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ONE
 
   I’m blonde. No, I am not shitting you. 
 
   I shake my dripping hair and lean into the mirror. Not even a punky, Icelandic blonde. No, golden-retriever blonde. Strawberry blonde. Soccer-mom blonde.
 
   And once my hair dries, the color will be even brighter. I shudder. 
 
   I never thought I’d say this, but thank God for the nearly-face-shattering kick I took in the last fight—the lingering bruise is the only thing saving me from looking like a total ass-kissing honor-roll student. I touch my puffy cheek gingerly. The bruise will only last a few more hours, but the silver lining of being on the losing side in a war is that there will definitely be opportunities for more.
 
   The demons are still hunting me, so the Crusaders ordered the new hair color hoping that it will help with my disguise. I remarked that if our big defense is a $5.99 bottle of Nice ‘n Easy, we’re doomed. 
 
   Jo shrugged, helpfully pointed out we’re probably already doomed and shoved the box of dye into my chest, adding, “It can’t hurt.”
 
   I look in the motel mirror. She’s so wrong.
 
   Chi chooses that moment to stick his own blond (natural) head around the door of the bathroom. Depending on what he says, it might end up hurting him, too. Being a good friend, I try to warn him with a sour devil’s glare.
 
   “Wow, Meda.”
 
   My eyes narrow further.
 
   “That’s . . . well.”
 
   “‘Well’ what?” I growl.
 
   “Perky.”
 
   I hiss.
 
   He opens his mouth, then thinks better of it. I can see the gears cranking behind his blue eyes. Sadly, he can’t resist. “Running for student body president?” he asks and I lunge.
 
   He dodges out of the doorway, amazingly quick for someone as big as he is. My lunge turns into a dive. I tuck, roll and rotate so fast that I’m on him just as he’s bounding over the bed towards the door. I catch him around the waist, and we slam into the wall and come down on an end table. The lamp, metal and bolted down in a cheap place like this, folds under us like foil. Chi has arms like tree trunks and manages to hulk me on to my back as we roll off what remains of the table. He grins, but it doesn’t last long.
 
   He yelps and releases my shoulders. He looks at me in horror. “Did you just bite me?”
 
   It’s my turn to grin. He may be a gorilla but I’m still stronger, so I don’t need to fight dirty. I just like to.
 
   I knee him—just narrowly missing his balls—and send him sailing over my head and into the wall. I flip and straddle him, then lean in until we’re nose to nose. My hands tighten on his windpipe. “Would the class president do this—“
 
   The door bangs open with a blast of crisp autumn wind, and I turn to see Jo—as I straddle her boyfriend, my mouth inches from his.
 
   “What are you doing?” Her curls stick out wildly making her look like some kind of cave woman. A pissed cave woman.
 
   “Uhhhhh,” I offer articulately.
 
   “Not you.” She switches her glare to Chi. “You were supposed to get her, not kill her.”
 
   “Hey!” I squawk. “If anyone’s killing anyone, it’s me.”
 
   Jo rolls her eyes. “Oh, who cares? Get up, we’ve got to go.”
 
   I shove off Chi and climb to my feet. “Already?” I offer him a hand up only to let go when he’s halfway to his feet. He lands on his back with an oof.
 
   I like to hold a grudge.
 
   “Yeah,” Jo says. “And for good, so pack everything. We leave in fifteen.”
 
   I wince. Ever since our school was blown up (again), we’ve been on the move. Turns out the attack on our school was part of a widespread assault, hitting Templar communities all over the country.
 
   I snap up a tatty green canvas duffle I pretend I bought because it’s vintage, not because it was cheap. The indignity of fleeing, barefoot, taught me that the Sarge doesn’t mess around; when she says fifteen minutes, she means fifteen. I grab the grimoire I’d been studying and the laptop with all my mom’s videos, wrapping them in some clothes before shoving them in the bag. “Where to this time?”
 
   “Maine,” Jo answers, grabbing her own stuff and jamming it into her bag. Chi ducks out to do the same.
 
   “Maine? What’s in Maine?” I ask, but it’s with the interest of someone craning their neck to see a car wreck. I’m not really sure I want to know the answer—it’s easier to leap from the frying pan when you’re ignorant of the fire below.
 
   When she doesn’t immediately answer, I turn. She chews her lip. “I don’t know.” Jo takes in my unhappy look. “Relax. Sarge promised they’d explain when we arrive.” Then she does a double take. “What on earth are you wearing?”
 
   I look down. Demon-killing is tough on wardrobe, so there’s a lot of turnover. “A leotard. And leggings.” I flap my arms. “Total freedom of movement.”
 
   “You look like a ballerina.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agree enthusiastically, then curve my fingers into claws and drop my voice a few octaves. “The Ballerina of Death.”
 
   She snorts. Her eyes go to my newly-dyed golden blonde hair. “Sure thing, Cupcake.”
 
   I shake my wet head like a dog, spraying Jo as she squawks and ducks for cover.
 
   After we pack, we meet the rest of our squad—the Reavers, we’ve been dubbed—in the parking lot in front of the hotel. Despite being autumn, the black asphalt radiates heat under the unforgiving afternoon sun. The Reavers are slow to put on their leather coats, leaving them tossed over the handlebars of their motorcycles until the last minute.
 
   All except Sergeant Reinhardt, aka the Sarge, our squad leader, who somehow looks as cool as a cucumber in her long sleeved leather coat. Her rigid posture and disapproving stare suggests we’re late, even though we aren’t. She’s tall with frizzy grey hair and one sky-blue laser beam of an eye. The other has long been replaced with a twisted scar that pulls her face into a permanent snarl. 
 
   She can be such a tight ass, but it comes in handy sometimes. As part of my compromise with the Crusaders I agreed to let them possess me to use my amped-up magical powers until I learn to cast spells myself. I demanded to be in her squad as she’s the only one I trust to stay stolidly on her side of the mental line. 
 
   I, of course, don’t have the same compunction and poke around until she psychically punches me. 
 
   The eye, man. I need to know how she lost the eye. 
 
   I made the mistake once of asking one of my new squad mates how she lost it, but a funny thing happens once adults have decided you’re one of them, when you cross the invisible line from child to grown-up. Suddenly they swear, they bitch, they crack jokes, they lie about how people lost body parts. “She traded it for superpowers.” “She lost a bet.” “She got a BB gun for Christmas.”
 
   “Melange, Beauregard, mount up,” Headmaster Reinhart barks, but softens it with a wink his wife can’t see. Married Crusaders are always in the same squad as they are magically bound and literally suffer if they’re separated too long. The Crusaders say it’s to foster family unity, but I think it’s because someone who marries a Crusader becomes a Crusader. The Powers That Be want you to think hard before you take the plunge. It gives new meaning to old adage “Wed in haste, repent at leisure.” 
 
   These last few months out from behind his desk have shrunk the Headmaster’s bowl full of jelly to a mere saucer, but he still looks like Santa gone bad—a full white beard and moustache, dressed all in the traditional black leather and denim of a biker. His twinkling eyes and constant good humor can melt even the Sarge’s sourest moods and, sure enough, whatever he just said has her twisting her lips in the Sarge’s version of a smile. 
 
   My gaze leaves them and finds Him. My one true love. 
 
   My heart gives a little squeeze at the sight of him. He leans nonchalantly in the parking lot, the long afternoon sun splashing his shadow on to the pavement, bigger, taller than the original. Enormous, like the space he fills in my heart.
 
   It wasn’t love at first sight. Oh no, like all the best relationships it was slow and tempestuous. I thought he was too loud, too flashy. As for him, he was aloof.
 
   But as we’ve been forced together these past months, in increasingly dangerous situations, we’ve come to appreciate each other’s finer points. We have realized how very much we have in common. Recklessness. A need for speed. A preference for speaking in growls and roars. 
 
   I move forward and stroke his shiny chrome fender. “Who’s a good boy? Are you my good boy?”
 
   Jo makes a disgusted noise from where she stands next to her own motorcycle. “You’re ridiculous.”
 
   “Now, Jo, jealousy is a sin.” Our gazes move to her little machine. While mine is a monstrous masterpiece that looks like flames should shoot out its tailpipe, hers is a tiny little thing made of plastic or polycarbonate or pixie dust. Jo’s damaged leg is strong enough that she doesn’t need to ride the embarrassment of a tricycle anymore, but the beasts that the rest of us drive are unduly taxing. In the shadow of my monster, hers looks like a toy.
 
   “It’s just a motorcycle,” she snaps, grabbing her helmet and forcing it over her wild curls.
 
   I reach out and cover the mirrors protruding from the sides of Bubba’s steering column. “Shhhh, shhh, don’t listen to her. She doesn’t mean it.” 
 
   “Miss Melange,” the Sarge bellows. “Are you going to ride that bike or make love to it?”
 
   I look at her. “Both?”
 
   “Oh for the love of—” She ends with a small headshake and turns away.
 
   Rex, a short, muscular guy with an easy grin, walks his bike forward until he almost bumps me with his wheel. I suspect Rex isn’t his real name—it seems like the kind of overcompensate-y nickname chosen by people named Ulmer or Delmer. 
 
   “Don’t take it personally,” he says apologetically, but with a sparkle in his eye that makes me wary. “It’s a sensitive subject with her.”
 
   “Motorcycle lovin’?”
 
   “Yeah. Didn’t you know?” He points at his face. “It’s how she lost her eye.”
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   His barked laugh is cut off abruptly. An electrical ping ricochets along my nerve endings and I jerk involuntarily.
 
   The Crusader’s emergency beacon. Someone nearby is in trouble.
 
   The other Crusaders don’t react as strongly, though there’s an obvious change in the group’s mood. 
 
   “Rookie’s Sting,” Rex says, noting my reaction. “You’ll get used to it. Soon you’ll even like it.” He grins at my look of utter disbelief. It’s like sticking your finger in a damn electrical socket. “It’s the cue that you’re about to kick some demon ass.”
 
   The Crusaders, as a whole, have only a passing acquaintance with sanity.
 
   The characteristic banter of a group of people that is too long in its own company is replaced with tense, efficient movements. People straddle their bikes, double-check that their gear is strapped in place securely, pat their bodies for weapons. 
 
   “Change in plans,” the Sarge says unnecessarily, when she and Crusader Henries, our resident magical expert, return from communicating with Headquarters. “Shady Glen has been attacked.” Her words are terse and she meets no one’s eyes.
 
   Shady Glen. One of the few Crusader communities left. Rex swears, and there are sick looks on the faces of the others assembled. Disguised as a hippie commune, Shady Glen is about twenty miles south of us. We’d just passed through there a few days ago.
 
   Chi’s jaw is tensed, his mouth compressed in a thin line. He’s ready for a fight. Jo’s focus is entirely on the Sarge, waiting for more information.
 
   She’s destined to be disappointed. The Sarge, known for her need-to-know mentality, says nothing else and swings a leg over her bike and kicks it to life. “Reavers move out!”
 
    
 
   The ghosts let me know we’re close.
 
   The first is a small, grey girl crouching on the side of the otherwise deserted lane. She digs through what looks to be a bowling bag, but stops to drift to her feet as we approach. When we get close enough for her to recognize us, she holds up a hand, silently pointing down the country road. We blast past.
 
   On the other side of the road, a ghostly figure of a boy carries a backpack. He too lifts his hand to point.
 
   The ghosts get denser, adults now mixed in among the children, until they line the lane leading to the Crusader community as thickly as the trees hanging over the gravel road. The enormity of our loss becomes more apparent and I understand the strained look on the Sarge’s face after she talked to headquarters.
 
   This is not a rescue mission. It’s a recovery mission.
 
   The others don’t know. My demonic heritage is what allows me to see the dead, heritage the rest of them don’t share. I look around and all I see on their faces is the feral excitement of attack dogs about to be unleashed. 
 
   We loop around the bend and the commune comes into sight, or what remains of it. We were just here and now it’s almost unrecognizable. The buildings we stayed in, the eating hall, the school, all have been destroyed. The trailers are ripped open, raw, torn edges of metal so bent out of shape they look more like giant, discarded sardine tins than homes.
 
   And the bodies. Everywhere there are bodies.
 
   I was warned. All the ghosts, I was warned, and still the sight of the piled corpses draws me up. They were taken unawares, that much is obvious; mixed in among the adults lie the small bodies of children who should have been in hiding. All Crusaders communities have some sort of safe room as it’s hard to escape with squalling, screaming, slow-moving tots. They never made it to theirs.
 
   The rest of my squad didn’t have the warning I did, and a few cry out in horror. But no one stops riding. After a shocked pause, there’s a roar as everyone guns their engines, as if the few extra seconds the acceleration buys us will somehow change everything. Change anything. There’s a spray of gravel when we break, some riders twisting their bikes sharply to stop.
 
   “Somehow they managed to block the emergency signal,” the Sarge says, the words snapping out, her rage contained only by her determined efficiency. There are mutterings of discontent. The last thing we need is for the demons to have learned a new trick. “The Crusader who alerted us had to escape on foot in order to get the message out. Spread out. Look for survivors.” 
 
   She turns to me, and I know what she wants. I reach for the amulet that hangs under my shirt and pull it off. Armand gave me the necklace to conceal my demon energy, energy that my kind sense when they are nearby. Even though I don’t particularly want any souvenirs of Armand (he betrayed me and I chained him up to die—not exactly an amicable break up), the amulet is too useful to get rid of.
 
   My (Almost) Boyfriend Tried to Sell My Soul to the Devil and All I Got Was This Lousy Amulet—they should put that on a T-shirt.
 
   The instant the amulet leaves my neck, a buzz of power flares to life under my skin. I answer her unasked question with a nod. 
 
   “There are demons still here.” The Sarge’s blue laser beam of an eye cuts over the destruction. “Find them.”
 
   Chi, Jo and I creep toward the largest, central building. It looks like an oversized log cabin—or did—with a porch off the side protecting picnic tables from the weather. It served as the kitchen when last we were here, but now it looks like a pile of discarded Lincoln logs, the porch completely collapsed. The table where I ate my lunch last week has been obliterated.
 
   A low moan comes from what was once the porch and Chi’s eyes fly to mine. It’s impossible to tell whether the moaner is Crusader or demon. By unspoken agreement, he peels off, cautiously poking through the wreckage with Jo following to watch his back. 
 
   I move forward into what was once the kitchen, kicking the broken door out of the way. I step inside and pause, listening. Everything is silent, so I creep forward, peering under the long work tables and opening cabinet doors where a terrified child might hide. 
 
   My blood pumps, but not in fear. The destruction, the scent of blood, the wispy grey of souls escaping their broken shells, all call to the Hunger. It lifts its leopard’s head; its predator’s eyes gleam through mine. It, too, watches, but not for survivors.
 
   At least, not for survivors from our side. 
 
   I pull open what I expect to be a pantry, but instead see stairs heading down, a heavy-duty steel door at the bottom.
 
   I suspect I just found Shady Glen’s safe room. That it’s still standing, the door still intact, gives me no cause to rejoice. I’ve already seen the ghosts. Still, when I reach out and place my hand on the doorknob, I hope it’s locked. 
 
   It turns easily under my hand and I wrench it open in anger. 
 
   My eyes take a moment to adjust to the dim emergency lights. The cement room is long and lined with shelves, some of them knocked over, containing supplies. Canned goods, medical supplies, and broken water jugs are scattered amongst the bodies and stackable cots.
 
   A bewildered ghost, probably two years old, stands in the center of the room. I didn’t notice her at first, as she’s translucent and grey as the walls behind her. She sucks her fingers, four of them jammed into her mouth to the knuckle. She looks up when she senses me and pulls her damp hand from her mouth to lift up her arms.
 
   “Up,” she mouths wordlessly. Ghosts can’t speak. “Up.”
 
   A banging noise from the back corner of the room saves me from having to try to explain to a two-year-old that she no longer has a body for me to lift. Live children are hard enough to rationalize with; dead ones have never proved to be any better. Instead I prowl around her, pursuing the noise. The little ghost turns as I go by, still with her arms outstretched and the silent, plaintive cry on her lips.
 
   Something scrapes against cement and then there’s a crash. A metal shelf falls over and lands against another one. Before I can reach the shelf, it rocks and tumbles to the floor, revealing a pudgy middle-aged demon in a grey suit and pink blouse. She hasn’t seen me yet and leans back against the cinderblock wall to pant in obvious pain. The second shelving unit, the one that the first shelves had fallen against, pins the demon by her leg.
 
