked, glancing towards Juliana. At the shake of her head, Eva turned towards her opposite side where Shalise also shook her head. Turning back to the vampire, Eva frowned. �There you have it. Nobody knows who you are.�
It took a great deal of effort to suppress her smile as the vampire ground his teeth together. �I�m��
�Before that,� Eva said, holding up a hand, �Juliana, do you mind if I try something?�
�Ah� that depends. There are a lot of things you might want to try that I do not particularly want to be involved in. Or that my mother would like me involved in, for that matter.�
�Oh don�t worry,� Eva said with a wide grin, �nothing scary. Just a thought experiment. Let�s say that somebody can jump but we really don�t want them to�� She trailed off and waited.
It took a moment. Not a long moment. Soon enough, Juliana had a similar grin on her face. �I think I can do that,� she said. And then she started mumbling, more to herself than to Eva. �Though we should change it to communicate. That way writing it down or sign language wouldn�t work. I should probably make sure there aren�t any dead man�s switches, though I might have to think that one over for a bit on exactly how to word it.�
�Take your time, I doubt it needs to be done tonight.�
The vampire�s impatience at being ignored peaked. He put a fist down on the table hard enough to clatter the plates and cutlery. A few people glanced over, but no more than what was usual for Eva kept looking for very long. �What are you two talking about?� he said.
�Like I said,� Eva said, turning back to the vampire with an even wider grin. It was almost as big as Anderson�s. �Just a thought experiment. Don�t worry if you�re having a hard time keeping up. I wouldn�t expect a rot-addled brain to comprehend.�
His dead eyes narrowed to thin slits.
�I don�t know what you�re playing at, but try anything against me and you�ll regret it.�
Eva snapped her face back to a serious expression. It wasn�t the easiest thing to do. Especially not while entertaining the thought that Juliana could use Zagan to get rid of her vampire problem. �Right. I wouldn�t dare so long as you�re holding any secrets over me.�
�And don�t you forget it.�
�So, what did you come over here for?�
The vampire�who still had yet to introduce himself properly�straightened his back as he stared over at Eva. �The third event will be beginning after the New Year�s holidays. The two of us will be able to participate once again. I was thinking we might have another little wager.�
�About my blood again?�
�What else?� he said with a smug shrug.
Eva frowned. Even if Juliana could correct his ability to open his mouth about things she didn�t want said�without him knowing at that�it would still be best to keep him believing that he could say something. If only to prevent him from trying to and potentially finding a way around whatever Juliana was going to do.
Really, it would be so much simpler if the Elysium Order did their job. Though Eva supposed she was partially to blame for that. And then they might also catch wind of Serena, which she didn�t want to happen. Not all vampires are terrible. Just all of them that weren�t named Serena.
Supposedly Wayne�s sister was also a vampire, or so Serena had said, but Eva had never met her. For all she knew, Serena was an absolute anomaly and Wayne�s sister would be insufferable as well. Then again, thinking about it for a few minutes, Serena was fairly insufferable in her own way. It was just that Eva had gotten used to it.
�Why don�t we raise the stakes?�
�What do you have in mind?�
�If Nod Complex comes out on top of Brakket, I�ll supply you with a weekly vial of my blood for a year. Fifty-two vials, in other words.�
�I see no issue with that.�
�If Brakket wins�� Eva tapped her chin in thought. �An equal amount of your blood.�
She had no real concrete plans, but she was a blood mage! If she couldn�t find anything worth doing with it, she probably needed to rethink her choices in magic specialization. The vampire hadn�t done anything really worth killing him over, but she was sure there would be several other annoyances she could come up with.
If worse came to worst and Juliana couldn�t get rid of their problem, she could always try out the sense-sharing spell. Despite her poor experience in using it on Sawyer, two days of spying on him could easily reveal whatever backup plans he had.
�My blood? Why would you want my blood? You don�t drink blood, do you?�
Shalise made a face, looking almost like she was going to be sick.
Eva ignored it. �I don�t drink blood,� she said with a shrug. �However, I�m not averse to making money. I�m sure vampire blood can be used in all sorts of potions and magical reagents.�
�Selling my blood?� He scoffed, shaking his head. With a prideful flourish, he stood from the table. �It won�t matter. If you think I haven�t learned your tricks. And this time, you won�t be allied with the�� His lips curled again as he trailed off, shooting a glance at the Isomer table. �Elysium Order,� he eventually finished, sounding more like he was swearing than actually talking. �But I can agree to your bet. Fifty-two vials. Plus no less than ten direct feedings.�
Did he have to be so creepy about it? It was hard enough to keep her smile from faltering. Shalise had her eyes closed and her nose scrunched up. Even Juliana had shoved her meal away from her as she stared at the vampire.