   That will be the very, very least of her many problems.
 
   The child drifts to my side. At the sight of the demon, fat tears roll down her chubby cheeks and she jerks with hiccup-like motions. I’m not the hugging sort and providing comfort has never been one of my many skills, so I ignore her. 
 
   Revenge, on the other hand, is a different story.
 
   The Hunger seethes under my skin, and my chest swells with joy—no, more than joy. It’s a fierce, violent desire that obliterates the other, weaker, emotions. My world focuses to a needle-sharp point: her. Ending her. 
 
   As if she senses the sudden shift in her fate, the demon’s eyes open. She starts when she sees me then cocks her head slightly in confusion. She can feel the swell of power caused by my demon-ness but can’t miss the malevolence in my manner. 
 
   Maybe the blonde hair is a good disguise after all.
 
   “Well,” she demands in the face of my silent regard. “Help me.” She waves at the shelf pinning her leg. 
 
   I smile. The slow, creeping smile of the Hunger. Her brow furrows in consternation.
 
   “I’m not here to help,” I coo. My words slide around her as gentle as a lover’s hands, as inescapable as a noose. A movement at my side calls her attention and I follow her gaze to the toddler. The little girl paws at my hand, her eyes sparkling with tears, unable to understand why her hand merely passes through mine. I turn away from her wet face and back to the demon. The Hunger flares furiously. “At least, I’m not here to help you.”
 
   And she knows. I see the instant she realizes who I am. What I am about to do. The way her chin pulls back and she swallows, the sudden quickness in her breath, the lunge of blood in her veins as her heart pumps furiously in her panic. 
 
   “Meda.” The word is more air than word. A gasp. Of awe. Of terror.
 
   I have a bit of a reputation.
 
   She surges forward, terror giving her strength she didn’t have a moment before, and heaves the shelving unit off her leg. She scrambles to her feet and I let her. I want her to panic and run and flail and feel me breathing down her neck. I want her to struggle in my grasp, to fight, to think she can win. I want her to have hope then I want to rip that hope from her chest along with her black demon’s heart.
 
   She presses her back against the wall. The way she holds her leg awkwardly in front of her suggests her knee isn’t working properly. She braces herself with trembling hands and licks her lips nervously. Her eyes dart looking for exits, for help.
 
   Without warning, she shoves away from the wall, flinging herself over the shelves. Her knee can’t support her weight, but she’s expecting it, so she tucks, rolling as she lands. I lunge, releasing the animalistic Hunger from its cage. The world turns red, pulsing like the hot blood that will pour from her veins.
 
   She leaps to her feet and lets out a scream as she puts weight on her injured leg. Still, she’s able to stay upright, her leg bearing her weight enough for her to keep going. She casts a terrified look over her shoulder. She’s fast, faster than I expected.
 
   “But not fast enough,” I sing.
 
   Still I don’t catch her, not right away. I let her have that hope. I let it linger and grow until I can feel it pulse in the air. She’s almost at the door. Almost. So close, she kicks off again so she can dive through. That’s when I catch her. I bring her down in the way of predators, drawing her, screaming, to the dirty floor. Down among the bodies she broke just hours before. Cans of beans and corn skitter and roll away from where we flail and thrash.
 
   “Please! Please!” Her hands grab at mine, which is wrapped around her throat.
 
   “Please, what?” 
 
   She’s seems confused, obviously not expecting my calm and reasonable tone. “Please…don’t kill me?” I don’t think she intended it as a question, but it comes out that way. I feel the little hum of optimism start in her chest. Her eyes wide in her fleshy face.
 
   “Why not?” I ask politely, as if we were in a boardroom and not on a blood-soaked floor, my hand wrapped around her neck.
 
   “Because…because I had to. I didn’t have a choice.” Her eyes dart to the little dead girl, who now clutches a fuzzy book bag in front of her as if it were a teddy bear.
 
   I lean in even further, pushing down until I’m crushing her windpipe. “Oh, well, see, there’s always a choice.” I ease the pressure so I can hear her beg.
 
   “But—no wait!”
 
   I don’t.
 
   She screams, garbled words coming from a damaged throat. Her cries for mercy land on ears that wouldn’t listen even if they didn’t have the silent sobbing of a ghost-toddler ringing in them.
 
   Then there’s silence.
 
   The blackened soul of the demon seeps from her broken body in a billowing cloud. I reach out with my magic and pull the soul into me, stripping away the false life demons are granted when their human bodies die and they enter hell’s service. She will never be reborn into a new body.
 
   As much as I’d love to kill her over and over again, it’s just not practical.
 
   The demon’s tainted soul roils through me, sour and poisonous. I can taste her rage and her resentment, but it’s all overshadowed with the sugar-sweet taste of terror—whether it lingers from our encounter or is in anticipation of the fate awaiting her in hell, I can’t say.
 
   Nor do I care.
 
   A demon’s soul doesn’t satisfy me the way a human’s does. It’s sweet-and-low to a living human’s sugar. Still, a creeping satisfaction bubbles under my skin, the soul-drunk buzz that always accompanies the devouring of a soul.
 
   I turn, softly, gently, to the ghost toddler. She no longer sobs, though the tear tracks are still evident on her round cheeks. She stares up, entranced by something I can’t see. Her expression is uplifted, her eyes wide. Her face splits into a smile revealing tiny milk teeth she’ll never be old enough to lose. She throws her hands towards whatever so captivates her. 
 
   “Up,” she mouths and suddenly her image freezes and pixelates, then rockets upwards like glitter caught in a sudden updraft.
 
    
 
   


  
 

TWO
 
   We gather our dead and bury them in a short, bitter service, and then Crusader Henries casts a spell to make their remains undiscoverable. The only rule obeyed by both sides in this cosmic war is that it must be kept entirely secret. The other Crusaders pour holy water over the dead demons, dissolving them where they lay. I had one encounter with the stuff the day I first met the Chi and Jo, and just the sight of it is enough to make my shoulder burn in memory.
 
   We round up the pathetically small number of survivors—eight children who managed to hide during the carnage and one adult who is in such bad shape the demons must have assumed she was already dead—and bring them with us to Maine, our destination before the emergency signal changed our plans. It’s a grim and quiet group that rolls out of what was once Shady Glen.
 
   Crusaders and demons travel using a teleportation spell that creates what we call a “rabbit hole.” Basically, a pair of linked magical hot spots, one at the origin point and the other at the destination. They take a great deal of magic to create and so are semi-permanent. Demons can use our rabbit holes, just as we can use theirs, so we’re always careful not to have the destination point directly inside a camp. Thanks to the rabbit holes our weary group makes it to Maine from California just before dusk.
 
   We drive through a small community with the overly-moneyed, overly-manicured feel of a college town. The sort of place with granite curbs and ordinances that require every building to be unique in exactly the same way. I bet they have a farmers’ market. 
 
   Our destination is a small campus of a dozen or so buildings perched on a cliff overlooking the sea. It’s enclosed in a brick wall with an elegantly-scrolled wrought-iron gate. The bricks of the wall are arranged in an airy lattice pattern, creating a perfect ladder should anyone wish to invade. It creates only the air of exclusivity rather than the reality of it; a fence for a place that wants you to know what you’re missing.
 
   The meager visible defenses are not the only protections. An army of Crusaders dressed innocuously as groundskeepers and workmen prowl the perimeter, and when we draw up at the gates, we stop. Crusader Henries mutters an incantation, and a web of royal blue flares into existence. It overlays the useless lattice fencing and veins the circular drive that leads up to the school. Brilliant blue patches, like puddles, dot the yard in magical landmines. The glowing blue webbing is packed so tightly that its sudden visibility makes me squint. 
 
   I have never seen so much magic expended in one place. Whatever they’re protecting is serious.
 
   Crusader Henries lifts his hands. “Allabutesque es que talla,” he cries. A slash of light cuts down the center of the drive and the royal blue strands separate and crawl away from the road as if a living thing. I recognize the spell as basically the magical version of “undo.” The Sarge pounded into my head after…er…suffice to say, mistakes were made. Crusader magic was never intended to be used against each other, so any Crusader can cast the “undo” spell on any other. It’s handy in situations like this; it allows the Crusaders to cast protections without having to worry about blowing each other up. 
 
   Alerted to our arrival by the sentries, a dozen Crusaders wait at the entrance and burst into motion. The traumatized children and the wounded woman are swept off to be patched back together, and the Sarge and Henries are dragged urgently into a meeting before they have a chance to even unstrap their gear. It’s a sudden wave of Crusaders and activity, and then it recedes, leaving just a few of us standing in its wake. 
 
   Curious stares of Crusaders I haven’t yet met follow me and all around me are litanies of names followed by short responses as old friends meet again.
 
   “Joan?” 
 
   “In Florida, last I heard.”
 
   “Aimes?”
 
   “I just saw her last week.”
 
   “Adam?”
 
   “….haven’t heard otherwise” 
 
   And sometimes the short, silent pause that indicates a shaking of the head. I do my best to tune them out, to bury my head in the sand. Unfortunately sand is porous stuff.
 
   No one’s asked about Mags in weeks.
 
   “What is this place?” I whisper, as if in a church. I take a few steps to peer down a wood paneled hallway. The carpet is luxuriously thick, the kind upon which you could sneak up on a person without even trying, the kind that would muffle the thud of a body, the kind that would cost thousands to get blood stains out of. It swallows the sound of my footsteps.
 
   “A boarding school,” Chi says, barely glancing around. He dumps his gear on a chair that once probably cradled the ass of a seventeenth-century king.
 
   “If this is where the Corps’ kids get to go while I’ve been in that shithole trailer park, someone is getting punched in the balls.” I pause, then amend, “Or throat, gender-depending.” 
 
   Jo looks about, as if she just noticed we’re in a palace. “No. The Crusaders work with organizations on the outside. Powerful organizations. I bet they own this, or run it, or have blackmail material on the people who do.”
 
   I wonder if I should be disturbed at the regularity with which I have to remind myself that I work for the good guys.
 
   Just then, a couple of students show up. A guy, a couple years younger than us, wearing pressed pants and an air of servility. Next to him is the opposite—a tall, dark-skinned girl in sweats who grins when she sees us. I recognize her despite her newly shaved head and crutches.
 
   Chi beats me to it. “Zee!”
 
   She grins and releases a crutch long enough to do some complicated handshake with Chi. She tosses a “hi” to Jo who can’t seem to take her eyes off the crutches. 
 
   “What happened?” I ask and Jo’s eyes flick to Zee’s face for the answer.
 
   Zee looks at Jo when she answers. “Ah, well, you know I always wanted to be more like you.” Zee taps her wrapped leg with one of her crutches. 
 
   Jo forces a smile. “Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
   “Sadly it’s only temporary.”
 
   “Oh.” Jo tries to hide her relief.
 
   “Um, I was asking about the hair,” I say.
 
   Zee rubs her shaved head. “Jealous?” 
 
   I am. Very.
 
   “Don't even think about it, Meda,” Jo snaps, sounding more like herself.
 
   Zee looks at my newly-golden locks and makes a face. “Yeah, I could ask you the same question.”
 
   I’m too busy pouting to answer. “The blonde hair is a disguise,” Jo explains.
 
   “Oh. Bummer,” Zee says and spares me a pitying glance before turning back to Chi. “Anyway, I’m just here patching up. We’ve got this place for two weeks—they can only keep it closed so long mid-semester. Nice digs, though, eh?” She leans forward on to her crutches. “I’m in the dorm to the left, I gotta take them.” She swings out a crutch to point to the rest of the Reavers still waiting in the hall. “You’re here, upstairs. Follow—” She looks at the guy we’d all been ignoring but doesn’t come up with a name. “—him,” she finishes.
 
   He smiles in a way that asks that I please don’t eat him. His chances are better when I notice the greasy takeout bag he’s holding. I lick my lips and he takes a couple of shuffling steps back and clears his throat. “This way.”
 
   We’re taken up to the top floor of the west wing. I don’t bother to ask why Jo, Chi and I are up here while everyone else is somewhere else because the answer would only piss me off and I’m trying to be a team player. The kid pushes open the door into a common room fit only for kids with “III” or “IV” after their names. The walls are lined with glass-doored shelves containing the kind of old books no one actually reads, and a slim flat-screen the size of Bubba is mounted just above a stone fireplace. The upholstered wooden chairs scream “antique,” though surely even the most absurdly rich wouldn’t put priceless heirlooms in a dorm room.
 
   Inset into the walls of the oblong room are a half-dozen or so doors. Most are wood paneled, but one is steel plated with a heavy bolt, and I slow down and give the kid a warning glare should he think to tell me that one’s mine. To his relief, he walks past it without a pause, and pushes open the next door. “Your room.” 
 
   Three times as big as my motel room, it has three tall, narrow, multi-paned windows overlooking the park behind the school, then the ocean beyond that. Low wooden shelves stretch across the wall beneath the windows, and a desk sits on the left wall. A big, plush reading chair and ottoman sit cattycorner next to it. A door on the other side of the desk leads into a tiled bathroom. 
 
   But the pièce de résistance is pressed to the wall in front of me and I react as everyone must when confronted with an enormous puffy bed—I leap, arms spread wide, and land in its cloudy goodness with a tiny “phhhhht” of released air. I don’t move for several minutes, and the boy takes Jo and Chi off to their rooms. 
 
   I don’t know how long I lie there, but eventually the boy announces his return with a tentative clearing of his throat. I climb out of heaven to sit on its edge, giving the mounds of poof a friendly pat. 
 
   The boy holds out the greasy bag. “This is for you.” When I don’t get up, he comes just close enough to I can reach it. Just to be perverse, I snatch it out of his hands, making him jump. I stick my nose in the bag and inhale. Sugar Burger. “And I’m supposed to let you know that your . . .er, other kind of food is being prepared in the stables.” Apparently he finds the fact that I eat people to be difficult to swallow.
 
   I still, fistful of burger shoved halfway down my throat. My bullshit-o-meter starts to jangle a warning.
 
   “Two . . .” he searches for a tactful word, “courses if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   And that’s when the dream dies. I swallow and toss the bag to the side, jumping to my feet. My sudden movement startles the kid again. “Where’s Jo?” I demand.
 
   “I-I’m sorry?”
 
   I shove passed him and into the common room. “Jo!” I yell, and bang on the door next to mine, then move on to the next. “Jo!”
 
   “What are you—’ he stammers.
 
   “Jo!” I bellow again. The guy reaches out but stops himself from touching me. I blast him with my glare. “Let me tell you something, kid, about things being too good to be true—especially when those things come from the Crusaders. Two people to eat,” I mutter, shaking my head. “Do they think I’m stupid? Jo!” I bark again.
 
   She pops her head out of a room at the end of the hall. “What?” She checks me briefly for bodily harm—then checks the kid next to me. She’s wrapped in a towel, obviously about to take advantage of the en suite bathroom. With a tub. One that probably wasn’t last used to pack ice around an involuntary kidney donor. Now that she’s assured there’s no blood, she doesn’t look happy to be interrupted. “What is it, Meda?”
 
   “Fast food. Comfy bed. Time to nap.”
 
   “Is that a problem?”
 
   “People to eat, Jo. Two.” I hold up my fingers.
 
   “Oh, hell,” she says. “Let me get my pants.” She ducks back into her room.
 
   I turn to the boy next to me. “Where are they meeting?”
 
   “I don’t underst—’
 
   I grab him by the throat. “Understand now?”
 
   He points. “Dean’s suite,” he croaks. I raise my eyebrows and he hurriedly elaborates. “F-fourth floor, east wing.” I bare my teeth in a smile. I mean it in thanks, but it only makes him cringe.
 
   Jo limps back into the hallway, trying to tug her pants to lay smooth over her leg brace. I let the boy go. “Where’s Chi?”
 
   “Shower,” she says, and starts in the direction the boy had pointed. 
 
   We’re walking down a hallway lined with portraits of disapproving old white men when we hear them. Arguing.
 
   “Then how do you suggest we convince her?” someone demands.
 
   “We can’t,” another voice says, and I have to bite back a snarl. Sergeant Graff. I should have guessed that if something bad were about to happen to me, he’d be involved. We had a run-in last year that resulted in him possessing me against my will and then, later, trying to kill me. Granted, it was because he thought I had betrayed the Crusaders to the demons (I hadn’t, we’d both been caught in a ploy by Armand) and we ended up working together to save the day, but still, the sound of his voice is enough to make me want to punch something—like his face. “It doesn’t matter how we ask, she’s going to say no . . . if you let her.” The room erupts into angry chatter, overlapping and too indistinct for me to make out.
 
   “You’ve spent the last several months with her, Lizzy,” a cultured feminine voice cuts into the babble. Lizzy, improbable though it seems, is the Sarge’s first name. “What do you think?”
 
   There's a brief pause as she considers. When she speaks I can barely hear her through the door. “I don't know,” she finally answers, her voice weary and strained. “I think she will do it, but I don’t . . . I don't think we should ask her.” 
 
   “See. Even Liz says it’s pointless—” Graff says and the room breaks into argument once more.
 
   I lift my leg to kick open the doors, but Jo’s raised hand stops me. 
 
   I nod knowingly. “Ah, keep eavesdropping. Good thinking.” I tap my temple.
 
   “What? No.” She points. “I want you to use the handles. No one’s locking you out anymore.”
 
   “Oh.” I shrug. “I know. I just like to make an entrance.”
 
   She rolls her eyes, which I choose not to interpret as a “no,” and kick the doors open before she can actually say the word.
 
   “What won’t I do?” I demand into the surprised silence. The room is bigger than I expected, the long back wall dominated by a stained glass window you’d expect in a church. Instead of burning martyrs and pious saints, however, the figures are of great thinkers. Aristotle, Archimedes, Newton, Galileo (though I suppose he was nearly a burnt martyr, in his own way). The rest of the room is wood-paneled and dominated by a huge table and chairs that look more like thrones.
 
   Despite the large room, the fifteen Crusaders cluster at one end. I look for Graff. I don’t recognize him at first, his appearance has changed so drastically. He used to be well-kempt, polished, the kind of fit that requires a gym so expensive they call it a health club. Now he’s gaunt; deep hollows are dug under his cheekbones; the bags under his eyes are bruise-dark. The upright posture is still there, but it no longer looks like the natural manifestation of arrogance, rather mere rigidity. His fancy suit is replaced by black jeans, though his shirt is still collared—a polo. Where there once was an elegant CEO, now there’s a used-up investment banker—the kind that stands on his desk hugging his stapler and screaming about manifestos until security drags him into early retirement.
 
   He’s the first one to speak. To my surprise he looks perfectly happy to see me. “Good, we can just ask her and get it over with.”
 
   “Get what over with?” I ask.
 
   “Art—” warns a balding Crusader with a cane. “We haven’t settled anything.”
 
   “We don’t have time,” snaps Graff, startling me with an uncharacteristic loss of control. I’d never seen anything crack his frosty, calculated façade. “You think she should be able to decide.” He jabs a finger in my direction, “so let her decide.”
 
   “Decide what?” I demand. “Wait, ‘should be able to decide’? Hey, we had a deal—’
 
   He looks at me. “I’m the only one in this room that wants to let you in on the secret Melange, so maybe shout at someone else for once.”
 
   I do. “What secret?” I shout at the room at large.
 
   “Art, I don’t think—” the Sarge begins in warning, but it’s too late. 
 
   Without the slightest hint of flourish, Sargent Graff steps to the side, revealing the wasted shape of Armand Delacroix.
 
   Shock roots me in place. It can’t be. He’s supposed to be dead.
 
   He’s leaner than when I last saw him: his cheekbones are more prominent, the veins and tendons in his arms and the definition of his muscles are more conspicuous. His hair has been shaved and a long line of stitches runs just above his ear, but, much as I wish otherwise, it is unmistakably Armand.
 
   He opens his glittering eyes. “Hello, Meda.”
 
   Hello, Meda.
 
   He’s supposed to be dead. Why isn’t he dead?
 
   While shock holds me immobile, not so much Jo. She lunges with a bellowed “son of a bitch”—ironically, probably the only thing Jo’s ever said that Armand would agree with—and slams into him. The chair to which he’s bound flips backwards and they crash to the floor. Jo’s arm works like a piston and I hear meaty thuds as her fists connect with any part of Armand she can reach. 
 
   Someone should probably do something.
 
   Hello, Meda.
 
   Why didn’t the Crusaders kill him? I did everything but put a damn bow on his head. The old saying’s true—if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. Though, Jo, given a few more minutes, might finish the job.
 
   The Sarge is the first to snap out of her surprise. “Beauregard, get off him!” 
 
   Jo ignores her. The opportunity to kill Armand herself is an oft-spoken wish finally come true and she’s not about to let it go easily. As for the other Crusaders, they seem more amused than anything. The well-being of the demon in their midst is hardly a priority. The Sarge reaches into the flailing pair and hauls a screaming Jo off him. 
 
   Jo struggles in her arms, still shrieking. “You almost got us killed, you f—” 
 
   “Beauregard, enough!” the Sarge orders but Jo’s too busy with her hissing wildcat impersonation to pay attention.
 
   “Melange,” snaps Graff in my direction. “Call her off.”
 
   At the sound of Graff’s voice, Jo whips around. “And you.” The vitriol she manages to fit into those two small words is more startling than her attack on Armand. At least to me, but then I’m well-acquainted with her opinion of Armand. “Don’t get me started on you.” Her face is flushed a furious red. 
 
   The Sarge lets Jo’s feet touch the ground but doesn’t release her.
 
   Graff ignores her. “Melange, call her off,” he repeats.
 
   “She’s not my dog.” 
 
   Armand snorts from his position on the floor and that’s enough to send Jo lunging at him again. The Sarge’s grip holds her back. 
 
   Fed up, the Sarge jerks her chin at two other Crusaders whom I don’t recognize. “You two, throw her out.” Her tone is matter-of-fact. That catches Jo’s attention.
 
   “What? Wait.” She stops struggling. “I’m fine. I’m calm.” But she doesn’t take her glare off Armand, whose chair is being lifted back up to its feet. The Sarge raises a brow that says her patience is up.
 
   “I am,” Jo says. The Sarge releases her with one more warning glare and Jo straightens her shirt.
 
   I take advantage of the few minutes of inattention to study Armand further. The months since we last spoke have not been kind to him. His battered appearance says this wasn’t his only beating at the hands of the Crusaders. Jo’s attack opened a cut on his eyebrow and red runs over his swollen eye and down his face, dripping from his chin. His clothes fit him poorly, not only because he has lost weight, but also because I suspect they weren’t his to begin with. This is probably not the first outfit of his that will need replacing due to bloodstains.
 
   I can feel his eyes on me as I make my perusal. I can feel him straining against the chair, leaning forward in anticipation. Finally, I give him what he wants and meet his gaze. 
 
   His eyes are the same, dark brown and long-lashed, but filled with anger, hurt, rage, concern, longing, fury, all underplayed with a hint of madness. It’s as if he’s hoarded his emotions, just waiting for a chance to talk to me, to explain. And now, after months in the Crusaders’ brutal care, is the closest he’s come to an opportunity, strapped to a chair, bleeding, and surrounded by my allies. Perched on his bloody lips are a hundred questions, a thousand explanations. He searches my face, trying to suss out where we stand—whether I am his only hope in a room full of enemies, or whether I'm the worst of them all.
 
   I meet his eyes and give him . . . nothing. I return his frenzied stare with a dispassionate one of my own. Whatever I’d felt for him died chained to a post in the Acheron. 
 
   I am not his hope, nor am I his nemesis. Rivalry requires passion, energy, a tacit acknowledgement of the other person’s equality. He is not my rival; he’s the small team in a sporting event that would rush the field if he ever beat me, whereas I’m the team who says “who?” at the mention of his name. He is nothing; less than nothing. He has been ruthlessly burned out of the fabric that is Meda. Discovering he is alive is like feeling an itch in a limb that’s been long amputated: surprising, uncomfortable, inconvenient, but ultimately inconsequential. 
 
   So I meet his eyes. I allow him to plunder their depths at will. I want him to see; I want him to know. I watch my complete disregard settle upon him, slide into his chest and squeeze the hope out of it. 
 
   I wonder how many minutes he’s spent thinking of this moment. He spent none of them predicting this.
 
   Hello, Meda.
 
   My eyebrow lifts and I let the corner of my mouth quiver with a contained smirk. An expression that says I find amusement in his pain, comedy in his hope.
 
   His eyelids slide shut and he falls back into the chair as if he has lost the strength to keep his battered body upright. He shakes his head, a mere twitch, then his lips bend in a self-deprecating smile and I know he understands. I’ve won.
 
   Again.
 
   When his eyelids come back up, his expression is carefully blank. Shuttered. Not his eyes, though. Eyes can only hide so much, if you know where to look.
 
   And I know where to look in Armand.
 
   “Why isn’t he dead?” I ask, my tone as cold as my words. 
 
   There’s a pause while the Crusaders decide who—and what—to answer. “We wanted to ask him some questions.” Graff says.
 
   “Demons can’t talk about hell. They’re forbidden.” I leave off the obvious “duh” that belongs at the end. The Crusaders are, after all, the ones who taught me that demons are prohibited from speaking of certain topics—as in literally physically unable—as part of their pact with hell. Even under torture. 
 
   Armand lets out a bitter laugh. “Their questions were about you.” I look at him sharply, then at the Sarge. She frowns but doesn’t deny it. “Our…” he pauses meaningfully, “association.”
 
   “Can we get this over with?” Graff’s voice cuts in.
 
   “Get what over with?” I ask the room without taking my eyes off Armand.
 
   “You rejecting this plan so we can move on to something else.”
 
   Now I turn to Graff. “How do you know I’m going to say no?”
 
   He doesn’t dignify that with an answer.
 
   “Hey, I resent that. I've changed. Really grown as a person.” I’m fighting for the Crusaders. I was almost sad Isaiah died. I haven’t taken revenge on Sergeant Graff for possessing me (though I haven’t really had time given, yanno, the whole war thing. But hey, I didn’t make it a priority. That should count for something). “Why don’t you just tell me and let me decide?”
 
   “I’m not really sure . . .” says the cultured voice I’d heard before, a Judi-Dench lookalike. No one else offers and opinion. I look to the Sarge to gauge her reaction, but if she has strong feelings either way, she doesn’t let them show.
 
   Graff waves a hand. “Why not? We don’t have the time to prevaricate.” 
 
   I shoot a look at Jo. “Bullshit,” she mouths in translation.
 
   “Good.” I clap my hands. “We’re in agreement then. What is it you want me to do?” I spare Armand a cold stare. “Torture him?”
 
   Armand laughs without lifting his head where it’s tipped back against the chair. “Something like that,” he says.
 
   I look around the room for an explanation. There’s an awkward silence as the Crusaders decide who among them is going to break the bad news. In the end, it’s none of them.
 
   Armand lifts his head from the back of the chair. I realize, too late, that his previous smile wasn’t a self-deprecating one; it was in anticipation of his own little victory. “Isn’t it obvious, my dear?” His little smile teases into something wider. Something with teeth. “They want you to marry me.” 
 
   


  
 

THREE
 
   “Nope.” I turn on my heel and stalk out.
 
   It takes Jo a minute before she swings around to jog after me. I hear some rather maniacal laughter over the explosion of conversation behind me. Armand.
 
   “Meda . . .” Jo says, when she catches up.
 
   “Well, that was easy,” I say.
 
   “Meda.”
 
   “We should have plenty of time for some TV before bed.”
 
   “Meda.”
 
   “And maybe a bath.” I sniff my armpit and reconsider. “Definitely a bath.”
 
   She grabs my arm. “I think we need to at least hear what they have to say.”
 
   “You do, Miss Punches-First-Asks-Questions-Later? If it was up to you, he’d already be dead.” She doesn’t disagree. “What does it matter what they say? It’ll just waste a lot of time—and not just any time. Bath time. Fluffy-bed time.”
 
   “They wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”
 
   “That’s great. Let one of them marry him.”
 
   “Meda, stop.” She halts, grabbing my arm. “Aren’t you at least curious?”
 
   “Don’t confuse your desperate need to know everything with a regular human’s mere curiosity.”
 
   “Since when are you a regular human?”
 
   I tsk. “Flattery will get you nowhere.”
 
   “Look, I know it’s got to be hard to see him.”
 
   “No one likes running into an ex unexpectedly,” I say lightly.
 
   “‘Running into an ex’?” Jo and her damn air-quotes. She jabs a finger back towards the room. “He tried to sell your soul to the devil; you chained him up and left him to die.”
 
   “All relationships are complicated.”
 
   She snorts. “Be serious. Let’s at least find out what they’re thinking.”
 
   “Knowledge is power,” I mutter, and then wince when I remember that Armand had said the same thing to me, months ago.
 
   Jo misses my reaction—or, more likely, pretends not to see it. “Exactly. It can’t hurt to just listen.”
 
   I let out a long, moaning whinge—long enough that Jo is already dragging me back towards the dean’s suite before I’m done, then into the conference room. Then shoving me into a seat. Then through the Sarge asking what the hell that ridiculous sound was.
 
   “I just want to be sure Jo understands where I stand on the issue,” I explain when I finally run out of air. The Sarge shakes her head. Armand no longer smiles, but rather leans back against the chair as if resting. The narrow gleam under his lashes betrays him; he watches us.
 
   Crusader Puchard shuffles forward. I’d completely missed the diminutive form of the Crusaders’ magical expert in the crowd. It isn’t hard to do; beyond his gnome-like stature, his personality has all the force of a damp tissue. 
 
   While everyone else looks worn down and exhausted, older than I remember when I last saw them, Puchard looks exactly the same: a bald, speckled head, creased brown skin that looks like a crumpled piece of paper someone tried to iron smooth, watery eyes, enormous behind thick glasses. He probably looks the same because the only “older” available to him is “dead.”
 
   He rubs his fingers together, the dry skin of his hands rustling like dead leaves. He taps his lips together with a thoughtful sound, a faint pah, pah, pah, as he considers how best to approach situation or, possibly, tries to remember where he is. Finally takes a few shuffling steps forwards and tugs one of the chairs away from the table. It takes him three tries to drag the heavy chair far enough back to slide around it but no one does him the insult of offering to help. Once he pulls it back far enough, he eases himself into it slowly, as if his hind-end is made of glass. Once seated, he paws through the piles of paper on the table, still pah-pah-pahing, until he either finds what he’s looking for or remembers that we’re all waiting for him to speak.
 
   Already I regret my decision to listen.
 
   Just when I'm about to give up, he finally speaks with the practiced projection of a life-long educator. “Free will is a crucial tenant of our faith. God is all powerful. He could control us if he wanted, but he wants us to choose goodness. Voluntary oaths are powerful, and our blood oaths are binding, because they are the product of our deep-rooted commitment. All Crusaders must voluntarily swear themselves into our service, and we trust their commitment to us and to our cause to guide their decision-making.”
 
   He looks at me. His drooping eyelids and thick glasses give him the appearance of a scholarly hound dog. “Demons, too, require a voluntary selling of the soul. It can’t be forced or done during possession. However, once the soul is sold, the demons do not allow for free will. Quite the opposite.”
 
   I’d already learned this in my short term at the Crusader school. Demons aren’t known for their loyalty—rather the opposite—so hell relies on magic to coerce their followers into obedience. 
 
   Puchard pushes his enormous glasses back up his nose. “Because voluntary oaths are so powerful, we think we may be able to use a Crusader oath to break a demonic bond. If they were in direct contradiction, then the voluntary oath must win out.”
 
   I point out the obvious hole. “But he’s not a Crusader. How could he swear a Crusader’s oath?” But even as I say it, I figure it out. “Anyone who marries a Crusader becomes a Crusader,” I murmur, and Puchard grins, revealing largely empty gums.
 
   “If we can break that bond,” he taps his fingers together, “the demon’s won’t be able to control the subject.” His faded eyes meet mine. “He won’t be bound by them anymore. We can get information from the demon—abilities, troop movements, names of their leaders . . .” Thanks to spell that limits what a demon can talk about, the Crusaders know pathetically little about the demons. Puchard smacks his paper-dry lips, practically salivating in scholarly lust. “Who knows what else we could learn?”
 
   I glance at Jo. Her eyes glow. I’m not sure who’s more excited—her or Puchard.
 
   Not good.
 
   “Has any one does this before? Broken the bond?” I ask.
 
   “Not through marriage, no, but . . .” Crusader Puchard purses his lips. “It used to be that demons could be redeemed—could stop being a demon and become a human again.”
 