On the other hand, Saija�s glower at having the vampire sitting next to her reached its peak. �Great. Now that you�re done, do you mind?� She wafted her hand in front of her nose. �Ugh. Dead people. Reeks like raw fish. Or worse. You shouldn�t be allowed around everybody�s meals. It�s not like you can eat it anyway.�
�No one asked you, demon,� he snarled.
�Your breath isn�t doing you any favors either,� she said, turning her head with her nose wrinkled. �Even if you�re dead, you could still have a mint every now and again, right?�
Eva cleared her throat before more snide remarks could be thrown. Not that she really minded, but the nuns had started to stare. �You should probably head back to your school�s table. I�d rather have as little known fraternization as possible between us.�
He gave a slight snort but turned and walked off towards the Nod Complex�s seating.
�Creep,� Juliana mumbled under her breath, to which Shalise gave a few vigorous nods.
�Yeah. I wish Devon would get on with my next treatment already. Apparently my most recent treatment made me unpalatable towards one other vampire. Maybe another would work on this guy.�
Juliana�s back stiffened. �Other vampire? The one from our room?�
�Yeah. She�s been around somewhere. I saw her just after the hunters attacked. Not since though, I wonder where she�s been,� Eva mumbled to herself. �But don�t worry, she�s back to her normal self. No lunging at you and trying to eat you. Too much, anyway.�
�You sure know how to make people feel better,� Juliana said with a sigh.
�I do try,� Eva said with a smile. She was going to say more, but Anderson chose that moment to get up on center stage.
As with the previous event, he introduced Wallace Redford. Redford stood from his seat�he wasn�t next to the quetzalcoatl this time. In fact, Eva couldn�t see the quetzalcoatl anywhere around. Maybe her presence had been a one-off thing. Redford announced the results exactly as Eva had expected. Brakket first, Isomer second, Faultline and Nod Complex tied for third, and Mount Hope fifth.
Throughout it all, Eva barely paid attention. The results were a mere formality at this point. Though she did give Irene a thumbs up when Brakket was announced as first. Had it not been for her, Brakket and Mount Hope would have tied for second underneath Isomer.
And, frankly, Irene deserved a little praise. Getting carried around by Saija all night didn�t look like the funnest thing that could have happened.
Irene didn�t look all that happy at the minor praise. Though she smiled, she quickly ducked her head and stared down at her plate, avoiding eye-contact with everyone else for a few minutes until she thought nobody was looking.
To be fair, nobody was looking. Eva only observed her through her blood sight. However, her thoughts were interrupted before she could consider Irene more.
�The next event will be held the second week of January. As with the other events, you will be unaware of what is required to succeed until immediately before the event. Enjoy your holidays, though do not neglect your training. It just might mean the difference between success and defeat.�
�Thank you Wallace,� Anderson said, stepping back into his spot as Redford headed back towards his seat. �Now, before we all disperse for the evening, I do have a few� announcements to make. I do not wish to imply that Brakket Academy may be unsafe; however, there was an incident recently that I feel it is necessary to make everyone aware of.�
At Eva�s side, Juliana shifted, she moved her hands down to her lap and mimicked Irene in avoiding people�s gaze.
�There was an attempt at kidnapping a Brakket Academy student over the weekend. Mage-knight Genoa Rivas, Eva Spencer, and the demon Arachne managed to recover the student unharmed shortly after the incident; however, the kidnapper managed to escape. Until the situation can be resolved and the perpetrator captured, students are not to wander Brakket City unaccompanied. Anywhere beyond the dormitory buildings is considered off-limits for the time being. If you need to shop for clothing, supplies, or anything else, please ask one of the professors you see up on stage,� he said with a wave of his hand back to the assembled teachers and headmasters.
Lucy, Eva noted, waved right back with a bright smile on her face. Eva wasn�t certain if she was supposed to have been included in that grouping, but maybe someone would ask her. That might be amusing to watch.