   “Used to be?”
 
   “Yes, it hasn’t happened in a long time. Since long before I was born.” I make a little sound of awe. It’s hard to imagine a time that distant. “It required a sincere change of heart. It’s quite beyond our magic, but not His.” He points an arthritic finger upwards.
 
   “A change of heart?” Jo sneers, looking at Armand. He doesn’t open his eyes. “How can you change something you don’t have?” she scoffs. “It’s a myth.”
 
   Crusader Puchard turns his owl-like eyes at her. “And how much research have you done on the subject, hmmmm?” Jo returns his hmmmm with a hmph, but says no more.
 
   “Why did it stop?” I ask.
 
   “The Lord works in mysterious ways,” Puchard says unsatisfactorily. 
 
   I point at Armand. “What about his soul? Will he get it back?”
 
   “No.” Puchard shakes his head and I fear his last remaining marbles might roll out. “We can’t save his soul. He swore it away voluntarily. The rest, all impositions put on him by the demons, yes.” He taps his fingers together. “Or, at least, we hope. But we can’t break his oath.”
 
   “So, just to be clear,” Jo cuts in, loudly. “He’ll still burn in hell for all eternity?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jo looks in Armand’s direction. “Good.” Now he does open his eyes and returns her sneer with a grim little smile.
 
   I cut in with some questions of my own. “You’ve never done this before, how could you possibly know the ramifications? Will he be a human? What happens?”
 
   Pah-pah-pah, goes Professor Puchard before answering. “No, we don’t think so. He will remain just what he was, alive again.”
 
   “So you’re saying he’ll be a Halfling again. A Halfling and a Crusader. Like me, you know, only the most magically powerful creature on the planet.”
 
   The lack of horrified surprise suggests they already thought of that possibility. “Perhaps not,” Graff responds, unperturbed.
 
   “Perhaps not?”
 
   His mouth thins to its usual sour line. “It’s a risk we’ll have to take. After all, powerful though you are, you’re hardly invincible.” Jo’s hiss says I’m not the only one to catch the not-so-veiled threat. “We’ll keep a close eye on him.”
 
   “You’ll ‘keep an eye on him’? Gee, that makes me feel better.” I turn back to Crusader Puchard. “If it’s so easy, why haven’t you done this before?” I ask. There’s a long silence that doesn’t bode well.
 
   “We’ve never had a demon agree before.” Graff, again, is the one who answers. The Sarge shoots a look in his direction, but doesn’t add anything. Not a lie, but, I suspect, not the whole truth either.
 
   I study the demon in question, wondering what he is getting out of it. His head is tipped forward, his chin almost to his chest, and his hair falls over his face. His arms are twisted behind him, forcing his muscular, rounded shoulders to jut forward uncomfortably. I notice for the first time that his legs, too, are chained to the chair. He watches me back, his expression still wiped clean, but for his eyes. His eyes burn.
 
   I smile. A pleasant I-don’t-give-a-damn smile.
 
   There’s a brief widening of his eyes; then he barks a laugh. Everyone in the room jumps at the harsh sound, except me. My eyes haven’t left him, as his haven’t left mine. His mouth is stretched into a crazy grin so wide it splits his damaged lip. Blood runs down his chin.
 
   I turn my gaze back to the Sarge. “Anyone can be made to agree to a wedding,” I say. “It’s called a shotgun.” Then I recall the time Jo shot Armand. “Or holy blade in his case.”
 
   “It’s a holy vow, Meda. It has to be made willingly,” the Sarge explains. ‘That’s the point.’ To her credit, she does not add the “duh” on the end that I deserve.
 
   “And if I marry him, I can’t later get rid of him.” It’s more statement than question. I know the rules. I just want her to have the discomfort of copping to them.
 
   “Well, no. Divorce is impossible.”
 
   “I wasn’t talking about divorce.”
 
   The Sarge almost smiles. “Well, no, you can’t kill him, either. Not without agony. Possibly death as well.” She flicks a look at Puchard for clarification, which he offers.
 
   “Just agony,” he confirms.
 
   “Gee, is that all?” 
 
   “Yes. Though the last Crusader killed herself to escape it.”
 
   “Fantastic.” I look back at the Sarge. “Can you kill him?”
 
   “Well, no. I mean, we could, but you’d be complicit—the result would be same.”
 
   “And so I'm stuck, basically in his presence until we die.”
 
   She has the grace to look abashed. “You have to spend certain amounts of time together, yes.”
 
   “How do we even know he’ll talk once I marry him?”
 
   “Torture.”
 
   I brighten. “Oh. Well. That’s starting to sound better.” I look back at Armand, who still wears his slightly deranged smile. “So I can’t kill him, can’t divorce him, but I am allowed to torture him?”
 
   “It wouldn’t be marriage,” says the Judi-Dench lookalike wryly, “if you weren’t allowed to torture each other.” A couple of smothered snorts are cut off abruptly by well-placed elbows from their partners.
 
   “It’s a human relationship,” Graff says with dignity. “They all have their flaws.”
 
   Armand snorts.
 
   Jo’s hand grips mine. “Think of the possibilities,” she breathes, staring at Armand with undeniable hunger. “Everything we could learn from him.” Her grip on my hand tightens until it’s painful. “Finally, finally, we could even the odds.”
 
   “Jo—” I say warningly, but she doesn’t seem to hear me. Too busy daydreaming about pulling demon secrets—and fingernails—from Armand. So much for let’s just listen to what they have to say, Meda. 
 
   I expel a breath. “Was this his idea?” I see a few nods. “Yeah, thought so.” I expel another breath. “So, let me get this straight. The demon,” I point, because that’s what they do in all the courtroom dramas when condemning the bad guy, “has volunteered to give up his demon superpowers in a move that will motivate you guys to torture him, but you’re not going to be able to get his soul back from hell and can’t figure out exactly what’s in it for him. Do I have that right?” No one actually agrees, but their awkward silence is answer enough. “Yeeeah. And you don’t find anything, oh, I don’t know, suspicious about that? Anything at all?” 
 
   More awkward silence.
 
   “So, the last time I fell for one of his tricks, I was dragged to the gates of hell, hunted by two super-powered armies and nearly sold my soul to the devil.” I may insist on learning things the hard way, but once I do, the lesson sticks. I point back at Armand. “Repeat after me, ‘Evil Mastermind.’”
 
   “I told you she’d never agree.” Graff’s voice carries over the sudden argument that erupts over my unpopular decision. Jo looks a bit like a child whose candy was taken away, but with a scheme-ier edge.
 
   “It’s not that simple,” someone says. I can’t tell who but I decide to answer them anyway.
 
   “It is that simple. Whatever happened to ‘we don’t negotiate with the devil—if we do, we always lose’?”
 
   The argumentative babble gets louder, defensive. 
 
   The Sarge’s voice cuts out over all of them. Not because it’s loud, but because it’s cold in a room filled with heat, slow in a room where everyone is talking fast. If it was anyone else, I would suspect melodrama. 
 
   “Because we’ve already lost.” 
 
   The room gets suddenly quiet. I turn slowly to face her, and a path is cleared between the two of us. “What do you mean?” My question is as slow as her statement.
 
   Her tone is her classic brand of painfully blunt, her face devoid of emotion. No, that's wrong, not devoid, just contained. She has the blank look of a soldier reporting on a mission gone FUBAR. “The demons have cut our active numbers by two-thirds in the last two months.” I feel Jo start next to me. We knew it was bad, obviously, but two-thirds in two months? The Sarge doesn’t give us any time to process, doing her best to hammer through my reserves with brutal truths. “The last Crusader community fell when Shady Glen did.” Boom. “We, the three dozen Crusaders here, are the largest fighting force left.” Boom.
 
   “What do you mean?” It’s a stupid question. I know what she means. Still I can’t help it. “The Corps—” I look at the bitter wreck of Sergeant Graff and don’t finish the sentence. I don't ask about Wisconsin, where the Sarge’s son and his family are—were—stationed. “All of them?”
 
   Jo’s grip on my arm becomes punishing.
 
   “The number of Beacons has dropped with us. Even if we turned this thing around now, we’re going to be facing the darkest period in our history since the Hemoclysm.” The Hemoclysm, or “blood flood,” was a time when the demons were able to eliminate a large number of Beacons, people destined to do good for mankind, by stealing the Beacon Map.
 
   The Sarge continues, still not raising her voice, though the emotion in it is unmistakable. “Our children are scattered, hidden for their own protection. We don’t have enough Crusaders to protect them. We don’t even have enough to take care of them. The youngest ones, who can’t accidentally blow our cover, have been placed with normal families. If we don’t come back from this, they’ll never even know they’re Crusaders, that they are meant for better things.”
 
   Given everything else she just said, better seems debatable.
 
   “Do you understand what I’m saying?” the Sarge asks, and there’s a crack in her armor. Desperation seeps out. “We’re dying out.” She takes a moment to collect herself. “The time for desperate measures is upon us.”
 
   She stops talking and the silence in the room is profound. Everyone else already knew everything she just said, but the Sarge has a way of putting things that doesn’t allow you to hide behind the bullshit blanket your mind uses to pad hard truths. 
 
   “I understand. But you need to understand this.” I point at Armand. “Whatever he’s planning—it helps no one but himself.” I let my arm fall. “Trust me. I’m doing you a favor.”
 
   For the second time, I turn and walk out. The room erupts in chaotic argument behind me, most of it shouted in my direction. I was failing the Crusaders, I was abandoning the world. I was dooming them all to death.
 
   I don’t care what any of them say except for the one person who says nothing. Jo. I know she’s furious, but I don’t hear a word from her and she doesn’t follow me. I’m not sure if it’s because she senses my need to blow off steam, because she wants to get more information from the Crusaders, or because she needs time to formulate a plot to change my mind.
 
   Knowing Jo, probably all three.
 
   But that’s a problem for later. For now I head down to the stable and make two monsters very, very sorry they were ever born.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jo doesn’t return for hours, not until I’m stepping out of the bath. I pull the stopper, setting the bloody, pink-tinged water spiraling down the drain, then towel off and toss on some sweats. The TV is on in the common area and I find Chi there, sprawled on the couch playing a video game. It’s almost morning.
 
   “Too jazzed to sleep?” I ask.
 
   “What?” He spares me the briefest glance before returning to the screen where he appears to be blowing up aliens with a bazooka. “No. I’ve just wanted to play one of these for, you know, my whole life . . . Whoop!” He jumps to his feet and launches another rocket at his enemies. Like an Amish kid with a Nintendo. I take it as a good sign. Surely he wouldn’t be playing video games if Jo was plotting my murder.
 
   “She in her room?”
 
   He grunts distractedly.
 
   I push into Jo’s room without knocking, preferring to be on the offensive. She’s sitting on the bed, leaning against the headboard. Her pant leg is hauled up to her thigh and she’s working the strap of her leg brace. I don’t often see her leg—she tries to keep it covered, as if she thinks if no one sees it, they’ll forget it’s there. She jerks at my sudden appearance, habit sending her hands skittering to pull her pant leg back down. But she stops when she realizes it’s me, and just sends me a peeved look before going back to working the strap. She doesn’t seem mad or, at least, especially mad, so I move deeper into the room. 
 
   She gets the first, then the second strap undone and makes a groan that’s both pain and relief as she pulls the brace off. There’s a faint noise, a soft pop of release, and I smell blood. She tosses the brace aside and shoves a pillow under her tattered leg, elevating it. Even from across the room I can see how swollen it is, the bands of scar tissue standing out, creases where the skin can’t expand with fluid. She once told me that the non-swollen parts feel worse than the swollen ones—like thumbs pressing a bruise. That, when she gets a chance to elevate it, she feels the fluid glug out of her leg. Like an IV bag turned upside down.
 
   Where the brace attaches, the skin is a raw, bloody red, flecked with thin white flaps of ruptured blisters.
 
   “I think you need a new brace.”
 
   “You think?” She’s too tired to bother putting much sarcasm into it. Then she sighs. “The guy who made this one is dead. Apparently the whole advanced medical team is dead.” 
 
   “There are normal doctors, you know.”
 
   “Yes, but I’m not a normal girl, am I? The doctor might notice the way it starts to instantly heal.” She waves at her leg. It’s true, already the shiny-smooth edges of the wound have started to spread, knitting over the raw place. It will take several hours, maybe all night, but the progress is fast enough to see. “Or should I show him when it’s already healed and try to explain why there’s a problem?”
 
   “I could steal you one.”
 
   “How would you get one that fits?”
 
   “I could steal you a hundred.”
 
   She smiles, and her eyes linger on my face. “Thanks, Meda, but I think this sort of thing is a custom job.” She blows air out through her lips. “Besides, who’s got time? You heard the Sarge, we have a world to save.”
 
   And there it is.
 
   “What are you thinking?” I perch on the edge of her bed.
 
   She doesn’t answer, but her forehead folds up into wrinkles. It’s obvious what she’s thinking. Information is like catnip to her.
 
   “Jo, you know what he is.”
 
   “I’ve always known,” she says pointedly. She opens her mouth to say something else, but closes it instead. Then, “How was it? Seeing him?”
 
   I shrug. “It’d be easier if he was dead.”
 
   She smiles faintly. “You think that about everyone.”
 
   I bat my eyes. “Oh, how you get me.” Instead of a laugh, her eyes skitter away from mine. 
 
   “But with this particular guy, I have to agree.” She sighs, a sound weighted in dread, and leans back against the headboard. “But not just yet.”
 
   And there it is, the other shoe. “You think I should marry him.”
 
   Her lips tighten, and she looks at me intently. “Would it matter if I did?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She continues her careful study of my face, searching for cracks in my resolve. She must realize the futility of her hunt because she closes her eyes. When she opens them again, she has her I’m-trying-to-be-reasonable-but-I’m-ready-to-fight-should-you-lose-your-shit face. It’s kind of a braced calm.
 
   “I guess it’s just as well, then,” she says. “Armand’s relented. He’s agreed to marry someone else.” 
 
   There’s a queer little note to the way she says it. If she’s worried I’d be jealous, she’s barking up the wrong tree. 
 
   “Someone who said yes. You’re off the hook.” She doesn’t look at me.
 
   “Idiots.” I shake my head. “Can’t say I didn’t warn them. So who is the poor bastard?”
 
   Now she does turn. “Me.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

FOUR
 
   “What?” The transition from talking to screaming is a quick one. “Jo, no.” I jump to my feet.
 
   She spins to face me. The suddenness of her movement sends the pillow she was using as a leg-rest flying. She holds out her hands as if trying to calm a wild animal. “Meda, you heard the Sarge. We need the information. Someone has to do it.”
 
   “So let someone else.”
 
   Her jaw is set, but then, she knew this confrontation was coming. She had time to prepare. “He’s only willing to agree to you—or me.”
 
   “He’s playing you, Jo. He’s only doing this to manipulate me. Dammit Jo, you know that.”
 
   “Yes, Meda, I do.” Her calm façade starts to crumble, but she manages to grab on to it. “I do know it,” she repeats. “But it doesn’t matter, Meda. The result is the same. As long as he willingly agrees—’
 
   “It doesn’t matter?” I jab a finger toward the dean’s suite. “You’re letting him win.”
 
   Jo’s cheeks flush, but she keeps her voice calm. “No, Meda, I’m helping us win.” She swallows, like it’s an effort to keep herself in check. “That takes some . . . sacrifice.”
 
   “Dammit Jo, not this much! And what about Chi?”
 
   Her eyes skitter away. “Chi understands.”
 
   “How the hell?” I think of him, playing video games in the other room. “He knows?”
 
   “Of course he knows,” she says firmly.
 
   “I shake my head and force a calming breath. It doesn’t help. “Dammit Jo, just stop it. Can’t you just let any damn thing go? Meet a sacrifice you don’t have to make? You really think throwing your life away is going to make a damn bit of difference? We’re losing and this isn’t going to fix that.”
 
   “No, Meda, you’re right.” The façade comes tumbling down, and she’s now shouting back. “We should just wait until the demons hunt us down and kill us all. That’s so much better!” 
 
   “Can you see the future? Because I sure as shit know the Crusaders can’t. Sure, we’re losing, but this can’t be our only hope. Or, hell, maybe it is. Maybe the Crusaders will die out, but not us—we can disappear, destroy the beacon map—’
 
   Jo looks horrified. While my plan was so obvious to me I didn’t even have to consider it, to her it’s an anathema to everything she believes in.
 
   She takes deep breaths grabs on to the vestiges of her control. “Look, I know you don’t understand, but I don’t work that way. I don’t work in half-measures. It has to be all or nothing. I can’t start questioning, can’t start picking and choosing what’s enough, what’s too much. There’s no sliding scale, there’s no room to question. If I start down that path I’ll go crazy. Is what we’re doing right? Is there too much sacrifice? Is it fair that I had to sacrifice my entire damn family? That the demons get to be reborn while my parents rot in a grave? I can’t, Meda, because I can’t understand it all. I have one rule—one rule I can understand: one.’ She raises a trembling finger. ‘That defeating the demons it worth everything.” A plaintive note enters her voice. “Can’t you understand?”
 
   She sees the answer in my expression, saving me the trouble of a long, curse-filled tirade.
 
   She pulls back. Her eyes flick away, then come back to me. “Did I ever tell you where our motto came from?”
 
   The switch in topics catches me off guard. I shake my head numbly, still in shock at this unexpected turn.
 
   “Hundreds of years ago we had a monastery, a haven for beacons. We were protecting them, letting them work. They were gifted—geniuses, artists. The very best of their time. 
 
   “The demons attacked—and took it. We fought back, even though we were outnumbered. Even though we sustained incredible losses. Even though, by the time we made it back in, only three of the original twenty-seven beacons were still alive. That’s why we don’t try to pen them up to protect them anymore. We were almost wiped out. We lost over half our force, and for what? Three beacons? It was hard to believe it was worth it, seeing what we’d won versus what we lost.” 
 
   Her expression takes on that of a true devotee, a child telling the triumphant climax of a fairy tale she’d heard a thousand times. “But there, carved on the wall of the temple, each letter a foot high, carved inches deep in perfect calligraphy:  dum spiro spero.” She looks at me, a painful plea on her face. “In life, hope. It was a sign. A message from God directly to us in our darkest hour. When we thought we had lost—all those Beacons, all those Crusaders—we got this message. As long as there is life, there is hope. It’s not over, it’s not ever over.” Her expression is ferocious. “As long as we are still alive, as long as we still believe, as long as we are willing to do whatever it takes, there is always hope.”
 
   She’s insane. I’ve always known it, and I can’t defeat it. My argument fits strict parameters; it’s constrained by logic and reason. Her insanity is boundless.
 
   I can’t agree with her; there is not a part of me that can understand her willingness to sacrifice herself, to sacrifice everything. But it doesn’t matter that I can’t understand. My relationship with Jo has always been built upon a foundation of discord. We have never agreed on anything, but it has never mattered. I can wish away her righteous nature all day, but I can’t argue it out of existence. And I do wish it away. I wish it away wildly. In the darkest hours of the night, I think what it would be like if honor didn’t tie her to the Crusaders. We could leave the Templars, leave this war. Start a new life, a normal life. Trade ratty motel rooms for an apartment; go to college; join a band; run for president; rule the world. Be safe.
 
   But she’d never go for that, nor Chi. Her boneheaded dedication to her faith is an integral part of who she is. And painful as caring for someone with such self-sacrificing tendencies is, it doesn’t change anything.
 
   She’s my best friend. 
 
   We’ve been to the gates of hell—twice—and saved each other a dozen different times, in a dozen different ways. We are bound too tightly by ties I can’t escape, even if I wanted to.
 
   And I don’t want to. Ever.
 
   I end on a quiet plea. “Jo, please, don’t do this.”
 
   She jerks her head towards the dark window, and I feel in her the same exhausted hopelessness I feel. With a frustrated growl I turn and storm from the room, slamming the door behind me. The noise startles Chi, who turns.
 
   “And you,” I snarl at him.
 
   “Hi, Meda,” he says placidly. 
 
   “You’re okay with all this?” I stir the air with my hand, but it’s clenched into a rigid claw.
 
   “This what?”
 
   “You’re kidding.” 
 
   He just blinks at me. 
 
   “Your girlfriend agreeing to, oh, you know, marry someone not you.”
 
   “Oh, that.” He shrugs and turns back to his game.
 
   “Oh, that.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m not worried.” He jerks the controller, blasting a bug-eyed alien to cyber hell.
 
   “Why the hell not?”
 
   He pauses the game so he can turn and smile beatifically. “Because there’s not a chance you’ll let her do it.”
 
   I want to scream and stomp and rip his stupid smile from his face, but I can’t argue. Besides, I have better things to do. “Where is he?” My baleful tone leaves no question as to whom I’m asking about.
 
   Undaunted, Chi turns back to his game. “Storage room.” He sticks out his tongue and jerks the controller to the right. The screen explodes with green alien visceral fluid. “In the basement.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The guard positioned at the door tells me I’ve found Armand. He reads the thundercloud on my face, but merely says “Just don’t kill him” before stepping aside.
 
   I make no promises.
 
   This deep within the bowels of the building, crumbling plaster over pitted brick betrays its true age. The walls and floor are streaked with water stains from some historical flood; the outlines of recently-moved boxes block the room into segments. A lone bulb dangles from the ceiling, swaying slightly from the force with which I slam open the door.
 
   Armand sits in the corner, leaning against the wall, his legs stretched out parallel to the back wall, crossed at the ankle. Almost the exact position he was in the first time we met, except now the hands on his lap are wrapped in chains reinforced with demon-controlling magic.
 
   He opens his eyes at my entrance, the whites bright in the dim room. He doesn’t look surprised to see me, nor concerned at my radiating fury. 
 
   The silence stretches long and tense, until his eyes finally drop to run over me, then back to my face. He smiles faintly. “Alone at last.”
 
   “That’s not something you should smile about.”
 
   “Why not? It’s what I wanted.” The words are soft, almost gentle, the smugness of his words entirely belied by his open expression and tone. “I knew you’d come.”
 
   “Did you?” The words slip out sharp and smooth, ice-cold and slithery. Stomping and storming are human emotions, meant for human friends. Armand is neither.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I bend down until I’m on his level. I cock my head. “Just as you knew I wouldn’t let you marry Jo.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   We’re kissing distance close. His eyes fall to my lips as they form my next words. “Just as you know how very sorry I am going to make you.”
 
   His gaze drifts back up to mine. “I have nothing left to lose.”
 
   I lean in, closer, closer, until my mouth hovers next to his ear. Until the length of my neck stretches in front of his mouth, so close he can see my pulse throbbing, until he is surrounded by my scent. A scent that carries memories of dancing, of play, of lying tangled on a couch. A scent that whispers of “almost” and “not quite.” 
 
   Just as his scent surrounds me.
 
   He inhales, slowly, quietly, deeply. I can’t see his eyes, but I know they’re closed. I can't see his hands but I know they’re clenched, just like the muscle bunching at the corner of his jaw.
 
   “Armand,” I whisper so softly, it’s more breath than word. I let it linger there, on my tongue, on the sensitive skin of his ear. “Armand. I know you’re not naive enough to believe that.” He stiffens but doesn’t pull away. “You, who know me so well.” I slide a finger up his muscled chest, my nail catching lightly in his shirt, until it traces up his neck to rest at the spot where it joins his jaw. Then I press. Then press harder. Then harder and harder until the skin pops, until he jerks, until a trickle of blood seeps from around the white tip of my nail and runs down his neck. “I won’t tell you what I will do.” I pull my nail from his skin and drag it thought his blood slowly, casually, smearing it across his neck, a red slash across his jugular. “I won’t tell you what I’m capable of.” I pull back just far enough so he can see my eyes, but staying close, so close, invading his space, merging good memory with bad. And he can’t help it; he leans in even as his head tells him to lean back. But he can’t. The danger and the lust and the longing are merged together in the dim room filled with swaying shadows and all the heat of what could have been. “I don’t need to. We both know there are a thousand ways I can have my vengeance. A thousand ways I can make you hurt.” I put my bloodied finger in my mouth and slowly suck it clean, then lean in just slightly. “I own you now.”
 
   “Meda,” he whispers just as softly, dragging his eyes from my mouth. “You’ve owned me for quite some time.”
 
   I pull back so quickly that he hunches forward, as if my absence created a vacuum. The spell shatters.
 
   “Good.” I smile in satisfaction because that's what I want him to see. “Now that that's settled, we can discuss what I really came for. What game are you playing? What’s in this marriage for you?”
 
   “Besides your charming self?” he asks dryly, but I hear the quaver in his voice.
 
   “I want the truth.”
 
   “The truth?” He watches me. “There’s no fun in the truth.” 
 
   I wait.
 
   “The truth,” he repeats, slowly as if the word is a foreign food he’s tasting for the first time. “The truth,” he repeats, then barks a laugh as if he finds the very concept funny. “The truth is that I don’t understand the hold they have over you.” The words flow smoothly, quickly, water rushing over rounded stones. “The truth is, I find Jo annoying and Chi to be lacking in depth.” His smile disappears and his voice takes on a harshness. He leans forward, his chains rattling, his words coming quicker still. 
 
   “The truth is, I hate the way you defend them; I’m enraged by the way they steal your attention. The truth is, I would rip them from your mind if I could, cut them from your tiny heart. I would slit their throats and use their bodies as stepping stones to get to you.” He makes the violent motions then lets his hands fall. He leans back, as if his outburst took the last bit of energy he had.
 
   “But yes.” That laugh again. “I would also marry them. I would protect them. I would let them have a priceless artifact so they aren’t strung up as traitors.” Sardonic now. “Because they don’t really matter. Nothing matters but getting what I want.” He raises his shoulders in a slight shrug, the chains around his wrists clanking. “That’s all that’s left to me now. Grab as much as I can get before it all goes away.” His bitter slash of a smile is back. “What game am I playing, you asked? All of them. Every last one.” His eyes cut me. “But I suspect you already knew that.”
 
   There’s a long pause as I swallow his truths.
 
   He raises an eyebrow and looks at me. “Was that what you were looking for? The truth.” He laughs again, bitter. “What would you have done if I told you the truth then? Before any of this.” More chains rattling as he waves at our situation. “Before you realized I’d hidden the Beacon Map. What If I had told you then that by refusing to side with the demons—not sell your soul, I wouldn’t expect that sort of sacrifice, not from you,” he smiles sharply, “just to work with them—that I would go to hell?”
 
   Before we had ever met, zi-Hilo—demon ruler of the Washington D.C. Acheron and my very own dear old dad—had promised to release the soul of any demon who could convince me to join them. Armand had pursued me, had himself thrown into the cell beside me when the demons held me hostage, then later followed me to the Crusader community in order to befriend me. 
 
   Unbidden, I see Armand then. I see him on the Mountain Park roof, laughing. I see the delighted gleam in his eye as we stand over the broken corpse of a murderer. I see him at my side after Isaiah and his buddies tried to kill me, after Jo and I had the harshest of our many fights.
 
   “I like you as you are. Good, evil, whatever. All I care about is that you’re alive. Please, Meda.” His long fingers tangled in my hair; his voice hoarse. “Please, just come with me.”
 
   I remember the freedom of being with someone who understood me for the first time in my life.
 
   “We belong together. They—demons, Crusaders—they want to pick little pieces of you; I would have you all. Unlike your friends, I can delight in the darkest recesses of your soul just as I can the other parts.”
 
   Armand’s voice calls me back from my painful memories. “What if I had told you then, that, by picking them, you were condemning me to an eternity of suffering?” He leans forward, climbing to his knees, then rises to his feet. “When we were back in that underground room, hiding from the Crusaders and demons who were right above us, fighting for the right to kill you.” He pauses, giving me time to remember, to feel the blackness of that darkroom, the hopelessness of our situation, closing around us. To feel again the fear of wondering what would happen to us. To him.
 
   The next line he says is soft. Bleak. The tone of someone remembering something precious they lost. “When you took my hand.” He looks down at it then and rubs his fingers and thumb together, as if he can still feel my palm in his, our fingers entwined. He looks back up, his words still soft. “I almost told you then.” A pause. “What would you have said?” 
 
   He must remember how I did react when I discovered the truth, because his hand moves to his wrist, where I had clasped the manacle just a short time later.
 
   I see him as I left him, chained and waiting to die. I hear his pleas as I abandoned him.
 
   “Maybe you can go both ways, Meda, but I can’t. I’m trapped. The Crusaders would never accept me, even if they could. If you chose them, we could never be together. It wasn’t betrayal; it was expediency. You may not like my methods, but I did it all for you. If I could choose, I would. I would choose you. Please Meda, choose me.”
 
   I didn’t. I left him to die, instead. A pity it didn’t work out as I planned. It would have saved me a lot of trouble now. “If you had told me, I would have told you to have a nice trip.”
 
   “Would you?” It’s soft. Almost a whisper, his hungry eyes searching my face for something he will never find. When I don’t respond, he falls backwards against the wall and slides back down. His tone becomes mocking, his mouth twisted in a not-smile. “I guess it’s better that I didn’t then.”
 
   “You must have known that’s how I’d react. Or why not tell me?”
 
   “No, that's not why. I thought we were . . .” he finishes with a shrug instead of a word. “I didn’t think you could be happy, knowing I was in hell, knowing what was happening to me. Knowing you could have stopped it. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to have to make the choice, to choose me over your Crusaders. I thought it’d be easier if your hand were forced. I’d save you that, at least.”
 
   “Well, you were wrong.”
 
   After a long moment he relaxes. “Ah, well, I’ll keep my version.” He tilts his head back against the wall and closes his eyes. The rigid knob of his Adam’s apple is in sharp relief in his emaciated state. His eyes close. “As I said, there’s no fun in the truth.”
 
   “Fun or not, you didn’t answer my question. Why marriage?”
 
   He releases a resigned breath and doesn’t open his eyes. “Because I need the Crusaders to do something for me.”
 
   “You need them.” 
 
   “Where else am I going to find an army of heroic self-sacrificing idiots?”
 
   Can’t disagree with that one. “And you think they’re going to help you?”
 
   His eyes open and he smiles faintly. “Not on purpose. Obviously.”
 
   “Help you do what?”
 
   “To get my soul back, of course.” He smiles sardonically at my shock. “What else?”
 
   “How?” I stride forward again. “How can they help you?”
 
   “The demons have secrets . . . secrets that if the Crusaders knew, it could change…” His voice became strained and his mouth forms words that he can’t get past his lips. The demonic gag-order at work. He finally substitutes a breathless “everything,” instead of what he wanted to say.
 
   Even seeing the demon magic at work, I can’t help but ask again. “How?”
 
   He opens his mouth then closes it again with a chagrined smile, unable to speak. “If I could tell you, we wouldn’t need to get married now, would we? Though maybe I would anyway.” His tone becomes challenging. “Anything to get rid of that damned indifference.”
 
   I debate the value of pushing for more information, but Puchard had confirmed Armand’s claim that he can’t reveal secrets that the demons have forbidden. Gifted torturer though I am, I’m unlike to succeed at pulling the information within a few hours when the Crusaders haven’t managed to do over the last several months.
 
   And frankly, I’m concerned he’ll discover more of my secrets in the process than I will of his. 
 
   “You have my attention now, Armand.” I place my hand on the door. “But I think you'll come to regret it.” 
 
   


  
 

FIVE
 
   There’s a tentative knock on the door. The kind of two-knuckle tap that’s more question than statement. Jo and I haven’t spoken since the night before, but we don’t need to. Not for her to know what I decided. She knows. She knew when she said yes.
 
   “Meda?” Jo asks. I don’t answer and I don’t lift my head off the pillow. I hear her shuffling step as she crosses the room. The bed sags as she sits on its edge. “I am sorry. I know it’s not what you wanted.” I still don’t answer. “I didn’t . . . I mean, I don’t . . . I know this needs to happen, but I’m sorry it’s happening to you.” A pause and I hear the click of her leg brace as she shifts. “I would have gone through with it, you know. I still will.”
 
   “That doesn’t make it better, Jo,” I answer without turning. “In fact, that’s the problem.” The bed twitches as she flinches.
 
   “You heard them, Meda. We’re losing. The world is losing. We have to do something.”
 
   “Did it ever occur to you that, no, we don’t? That we are already doing enough and it’s not our damn responsibility?”
 
   I expect her to snap back, but her answer is solemn. “No.”
 
   “Well you don’t have to bring me down with you.”
 