�Finally, if you see a woman with bright red hair down to her shoulders and an eye patch over her right eye, please keep your distance and contact help immediately. She may be wearing metallic armor.� He lifted his wand into the air and drew out a series of flaming numbers. They hung in the air just above his head. �I highly encourage everyone to add this number to their speed-dials. There will always be someone manning the phone ready to dispatch assistance.�
He clapped his hands together. The numbers kept hovering over his head, but his morose expression shifted back to a bright smile. �However, we expect to have the situation well in hand. Be aware, be safe, but try not to worry too much. There are a few more lighthearted announcements to make before I let you all go.
�We�ll be hosting a special event on the twenty-eighth. Optional to attend, but if you wish to intermingle with your fellow schools outside a school or contest setting, this will be the event for you. There will be a number of games and prizes��
Eva�s attention waned. Her interest in holiday events for the various schools rated somewhere between being stuck in Sawyer�s head for a weekend and being strapped to Sawyer�s operating table. If everyone else wanted to have some fun party, that was perfectly fine with her. She had other things to think about.
Catherine for one. The succubus was going to stop by Brakket later on to inspect the ritual circle. Eva still had yet to describe its purpose to Catherine�she wanted to see if the purpose was evident in the design. If Catherine said that the circle was designed to split apart the Earth and send both halves cascading into the Sun, then she might be speaking with Vektul about some miscommunication regarding the ritual.
If she did divine just what the ritual was for, Eva was really hoping she wouldn�t have too many concerns over it.
Of course, that was assuming it got finished anytime soon. With Juliana�s parents both going into a completely overprotective mode, she might not be able to help out much. Eva had considered asking her to use Zagan�s power to instantly complete it, but considering a second time, she really didn�t want any magic-induced errors to appear. The circle was almost finished. With her non-Juliana help, it wouldn�t take forever. Then they could go over the entire thing by hand, double checking it all.
Might still be a good idea to recruit someone else as well. And then she still needed the actual people to help power the circle. A combination of demons and humans. Juliana probably wouldn�t work anymore with her having been bound to Zagan. She could check in with Vektul, but better to be safe than sorry.
But that was still a little further off than even the completion of the circle.
The other big issue was the hunter. Despite Anderson�s claims of having the situation well in hand. Frankly, she just didn�t believe that he would do much of anything. He might believe it, but not Eva. In her opinion, Genoa was far more likely to do something.
Which might have been what Anderson was counting on.
Still, the possibility of him actually doing something didn�t mean that Eva would sit idle. The hunter was after her, after all. And she had just the idea in mind. She would wander around on the streets and get herself captured.
Her thoughts broke as the dinnerware before her began clattering. It was a small thing. The clattering didn�t last more than a few seconds. The only reason it was audible at all was because the entire room fell into a brief silence. Eva scarcely felt it herself.
�An earthquake?� Anderson said from up on the stage, confusion marring his features. He waited a moment as if listening for anything else. But nothing came. �Huh. Well, probably nothing to worry about. Brakket Academy isn�t just brick and mortar. It�s magic. It won�t fall to something as mundane as an earthquake. As I was saying, celebrations!�
Again, Eva tuned him out as she glanced to her side. Shalise had her arms wrapped around her and trembled. �You alright,� Eva asked, placing a hand on the girl�s shoulder.
�There were enough earthquakes in Hell,� she whispered.
Ah, right. Eva rubbed her shoulder. �Don�t worry. Like Anderson said, it was probably nothing. Some slight ripple from a far-off quake. And even if it is less benign, we�re all here this time,� she said, gesturing to the whole table.
Still� Earthquakes were rare in Montana. Not unheard of, but not exactly common either. And Eva wasn�t the type to believe in coincidence. It was probably that hunter. Since her sky beam had been destroyed, she was probably trying something else. This time from below.
Eva definitely needed to deal with her.
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Hello, thanks for reading.
Book ten will continue as scheduled. No intermissions or interludes. Tune in next time for 010.001. Double digits! Yay!
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!
To start things off, I�d like to mention just a small clarification about Zagan�s ability. Well before I started writing, I made a list of the top ten most overpowered abilities I could think of that weren�t literal omnipotence. One of those powers I gave to Zagan. He has the ability to invert states. It works on a conceptual level as well as a physical. In short, so long as he phrases what he wants to have happen properly, he can do near anything imaginable. And even plenty unimaginable.