   “You give me too much credit.” A little of her starch returns. “We both know I couldn’t take you anywhere you weren’t willing to go.” She takes a wavering breath. “Focus on the bright side. What you’re doing now, it could save the world. I know that means something to you, no matter what you say.”
 
   I don’t lift my head out of the pillow and I don’t answer. The silence stretches, taut and twisted like scar tissue. I realize she’s holding her breath. Waiting.
 
   I release my own and turn my head on the pillow. “No. The bright side is that you’re my maid of honor and I’m going to saddle you with an ass-bow the world will never forget.”
 
   She releases her breath in a short, relieved laugh. “It’s not that kind of ceremony.”
 
   “Dream-killer.”
 
   She shifts a little on the bed. “They . . . they want to do it as soon as possible.”
 
   “Before I change my mind, they mean.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “How soon is soon?”
 
   She clears her throat in a way that answers. 
 
   “Now?”
 
   She shrugs, sheepish. “The world’s not going to save itself.”
 
   I slam my head a few times into the pillow, muttering curses. Then allow myself to be hauled to my feet. Chi was called on assignment a few hours before dawn, so while he isn’t waiting for us in the common room, the Sarge is. She stands when I enter, but slowly, and I’m reminded suddenly of how old she is. She doesn’t smile, but I think there’s a hint of approval in her light blue eye, though I can’t be certain as I’ve never seen it there before.
 
   I flick a look at Jo and raise my eyebrows. Why is she here?
 
   Jo gives a tiny shrug.
 
   “Melange,” the Sarge says in needless acknowledgment. With a curt motion she waves me to precede her through the door and falls into step next to me, slowing her clipped military stride to match my slouchy, reluctant one. “You’re about to get married.” She clears her throat uncomfortably. “And as you no longer have a mother, I feel it’s my duty to explain what to expect.”
 
   What to expect? She can’t mean…
 
   She clears her throat again. “Now, it’s been quite some time since I’ve done it.” She scratches the back of her head. “Years and years, really, but—’
 
   My look of absolute, utter horror cuts her off. 
 
   She sees my expression and her face takes on an equally horrified one. Under different circumstances I would laugh to see the severe, emotionless Sarge turn such a brilliant shade of red, but the threat of a sex talk from the Sarge is too terrifying to allow levity.
 
   Fortunately she holds up her hand. “No. No. Oh, God, no, this isn’t that talk.”
 
   I’m weak with relief.
 
   “The spell.” She pulls herself under control, her military mask falling back into place. “I want to walk you through what to expect with the spell.” Something occurs to her and she looks at me sideways, affronted. “Really, Melange, years?”
 
   Before I can decide whether I want to faint, vomit, or cry, she launches into an explanation of what is going to happen as we trot down the stairs, which I only half pay attention to. I imagine I listen as well as any death row inmate on the way to execution.
 
   There’s a carefully non-denominational church on the premises, but the wedding isn’t going to be held there. Instead they’ve selected a windowless interior classroom. Probably because they’re unconvinced the bride and groom won’t burst into flames upon crossing the church’s threshold. 
 
   It’s clear the Crusaders had optimistically set everything up in advance, and there’s an air of anxious urgency. Now that they’d committed to the experiment, they’re anxious to see if it will bear results. All the furniture has been removed from the room, but for a white-draped alter that is shaped suspiciously like a debate-team podium. On it rests a pair of holy blades. 
 
   As if I wasn’t dreading what was going to happen enough. 
 
   Marked on the floor surrounding the altar is a large chalk circle surrounded by ornate, twisting symbols I can’t begin to decipher. The delicate lines twist and swirl, spiraling outward in a design that looks like it should be done in henna. The posters on the wall and equipment lining the shelves declare the room’s more standard use as a science lab, which makes perfect sense. This ceremony is more science experiment than wedding.
 
   All Crusaders not currently on assignment—mostly from the medical wing, judging by the number of bandaged limbs and crutches—cram into the small room and are pressed against the walls to allow enough space for the ceremony. Their uneven gaits, wrapped wounds, and the generable disreputableness that characterize the Crusaders’ style make them look more like a mummy invasion than a wedding party. The mood, also, is not the celebratory joviality typical of weddings, but rather one of the bated-breath optimism, the hope-for-the-best-prepare-for-the-worst bracing of family members waiting for news in an ER. 
 
   Armand already stands beside the altar with Crusader Puchard. Graff, as lead perpetrator of this farce, stands just outside the circle and the Sarge joins him. They both watch Armand, their distrustful gaze suggesting they expect him to make a run for it now that his chains have been removed. They have no need to worry. The satisfied gleam in his eye says he’s not going anywhere. 
 
   His mouth lifts in a triumphant smile when he sees me. “Ah, there’s my blushing bride,” he murmurs as Jo and I join them.
 
   I ignore him. “Remind me again, Jo, what happens if I kill him?”
 
   “Agony for all eternity,” she says, sounding as dismayed as I feel.
 
   “Ah. Right. Well, maybe we should make him wear that on a T-shirt or something.”
 
   “Ouch.” He rubs his chest as if I’d stabbed him there. I wish. “Come on, Meda. Let’s let bygones be bygones. Bury the hatchet so to speak.”
 
   I just give him a look. It’s pretty apparent where I want to bury the hatchet. I might be marrying him, but I have no intention of being caught in his snare. Not again.
 
   I know I have a weakness for Armand. It does no one any good to deny it. It’s there, some fault line in my character, which could crack me wide open if I’m not careful. 
 
   Hey, even diamonds have flaws. 
 
   My only option is to avoid him as much as possible. We’ll be wed and bound by Crusader magic, so I can’t avoid him entirely, but Jo said it takes weeks of separation before your power starts to drain away, then months before the flow of power out is replaced by a flow of pain in. It sucks, but if I only need to be near Armand for a few days every few months, I’ll have time to guard myself, to shore up my inherent weakness where he’s concerned. Plus the Crusaders can bind and gag him when I’m in his presence.
 
   They owe me that.
 
   He thinks he’s won, but he has forgotten that I never lose.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re so mad about,” he says, disgustingly cheerful. “Or need I remind you that you’re the one who left me to die.”
 
   “You’re the one who shouldn’t forget it,” I say sweetly.
 
   Puchard interrupts our exchange. “Beauregard.” He nods pointedly outside the circle. She gives me one more apologetic look before stepping carefully over the chalk art, joining the mummified wedding guests. The tension in the room heightens.
 
   “Hold hands,” Puchard orders. I hesitate; taking his hand feels somehow irrevocable. I feel flushed, my heart suddenly racing. Armand’s hand is open, but he doesn’t reach for mine, I meet his eyes and there’s a retrained eagerness, as if it’s taking all his will not to reach out and snatch my hand. It’s as if he, too, feels that me taking his hand means something.
 
   But it doesn’t. It means nothing at all. I grab his hand with a deliberate coolness and turn my face back to Puchard.
 
   But not fast enough to miss the jubilant victory in Armand’s eyes.
 
   “Don’t let go,” Puchard says ominously. “No matter what happens, don’t let go.”
 
   I suddenly wish I’d paid more attention to the Sarge’s explanation. 
 
   Puchard begins a low, chanting murmur and the room is dropped into darkness. An unnatural pitch black. Darker than a mere flicking of a light switch could ever be responsible for. Surprise alone makes my grip on Armand’s hand tighten.
 
   A wind stirs, tossing my hair, swirling around my legs, curling around Armand and my joined hands, twining about us like a living thing. Then it becomes stronger, harsher. The gentle zephyr becomes a screaming banshee. It whistles around us, until it becomes a buffeting gale, trying to tear us apart. I manage to stay on my feet and keep my grip on Armand as the storm rages around us, screaming in fury.
 
   Then suddenly a voice explodes from everywhere at once, so loud it all but drowns out the storm. I would have fallen to my knees if not for Armand’s grip on my hand. The sound of it, the achingly beautiful musicality of it makes me want to scream in both joy and pain as it hammers my eardrums. It chants in the ancient language of the Crusaders and I have no idea what it is saying. It must be Puchard speaking. It must be, but I know it is not. Suddenly the brutal beauty of that foreign voice is replaced with Puchard’s voice in English. But it has a depth, an underlying power that the little old man is quite incapable of.
 
   “Do you swear before these witnesses?” Each word is slow and heavy, delivered with the solemnity of a priest.
 
   The raging storm suddenly stops, the whistling wind cut dead in an instant. In the calm, endless dark that surrounds us, a thousand lights flare into existence. There is a weight to their presence, a throbbing sentience, which says they are not mere bits of heat and oxygen. They are something more. And then I recognize them. I saw them once, in a shrine to the Crusaders’ dead, back in a time when the Crusaders had the time and resources to honor their dead with more than a shallow grave and a hasty incantation. 
 
   They are the glowing flames of the inheritance, the burning fire that bursts into light at the death of a Crusader. 
 
   The brilliant lights seem to extend into eternity, though that’s impossible. There are walls, there are Crusaders, there’s Jo, standing mere feet from us. I know that, but I can’t see it. I see only the night sky full of waiting, watching stars. That and Armand’s face bathed in the soft light of their glow. He, too, looks around in wonder. Then our eyes meet we’re suddenly the only two people in the entire universe. We are suspended among the stars, alone but for each other.
 
   The voice, when it comes, doesn’t shatter that impression. Instead, its otherness seems to heighten it, seems to emphasize Armand and my similarities by comparison. “Do you swear before these witnesses?” It states again. 
 
   The holy blades on the altar burst into light, our next step apparent. I reach out with a trembling hand and wrap my hand around the glowing hilt of the nearest blade. My skin crawls in revulsion, the demon part of me, which is forbidden to use weapons, making itself felt. I ignore it and grip the blade firmly.
 
   “Cut me.” The sound of Armand’s voice, so quiet after the deafening roar of the Other, startles me. “I can’t touch the blades. Cut me.” Of course not, still being a demon.
 
   Though, if this goes as it should, not for long.
 
   There’s a heavy oppression in the moment, an intimacy in his request that disquiets me. Again, again, I feel that terrifying sense of irrevocability. I take refuge behind my usual shield of humor and bluster. “I thought you’d never ask.”
 
   His sudden smile is replaced with a grimace as I bring the blade across the forearm of the hand that holds mine. 
 
   The voice roars into existence again. “Do you swear?”
 
   Armand watches the red blood swell from the wound then roll down his arm and over our joined hands. “I do,” Armand says, his voice hoarse. Then louder. “I do.”
 
   I bring the blade across my own arm. The stinging pain makes my voice rougher than I intend. “I do.”
 
   The chanting starts again, but soft now and more lyrical, like a lullaby. It seems to enfold us in its embrace. The music swells around us, comforting, gentle. The chalk lines on the floor begin to glow a pale, white-rimmed blue. Glowing dust lifts from the lines and streams towards our joined hands where our blood mingles. It infiltrates our blood, making it glow, too, then it flows up the bloody rivulets until it reaches our wounds.
 
   Then it slips inside.
 
   I scream.
 
   It flares through my veins, it delves into my heart and into my head. I feel it searching me, ferreting out my secrets, devouring truths I won’t even admit to myself. It’s like a possession, but not, because it is so wholly not human. 
 
   Then it flies from me, taking part of me with it, and sinks into Armand. 
 
   “. . . bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh . . .” The chanting swells around us, the words suddenly recognizable, though I know it’s not in English. It’s deafening, drowning out my screams. It drowns out everything and suddenly I see myself as just a point, a point in the brilliant black of the sky. A web appears between the little flames, ropes made of the pale blue stardust, of varying lengths and thicknesses, connecting the dots. Connecting me. I’m just a tiny axis in the web of life around me.
 
   And there next to me, bound to me, tied by an unbreakable rope is Armand.
 
   The chanting reaches a triumphant crescendo, and the volume of it no longer hurts, because I am a part of it. I rise with it, I swell with it, I shatter into the dust, into the stars. I skate along the night sky, I sizzle along the taught ropes connecting us all. I’m spread among them, a little piece, a drop in the ocean of all who are and all who have been. I feel a thousand strangers.
 
   I feel a half-dozen loved ones.
 
   All of us are tied up in this brilliant tapestry of stardust and blood. I want to soar forever, free of my body, free of everything but my connections to everything. And there, soaring with me, is Armand. We’re counterpoints in an eternal song.
 
   Then it stops.
 
   The stars blink out of existence. There a violent rushing sensation, as if the bottom of the world fell out, then the black of the endless night is replaced with the jarring starkness of the fluorescent classroom lighting.
 
   I don’t know when I fell to the ground, but I’m unmistakably looking up, a cluster of Crusaders bent over me. Jo’s face is in the forefront and it takes me a minute to realize she’s speaking. Her mouth is making the same shapes over and over again. The ringing finally clears from ears and I can make it out. “It’s over, Meda. It’s over.” She grasps me by the arm and hauls me to my feet. We both stagger, my weight too much for her unsteady stance.
 
   She tugs me from the circle, and arm protectively curled around me. I’m still wobbly, still disoriented. 
 
   I was among the stars and now I’m in a classroom, albeit a nice one, in northern Maine. It’s a bit of a come-down.
 
   The other Crusaders, reassured that I survived, have turned their attention elsewhere. They all watch Armand who stands in the center of the chalk circle. He looks as shaky as I feel. He has his arms braced on the altar, without which he would no doubt collapse.
 
   The Crusaders watch him, waiting for some evidence that something has changed. They want some proof that this crazy plan might actually work. When Armand does nothing, Puchard, the only one within the circle with him, takes a shuffling step toward him. 
 
   The sound of the footsteps seems to wake Armand from his trance, and his eyes alight on the holy blade that remains on the altar. Wonderingly, he stretches out one finger towards it. He stops just an inch shy of touching it, and everyone holds their breath. Armand sets his jaw and with a sudden movement he presses his finger to the hilt. He shudders, but doesn’t pull back. He keeps his finger on the blade, then looks up, his nostrils flaring. “It’s weaker. The demons’ hold on me,” he says, and there’s an exhalation and exchanged grins around the room.
 
   This could work.
 
   Armand’s attention goes back to the blade, an expression of furious concentration and grim determination on his face. He wraps his whole hand around the hilt and lifts it, sweat breaking on his brow.
 
   He looks at Puchard and presses the blade to the tender skin on the underside of his forearm. His hand shakes but his elation is unmistakable. “Next,” he orders, and the Crusaders can’t help it. They cheer.
 
   Puchard holds up his hands for silence and starts chanting again, and this time the Crusaders chant back. This is the part where Armand swears his blood oaths to the Crusaders, a safeguard the Crusaders want imposed before they grant him the Inheritance.
 
   Puchard pauses in his chant and every Crusader in the room but me fills the silence he left with a reply chant. Puchard picks up again, and his voice is stronger, the rhythm more driving and primitive. The Crusaders in the room join in, chanting a higher and softer chorus. Then Puchard lifts his hands and the chanting halts. There’s an expectancy in the sudden silence.
 
   “Do you swear loyalty to the Crusaders?” His voice has the emotionless, even cadence of a memorized script. 
 
   “I swear,” Armand says, strain evident in his voice as he holds the blade. Then with a quick, hard movement he adds a red slice on his arm just a breath higher than the one I had put there minutes before.
 
   “Do you swear loyalty to the Crusaders’ cause?”
 
   “I swear.” Another red stripe marks his arm, fresh rivulets of blood joining those already on his skin.
 
   More oaths and more bloody red gashes mark Armand’s arm. They seek to bind him as tightly as they can. Finally, when his arm is as striped as a prison uniform, Puchard lifts his hands and four Crusaders, the Sarge and Graff among them, step forward. Obviously choreographed beforehand, they surround him, the Sarge taking his shoulders, and push him to his knees. The next portion of the ceremony is the Inheritance ceremony, and it hurts like ever-loving hell. The Crusaders are there to pin him down so he won’t break contact. When I underwent the spell I had to fight to stay still as my every instinct screamed to escape the pain of the magic, so the pinning is actually a courtesy.
 
   “Wait,” Armand says suddenly, jerking from the Sarge’s grasp. The Crusaders look suddenly wary, and Graff looks meaningfully at the Crusader across from him, who pulls her knife.
 
   Armand ignores them and, from his position kneeling on the floor, he looks through the crowd until he finds me, pressed against the wall with Jo at my side. His eyes latch onto mine and there is something in them I can’t understand, a gleam that defies analysis. 
 
   “I swear,” he says, his husky voice somehow loud in the tense silence of the room. He brings the blade to his arm. “I swear to tell Meda Melange only the truth.” 
 
   What?
 
   He smiles faintly. “Unless, of course, she doesn’t want to hear it.” Before anyone can react, he drags the knife across his skin and the blood swells along with a murmur through the room. Once done, Armand lifts his arms like a caught criminal in surrender, his eyes still on me, and drops the holy blade with a clatter as the Crusaders seize his arms. They press him to the floor. Their gazes dart back and forth between each other, their expressions calculating as they try to understand what this means and how they can use it.
 
   I’m wondering the same thing. Then something obvious occurs to me. I shove through the crowd, elbowing people out of my way. “Why?” I demand, reaching the edge.
 
   After all, he has to tell me the truth.
 
   The Crusaders, also interested in his answer, lessen the pressure they’re exerting on his arms. 
 
   “Because it’s what you wanted,” he says, that same indecipherable expression in his eyes. “The truth.”
 
   I eye him. Just because he swore not to lie doesn’t mean he has to tell me the whole truth.
 
   The shrewd look in my eye only makes him smile. “Because it’s what I want.” He’s jeering at me, and, somehow, jeering at himself.
 
   “Why?” I ask again. I don’t understand. I’m too emotionally raw from my flight among the stars, from the bond I still feel throbbing between us, to work out why he would do this. Why he would give away this valuable weapon that he wields so well.
 
   “Because my dishonesty is a barrier between us. I would have it removed.”
 
   Somehow his answer makes me feel better. The rationality of it. The cool calculation that’s so Armand, puts the earth back under my feet. 
 
   Before I can think of some response, the Crusaders push Armand the rest of the way to the ground.
 
   Crusader Puchard kneels next to him, and I’m jostled as the Crusaders fight for a better view. Puchard places his hands on Armand, and the other Crusaders lean in, putting all their weight into keep him pinned. Then Puchard starts muttering the spell and Armand seizes as pain shoots through his nerve endings. 
 
   The Crusader Inheritance spell consists of six parts. The first lasts eight minutes and was the most agonizing eight minutes of my life. Each portion hurts half as much and lasts half as long. The sight of Armand writhing causes the memory to crawl along my own flesh and I find goose bumps rising in remembered pain. Judging by the way the other Crusaders shift uneasily, they, too, share the not-so-pleasant memory. A few even wince in sympathy.
 
   Puchard releases his grip at the end of the first segment and Armand pants, gasping for air. He takes a few deep, quavering breaths, then he grits his teeth. He looks at Puchard. “Again.”
 
   Puchard doesn’t need to be asked twice. His withered, old-man hands press against Armand’s chest. Armand bites back a scream.
 
   The process repeats again and again, winding itself down. But as Armand’s pain lessens, the tension in the room heightens. Jo’s grip on my arm tightens as we near the end. This is it. This is when we find out if the lunatic plan works, if my sacrifice was worth it.
 
   If we still have a chance to save the world. 
 
   As Puchard winds down to the last few seconds not a single person in the room draws breath. We lean in, a single organism with one burning question.
 
   Did it work?
 
   BOOM. The room explodes into golden light. I’m rocked back, tossed from my feet. Blinded, deafened, ears ringing. I push to my knees. Jo is next to me, as are the other Crusaders, the look on their faces answering my question. This is not normal. The boom of the explosion is replaced by horrific screams. I blink, squinting into the golden glow, looking for the source.
 
   And find Armand.
 
   Writhing, screaming, patches of gold expanding and shrinking across his skin. The edges of each growth glow a brilliant red. Super-heated. He screams again and arches off the floor as another patch explodes across his skin, blinding me again. The scent of burning flesh fills the air. The veins stand out in his neck and forehead, and he stares unseeing at the ceiling, too caught in his pain to pay attention to what’s happening around him. 
 
   Crusader Puchard hovers over him, squinting in the bright light, his hands fluttering uselessly. The Sarge, shading her eyes with her forearm, gestures at Arman’s writhing form and asks Puchard something I can’t hear over the inhuman screams. I fight my way to my feet and into the circle, I’m about to fling myself to Armand’s side, when he looks up and sees me. There’s something there, under his mask of agony, and I know what it is. 
 
   And even now I won’t let him have his victory. So I stop. I stop deliberately out of reach, and look at Puchard. 
 
   “It appears,” Puchard shouts over Armand, “that there’s some conflict between the demonic connection and the Inheritance.”
 
   I see the Sarge’s mouth form something that looks suspiciously like, “No shit, Sherlock,” but, again, the sound is drowned out by Armand’s screams. She asks Puchard something else I can’t make out, but the helpless way Puchard lifts his hands says it all. 
 
   Through all of this Graff looks down at Armand with an expression of fury, as if Armand’s to blame for his disappointment. He turns suddenly. “We need to get what we can from him . . . while we can.” His voice is loud in the sudden silence as Armand takes a gasp of air.
 
   Apparently my empty wedding vows are also to be short-lived ones.
 
   “Let’s get him to the hospital wing, at least. Maybe they have something…” The Sarge waves hopelessly at Armand’s rigid, jerking form. She points at two Crusaders, clearly ordering them to carry him, and they start toward the door. My feet stay rooted to the ground.
 
   I love screams. All screams. Bloodcurdling, terrified screams. Squealing, pained screams. Harsh, moaning screams ripped from raw throats that thought they could scream no more. The trailing scream that crumbles into a death rattle. I love the way they ring in my ears, the way they vibrate in the points of my teeth. The way the Hunger roars in harmony. If I were a musician, my instrument would be the highest pitches of the human voice box. I’d line up my victims and pluck their vocal cords like a street musician stroking the lip of a dozen water glasses. 
 
   But I find I don’t care for the sound of Armand’s screams.
 
   A weakness that reiterates that the damned spot is not nearly as out as I’d like. 
 
   I should go with them. I should demand to be present as they pump him, screaming, for information about the demons, but the thought fills me with distaste. A better person would probably overcome her Achilles’s heel to do what needs to be done. But I’ve never aspired to better-personhood and, anyway, I don’t recall it working out so well for Achilles. Besides I’d already decided to avoid him. What better time to start than the present?
 
   “Jo.” At the sound of her name she drags her eyes from the gruesome procession. Even her hatred of Armand can’t protect her from grimacing at his animalistic screams. I open my mouth to tell her to follow him, but just then Graff sticks his head back through the open doorway. 
 
   “You!” he shouts, jabbing his finger at me. “Get over here. You’re coming with us.”
 
   “What?” I’m too shocked to move. Graff wants to include me? I swear to God, it’s like he can hear my thoughts and moves to thwart me, no matter what.
 
   His mouth is set grimly. “He can’t lie to you. You’ll be there every time damn time we question him.”
 
   I hear Armand’s jeering voice in my head.
 
   Because it’s what I want.
 
   That clever son of a bitch.
 
   Maybe I can tolerate his screams after all.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Graff knows better than to touch me, but he hurries me through the hallways of the school by the threat of his presence. He walks behind me, and the force field that keeps us separated, the one that, I suspect, if invaded by either one of us would result in his death, pushes me along the hallway. I don’t need to be told where to go. Armand’s screams make it pretty obvious. 
 
   When we reach the wing of dorms that has been converted into the Crusader hospital, we find Armand in the very first room. Two Crusaders I don’t recognize have joined the seven of us who came from the ceremony. One, a middle-aged woman with dreadlocks, is bent over Armand, trying to take his vitals while another confers rapidly with Puchard and Henries, who has also joined us.
 
   The Sarge leans over Armand’s bed opposite of the attending doctor, and we join her. “Tell her what you know,” Graff demands. He looks to where I hang back, and his hand shoots out as if he would drag me into Armand’s line of sight. A warning look from me stops him and, at my own pace, I take a sliding step forward until my face is over Armand’s. “Tell her what you know,” Graff repeats, but I’m not sure Armand heard. His eyes, wild in his pain, look like those of an animal. His jaw is clenched and he breathes so heavily that foam is forced from the corners of his mouth. His chest moves in giant heaves, and the brilliant, moving web of gold slides across his skin in burning waves.
 
   I’m too numb to speak, but I’m not sure what I would have said. Our relationship doesn’t run to comfort, but even I can’t bring myself to add to his obvious torment. So I stay mute, watching his already-battered face distort with pain.
 
   Graff has no such compunction and shakes him. “Tell her what you know!”
 
   “Sergeant Graff!” the dreadlocked woman shouts. Graff returns her reproachful glare with a steely-eyed one.
 
   Armand lets out a giant gasp and looked like he wants to speak, but whatever word he was about to say turns into a guttural growl that bursts into a shriek as another golden wave ripples over his body.
 
   And so it goes. For hours.
 
   For hours I stand there, face to face with him, and watch him writhe and listen to him scream. I watch Graff demand answers Armand can’t possibly voice; I watch the mystified doctors attempt medical cures on a magical malady to no avail. Puchard and Henries have long ago left to consult the grimoires in a place where Armand’s howls won’t interrupt their concentration. 
 
   We are in a room filled with nothing but Armand’s endless pain and the anticipation of his surely eminent demise. Eventually, Graff lets me slump in a corner as Armand isn’t answering anything anyway, and I sit with my eyes closed and my hands pressed over my ears.
 
   A rough hand hauling me to my feet jolts me from my miserable false-solitude. I realize it’s the Sarge just in time not to kill her. 
 
   Armand’s dead, the first thought that enters my mind. But then he lets out another agonized scream and I flinch, then see that the wild look in the Sarge’s eyes is one of elation.
 
   She hauls me in front of Armand. He’s still screaming and straining, but when the pain releases him, he falls back on to the bed and his eyes meet mine and this time I see recognition in them. 
 
   “Tell her,” the Sarge demands.
 
   He opens his mouth, but we have to wait until the pain releases him before he can force the stuttering words from between his clenched teeth. “Zi-Ben has the souls—” a pause while he pants, “—imprisoned.” A pain takes him and I look to the Sarge in explanation, but she is looking at Graff. They look eupohoric, united in their optimism. Whatever Armand is telling me, he already told them, and they know what it means. I mean, I know that the souls of the damned go to hell, so I’m not sure why this is news.
 
   Armand’s hands, which were fisted in the sheets, relax and he takes a gasp of air before continuing. “The souls of the demons,” Armand grunts, but he’s not looking at me. His forehead is furrowed in intense concentration as he forces the words from his lips. “It’s why demons . . . can’t . . . be . . . redeemed anymore.” Gasp, pant. “He’s got them trapped in a magical cage.”
 
   I shake my head, still confused, but excited at the mood shift I sense in the Sarge and Graff. Whatever Armand’s telling me is huge.
 
   He takes another breath. “If they are released . . . hundreds . . . maybe thousands . . . of demons might be redeemed.”
 
   “Redeemed?”
 
   A pain takes Armand, and he can’t answer so the Sarge does. Her excitement is such that even she can’t hide it. “Thousands of demons would just disappear from the war. Become human. We might have a chance—’
 
   I can barely make sense of this news. It swirls in my head, raising me to giddy heights. I feel dizzy with it.
 
   Armand’s strained voice brings me back. “Zi-Ben’s too powerful. His magic is too strong for any demon to break. Or any Crusader.” His eyes latch on to mine.
 
   Any Crusader but one.
 
   Me.
 
   Naturally.
 
   


  
 

SIX
 
   A few hours later, I stumble into our common room. Jo stands when I enter, dumping a book off her lap. I know without looking that it’s a grimoire she was studying and not something she was reading for fun, by simple fact that she never does anything for fun.
 
   Chi, who has apparently made it his mission to absorb as much modern technology as he possibly can before we’re dragged back down to our usual standards, is in the corner pecking at a sophisticated stereo like a trained bird hoping for a treat to pop out. He turns at the sound of Jo’s book hitting the floor.
 
   “Did he speak?” Jo.
 
   “Did he survive?” Chi, of course.
 
   “Yes,” I answer them both at once. “He was still . . . but he managed to get the words out.”
 
   “Convenient,” Jo says with a matter-of-fact nod. “He was basically pre-tortured.”
 
   “They kept at it until he couldn’t speak anymore.” I shake the memory away. “We learned what his plan is.”
 
   “What he said his plan is,” Jo amends, thoughtful.
 
   “He can’t lie to me. And, need I remind you, that this was your idea?”
 
   “There are loopholes in any blood oath.” She paces, chewing her lip. Her fingers flick and dance, never holding still. “He could tell only a partial truth. Or, if two oaths conflict, he can pick one over the other . . . And who cares who’s plan it is? Doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be cautious.”
 
   I decide to let that go. “I don’t think he was in a condition to lie.”
 
   She stops pacing. “He’s always in a condition to lie. It’s just his condition.”
 
   “You weren’t there. He . . . It was . . .” I shudder. “He burned for hours. Hours and hours. The screams . . .” I can’t finish and shake my head instead.
 
   She shrugs, agreeing to disagree. 
 
   “In any case, it makes sense what he wants, Jo. He wants us to get his soul back.”
 
   She looks at me sharply.
 
   My voice picks up speed, excitement edging out exhaustion. “He said that demons used to be able to change their minds—that there was an out. It wasn’t easy—it’s not a fickle thing—but a demon could be redeemed. Except all that stopped a couple of hundred years ago. Zi-Ben, the leader below, managed to trap the souls in Hell somehow in a magical barrier. Armand doesn’t know the numbers, but over two hundred years, he thinks there may be hundreds, maybe even thousands, of demons who would be redeemed.”
 
   “What happens if they’re redeemed?” Chi asks.
 
   “They become human. Regular humans, walk right out of hell in whatever body they’re in.”
 
   “Redeemed?” Jo cuts in, her tone sharp. “They get to just . . . be human again? Forgiven as if they hadn’t . . .” She looks like she might be sick. I hadn't really thought about it—distracted as I was by the possibility of living to a ripe old age—but obviously Jo was going to have a problem with the demons being forgiven.
 
   “Jo, don’t you get it? If we released the souls, thousands, a huge chunk of their army would just . . . disappear. Become human. Remove themselves from the equation. We could even the odds.”
 
   “Why don’t the demons just do it themselves?” Her tone is still caustic. She’s like a child who’s opened an Easter egg and, instead of the expected candy, found a celery stalk.
 
   “They can’t. They tried, in the beginning, but they couldn’t.”
 
   “So they need—” she swallows, unable to say the words “our help” when talking about the demons. 
 
   I rescue her, finishing her sentence instead with Armand’s remembered words, “An army of righteous, self-sacrificing idiots.” 
 
   That cracks her bitterness with a tinge of humor. “Not exactly the words I would use.”
 
   “And they need someone strong enough to break zi-Ben’s spell.” I say it off-hand, as if it’s not a big deal that I’ll have to personally, literally, go to hell and free the trapped souls. I’m not sure why it comes out that way. It’s not like pretending that it’s not scary-as-crap makes it that way, or that not stating the obvious will hide it from Jo.
 
   And it doesn’t. She understands what I’m saying instantly. “Oh.” 
 
   Chi, taking in our solemn expressions, joins us at the natural conclusion a leisurely minute later. “Oh.”
 
   There’s a beat of silence as we swallow the reality of what it will mean.
 
   “It’s worth it,” Chi finally says. “It’ll be worth it to save to the world.”
 
   “Of course,” Jo agrees. She tries to keep her tone noncommittally flat, but she can’t hide its bitter acid. “Let’s risk Meda’s life to save the demons.” 
 
   “To save the world,” Chi amends gently.
 
   The world be-damned. I won’t pretend that my reasons are altruistic. If the demons win and plunge the world into mayhem, well, it’s no skin off my nose. In a world full of violent chaos, I am better equipped to survive than most. But the demons winning means the Crusaders have lost, and that means Chi and Jo have lost. It’s not like the demons are capable of honoring a white flag of surrender, even if Jo and Chi could be convinced to wave it. They’ll fight to the bitter end.
 
   And that I can’t allow.
 
   I shrug. “It’s not like we have a whole lot to lose.” I force myself to look on the bright side, which isn’t too hard. The thing’s damn near incandescent. “Think, a huge chunk of the demon army just gone. In one swoop we destroy more than we could in a hundred battles.”
 
   Jo blinks, and I see it settle on her, the possibility of half the demons erased. The balance restored in the eleventh hour.
 
   “So what do we do next?” Chi asks and I can hear the same electric excitement in his voice that I feel.
 