Which has led to a bit of dysphoria for poor old Zagan. When you can do literally everything, what point is there in doing anything?
So that might give you some insight into some of Zagan�s actions over the series.
As for Juliana, Zagan may not have given her full control over every little aspect of his power. Finding himself erased from existence because of an idle thought on her part might be a novel concept, but then he wouldn�t be in much of position to experience anything from then on. To add to that, she is only a human who has only just come into this power. It might be a while before she fully realizes its potential. In fact, such a thing probably won�t even be in the scope of this series. Zagan has had his power since the dawn of time and even he can occasionally experience new ideas.
Anyway, I hoped you all enjoyed the events. The second didn�t receive nearly as much attention, but Eva wasn�t exactly a part of it. Plus there were other things going on at the time. Something like that has been planned essentially since the start of the series. I didn�t know exactly what the events would entail until I actually wrote them though. I just had a vague concept of some kind of contest.
I think it turned out rather well.
Now you may be like, �Hold on, you�re ending the book now? The tournament isn�t over yet!� I am aware of this. I�ve been writing and honestly, I�ve been feeling like I�ve been floundering a bit. I�m going to try to tighten up the chapters as I reread them before posting, but the fact of the matter was that the third event probably isn�t going to happen in the next ten chapters. So I could either do a giant 50 chapter book (don�t quote me on that number) or end it here. Which here felt like a fairly decent spot.
So anyway, yeah. Still, I hope everyone looks forward to what is to come and I hope everyone will enjoy it as well!

Now for some side notes:
Again, thank you to everyone who has donated through either Patreon or PayPal.
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.
As a reminder, there are a few chapters of a series that might be in the future for me on a second WordPress site. Tower Curator Preview! I don�t think I have actually posted any chapters over the course of this book. Maybe one towards the start. I would have made a note of it in the chapter though.
That�s not because I haven�t been writing anything on the side. It�s mostly that I�m not sure exactly what I want to do going forwards. As I said in the last Author�s Notes, I�m still considering seeking publishing. I�m also considering posting another web serial, albeit at a slower rate. Two years ago, I was in a very different place. I had a great deal more spare time. The time I into Void Domain has decreased. I�ve grown more efficient at writing and better at scheduling my time. But it hasn�t decreased enough. It�s basically a full time job.
However, I do enjoy writing. I just have to figure out exactly what I�m going to do.
AND, speaking of all this. Happy two year anniversary, Void Domain! The timing is once again off�I rarely pay attention to dates and such�but it�s close enough.
For those of you who are reading my fanfictions over on SpaceBattles (Ziz and O Give Me A Clone), I have bad news. Ziz might be going on indefinite hiatus soon. Maybe even Clone as well, not sure. Ziz, I never really expected it to do much. I�ve barely thought about it (as I�m sure has come across in some chapters) and usually just write whatever comes to mind. But as with all series, as they grow more complex, they grow harder to write and thus consume more time. I�ve recently made a few changes to how often I�m posting, but even still, the time expenditure is rapidly heading towards the �not worth it� end of the spectrum. I didn�t have a plan for the series and honestly have no idea what should happen beyond a few chapters from now.
But that might be a few weeks off. Don�t know. There will be a chapter tomorrow (today? My sleeping schedule is screwed up at the moment) as usual.
As for Clone? Don�t know either. The chapters are taking longer, but that is probably because I switched from 1k chapters to ~3k chapters. We�ll see in the future.
On to the trivia section!

� The quetzalcoatl from the first event had a set of very distinct eyes. However, those eyes are not original. They�re a reference! Did anyone spot where to?

� Similarly, a few of the less important demons were named in this book. As someone pointed out in the comments, Nougami Neuro is currently attending Brakket along with Sebastian.

Reading recommendation:
The Dragonriders of Pern series by Anne McCaffery. There are a lot of books in this series. I haven�t even read them all. But the original trilogy (Dragonflight, Dragonquest, and The White Dragon), Dragonsdawn (a prequel to the above and chronologically the first in the series), and Moreta: Dragonlady of Pern are probably the top ones. Unfortunately, I don�t know that there are any web versions to browse for free. I own physical copies of all of the above so you�ll probably have to find a way to read them yourselves.
�
Book Nine Stats:
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That�s all, thanks for reading book nine. I hope you enjoy book ten.
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