   “We haven’t actually figured that out,” I say and Chi and Jo deflate slightly, but only slightly—any hope is better than the none we had before. I quickly lay out what we learned from Armand.
 
   The souls are, naturally, trapped in hell. Not the Acheron, but the hell—the kind you need a demon escort to get into. And not just to get into, but to navigate. Hell isn’t just a place like, say, New Jersey (for one, Armand says it’s nicer), with magic locks—it is magic, meant for magical beings. 
 
   Armand’s no longer a demon, so he can’t get us in, and it’s not likely we’ll find a demon to volunteer, so we’ve temporarily hit a dead end. Even if we forced a demon to let us in, once inside there’d be no way to control him while we’re there, surrounded by thousands of his allies. 
 
   Still, despite all this, it seems like a manageable problem compared to our previous ones—such as a hundred-to-one demon-to-Crusader ratio. “Armand blacked out before we work it out.”
 
   “Will he be all right?” Chi again.
 
   “They think so.” My tone is matter-of-fact. I don’t picture Armand as I left him. Whiter than the sheets he laid upon, his breathing so shallow that, if it wasn’t for the seizures that gripped him even unconscious, I would have thought he was dead. “They were trying to revive him when I left.”
 
   Chi exhales. “Glad to hear it.” He turns back to the stereo.
 
   Jo glares at his back. “Glad?”
 
   “Yeah.” He pokes the stereo a couple more times. “I always kinda liked Armand.”
 
   “Chi,” I say, looking at him as strangely. “He almost killed you.”
 
   “So?” he shrugs. “So did you.”
 
   I don't know why—whether it was the deadpan way he said it, or that it’s true, or just because it’s been a horrific week and now there’s a tiny little speck of potential light at the end of the tunnel—but a laugh bubbles in my throat. Before it can slip out, Jo snorts, and our eyes meet, the laugh burst from my throat and then one from hers. We laugh until tears run down our faces, until Chi can’t resist and starts laughing too. 
 
   Chi jabs another button on the black box and music blares from the speakers, some kind or rock-symphony combo. Chi’s eyes widen and he raises his arms. “Behold,” he says in a booming voice. “I have made music.” 
 
   That sets us off again, and Chi cranks the volume until it’s deafeningly loud. He starts jamming on an air guitar and singing though he obviously has no idea what the words are. Still laughing, I hop up on the couch and drum with enthusiasm. Jo must be drunk with excitement because when Chi holds out his hands to dance, she lets him pull her into a spin that contains a frenetic energy that has nothing to do with the beat of the music and everything to do with too much strain, too much fear, and too much hopelessness crushing people who are too young to bear it stoically. The world is coming down around our ears and we find humor in the fact that I once (okay, three times) tried to kill one of my best friends.
 
   That and the sudden existence of a tiny, glimmering slip of hope. The kind of hope that can save the world.
 
   A movement by the door catches my eye and I halt. Jo follows my gaze and freezes. Chi whips around just as Jo jabs the off button on the stereo. The room plunges into silence.
 
   Armand, weak, stands between a Reaver, Rachael and a burly guy whose name I don’t know, but who I recognize thanks to his facial hair which, even for a Crusader, is excessive. Armand’s arms are chained in front of him, despite the fact that he is barely able to stand. His escorts are serving more as supports than jailors. He looks fragile, weak, like the remains of a house after a fire—gutted, burnt out, a few charred beams poking up from the wreckage. 
 
   His eyes glitter in a pale, sweating face. He takes in our positions, our glee, and he seeks me out. In his state he can’t, or doesn’t bother to, conceal his greed. “Don’t stop on my account,” he drawls, his voice hoarse. 
 
   From all the screaming, I realize.
 
   “Puchard thinks he’ll heal better in here. Near you,” Rachael says, and they take small steps toward the room next to mine, the one with the steel, bolt-covered door. Turns out it was for the other Halfling in our midst.
 
    
 
    
 
   I feel him through the walls. I don’t know if it’s my imagination or part of the Crusader spell, but, regardless, it makes it hard to sleep.
 
   His occasional pain-filled groans aren’t helping. They’re low, bitten-back, but as attuned as I am to him, unmistakable.
 
   Well, since we’re both awake . . . I push myself out of bed and pad to his room, quiet, so as not to wake Jo or Chi. I slip the bolts and step into the room just as he’s wracked with another spasm. He arches, clenching his jaw. He’s soaked with sweat, his shirt and hair plastered against his skin. His breathing, when he finally can breathe, is shallow and fast.
 
   “Come to gloat?” he grits out from a clenched jaw. His accent is thick with pain and exhaustion.
 
   “Is that any way to greet your wife?”
 
   He smiles faintly. “Forgive me. Pain makes me mean.”
 
   “It’s one of your finer qualities.”
 
   His maybe-laugh is cut off by another burst of pain, and I wait until he again lies panting before speaking. “Are you dying?”
 
   “You wish.”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   His eyes gleam. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me in days.”
 
   “Savor it. It’ll be the last,” I say, then study his twisted form as another pain grips him. “Maybe for more reasons than one,” I add.
 
   “I’m not dying,” he grunts through his teeth. He pauses, catching his breath, then grins a slightly mad grin. “This isn’t the pain of death. This is the pain of parts long dead coming back to life. The ties, the chains, the demons had on me are breaking—no, ripping away.” His grin turns to gritted teeth as another wave rocks him. “God-damn.” Pant. “Bloody.” Pant. “Pins-and-needles.” Pant. “—of the entire God-damned.” The pain releases him. He sighs the last word. “Body.”
 
   “Oh. Lovely.”
 
   “Not the word I’d use.”
 
    “Will you be more . . . human, now that it’s gone?”
 
   “No.” He jerks again, rocking in the bed slightly with the strain. When the pain leaves him he has to catch his breath before continuing. “I told you, meeting him doesn’t change who you are; it just reveals who you are.” 
 
   He said once that in selling your soul, you give up the pretenses that protect you from your own inner monster; you lose your ability to justify your evils in the face of every horrible thing you’ve ever done, every dark thought you’ve ever had. Demons don’t lose their humanity; they’re freed from it. 
 
   “I can’t un-know what I truly am,” he finishes grimly. 
 
   “So, if not human, what will you be when this,” I wave at his evident torture, “is all over?”
 
   He sighs, his eyes closing. “I’ll be alive again, just as they said. A Halfling, and a Crusader.” 
 
   “And your magic?” I wait, studying him carefully for a lie.
 
   “I don’t know any more than they do.” He grins, though it’s twisted in his pain. “But becoming one of the most powerful creatures on earth? Yeah, that’s a risk I’m willing to take.” The smile fades, and he watches me carefully. “You understand that if I am, it doesn’t have to be you who travels to hell to free the souls.”
 
   “So you weren’t planning to sacrifice me to save your soul?”
 
   “You’re determined to sacrifice yourself,” he says harshly. “By your blind commitment to the Crusaders.” He closes his eyes and falls back, as if his brief spurt of fury drained what little energy he had. “This is the only way to save you. To save us both.”
 
   His harsh breathing is loud in the silence between us.
 
    “On the bright side.” he looks down at himself, “it looks like I’ll get to keep this body. I’ve grown attached.”
 
   “That’s fortunate, as the last one is dead.” In order to transition from human—or Halfling—to demon, you have to die.
 
   “Fortunate,” he agrees, then smiles bitterly. “And the deed wasn’t done with preservation in mind. Quite the opposite.” He says it in a way that makes me think I don’t want the details. Another wave of pain hits him. The vein in his temple bulges as he goes rigid.
 
   “Is it true?” I finally ask. “What you said?”
 
   “I can’t lie to you.” 
 
   “Is it true?” I repeat.
 
   “Yes,” he answers simply, but he watches me.
 
   “And have you repented? Do you think you’ll be redeemed if the souls are set free?” The look in his eyes, something I don’t care to identify, sharpens, but he doesn’t answer. I push. “Do you?”
 
   A sardonic smile forces its way onto his face, but it’s off. Strained. “No.”
 
   “I didn’t think so.” I didn’t. “So what’s in it for you?”
 
   His eyes drift closed then open again, in a long weary blink. “Hope,” he says, his tone oddly bleak for such a word. 
 
   I don’t know how to respond, so I don’t.
 
   “I’m drowning, Meda.” The words are whispered, rough from his raw throat, and his eyes close again, exhaustion overtaking him. “I’m drowning and I’ll be drowning for eternity.” His eyes open but he doesn’t look at me. “I want to believe there’s a surface, and air, even if I never see it.” He jerks and lets out a gasp then sighs in a sudden absence of pain. “I want to believe there’s a chance, even for me.” His eyes capture mine, and in them is a blend of humor and pain and regret. He laughs at his dream even as he voices it. “Even if there’s not.”
 
   He blinks slowly, then again. Then his eyes don’t open. His voice slurs with sleep. “My hope dies with the Crusaders.”
 
   “But if your soul isn’t freed, or if the demons catch you . . .”
 
   “They’ll what, torture me?” It’s clear he’d laugh if he had the strength. “What do you think is going to happen when I finally end up in hell?” He jerks his head in a tiny shake. “That’s the problem with taking everything away from someone. They’ve left me with nothing to lose.”
 
   His next words so faint I almost don’t hear them. “You might want to remember that.” 
 
   He sleeps.
 
   


  
 

SEVEN
 
   The next morning, my pleasant blood-and-black dreams are shattered by the Sarge’s bellow. “Melange, get up! We’re needed.” I jolt upright, blinking, completely disoriented.
 
   “If I were a demon, you’d be dead right now.” The Sarge's head floats about four feet to my right—not an uncommon sight, but always an unpleasant one. Especially first thing in the morning. She ignores my glare. “Move it.”
 
   “I’m on my honeymoon,” I protest. 
 
   Her eyes widen in disbelief. “Melange, the world is ending. Your honeymoon will have to wait.”
 
   “Until after the world ends . . .?”
 
   She snorts. “My honeymoon was in Vietnam—’
 
   “Brag about it, why don’t you?”
 
   “In 1966,” she finishes dryly. “During the US ground invasion of Vietnam. We had to pull our beacon literally from the jaws of—’
 
   I cut her off, rolling my eyes. ‘“I honeymooned in a war zone, I fought fifty demons with one hand behind my back, and hiked through the snow to do it, uphill both ways—’’
 
   “Now you’re getting the picture.” She grins wolfishly. “But most importantly, I didn’t complain about it. Now move!” 
 
   “Wait!” To my surprise she does. “What about Armand, the mission—’
 
   “There’s nothing to be done until we figure out how to get into hell.”
 
   “Shouldn’t I be here, working on it?”
 
   “Smarter people than you are working on the problem, Melange, and we don’t have the manpower for you to waste your time navel-gazing. We need you in the field until we don’t.”
 
   “But—’
 
   “Do you want to kill demons or pore over ancient texts with Puchard?” 
 
   That shuts me up.
 
   “Now move!” She barks the last loud enough to make me flinch and pops out of existence, probably off to badger another sleeping innocent.
 
   I roll out of bed and pull on purple leggings and boots, not bothering to tie the laces, grab my bag of supplies, and pass by Jo’s door on the way down. I knock but no one answers, so I push it open. “Jo?” I ask, just as I hear the Sarge’s voice bellowing from the bathroom, followed by Jo’s yelp and a splash. 
 
   Sounds like Jo finally got her bath. Sort of. 
 
   I leave. There’s no way she’s going to make it down in time. I shake off any residual grogginess and the Hunger stirs, anticipating the bloodbath that’s to come. I meet a few Crusaders on the stairs, jogging, with packs tossed over their shoulders. If the Sarge had just woken them up, you couldn’t tell. Any bleariness was washed away in the news of yet another attack. When we reach the circle drive, more Crusaders, mostly Reavers, are waiting, strapping packs and holy blades on their bikes or swallowing a hasty breakfast.
 
   The boy I kinda choked pulls up on a motorcycle, which he hands to a waiting Crusader. He turns and dashes off, presumably to bring another one. The Sarge is already clasping on her helmet and casts a quick glance around, presumably counting noses. She apparently decides we have enough people, whether everyone’s here or not. “The demons have found one of our fosters,” she tell us, pulling her helmet strap tight. 
 
   I don’t flinch like the others, but it’s not good news. When the mass attacks on the Templar communities happened, many of the surviving students were sent to the schools still standing, but the rest were placed in “fosters” or undercover group homes. 
 
   “A farm in New Hampshire, just across the border. We’re to rescue who we can, bury who we can’t.” The Sarge straddles her motorcycle just as the boy returns on a roaring Bubba. He hops off—on the far side of the vehicle, out of my reach—and I hop on, gunning the engine just to make the kid jump, and roll forward until I’m next to a disgustingly peppy-looking Chi. He looks behind me, then around.
 
   “Where’s Jo?”
 
   “In the bath, last I heard.”
 
   He pauses, as if thinking about it, then smiles. “Nice.”
 
   “Ew.”
 
   He grins, then casts a look back at the door, as if hoping she’ll somehow magically appeared. “She’s gonna be sorry she missed this.”
 
   “But on the bright side, her chances of surviving the day are much higher.” Then I grin, flashing a lot of teeth. “Plus, more for me.”
 
   “Us,” he corrects, grinning just as toothily, and kicks off on his motorcycle, joining the rest of the herd pouring out of the schools fence.
 
   We dive through a couple of rabbit holes which place us within a few hours of the foster, then roll through winding roads. The countryside, garish with autumn color, is almost tacky in its beauty. Syrupy sunshine filtered through blood-red foliage; covered bridges spanning rivers running thick with brilliantly colored leaves; rolling hills segmented with stacked stone walls, charmingly tumbled down and soft with moss.
 
   The explosions we hear as we get closer are a little out of place, but nowhere’s perfect. In light of said explosions, the Sarge opts for speed over stealth and we roar up to the house en masse.
 
   Incongruously, the site of the impending battle looks like a Thomas Kinkadian daydream: a white clapboard house nestled in a little valley, rolling fields wrapped around it like a quilt. The darling perfection is no doubt a deliberate choice by the Crusaders to dissuade nosy citizens from calling Child Protective Services no matter the number and ages and obvious lack of familial relation among the children. Oh no, it’s obviously not the kind of home where the children need protection.
 
   Children currently in imminent danger of being ripped to shreds by a demon army.
 
   A cluster of demons gather around a slanted door leading down into an updated 1960’s bomb shelter. The demons stand around it cheering, simultaneously attempting to blow it up and tow off the doors with a giant John Deere tractor and chains the size of my wrist. As the demons haul on the door, a blue halo shimmers into existence: Crusader magic reinforcing the doors stretched to its breaking point. Crusader spells, and demon spells for that matter, can’t be combined, but they can be layered. Like the rings of an onion, the spells will be wrapped around the bomb shelter, buying us time as the demons have to pull them off, one by one. 
 
   But they will pull them off, eventually.
 
   The demons twist at our arrival. They outnumber us by at least two-to-one, but then, they always do. We leap off our motorcycles, and there’s a long pause as we size each other up. There’s always one of these moments before a battle—one that hums with equal parts anticipation and terror. The last moment before your chances of survival drop dramatically.
 
   Then the demon on the tractor bares his teeth in a vicious smile and stomps on the gas. The tractor leaps forward and the doors squeal in protest. 
 
   This shit is on.
 
   Chi, Rex, and the others rush forward, but I hang back with the Sarge and Crusader Henries. I widen my stance, so I won’t fall . The Sarge comes close enough for us to touch, and Henries starts the chant, not needing to wait for any signal.
 
   “Gundam mode initiate!” I say in a robotic voice while I still can. The Sarge and Henries both give me uncomprehending looks. Illiterate barbarians.
 
   Suddenly my skin feels the pressure of invisible hands and there’s one agonizing, endless second when no one controls my body. It sits still, a shell, inhabited by no one. Then the Sarge exhales into my face, riding her own breath into my body. I feel the now-familiar tickle of her soul sliding into my skin. Before me, her now empty body collapses and Henries tosses it over his shoulder to protect while she's otherwise occupied kicking ass. 
 
   After dozens of battles, we’re used to it now and the transition is smooth, flawless. She’s no sooner slid into my skin than we’re off. The Sarge chants, pulling magic into Us, turning Us into a channel. Our hand snaps our, taking aim, and magic rockets down Our arm. It feels not unlike the flood of a fresh soul but, instead of coming into me, it’s pouring out. Three demons clustered on the other side of the field scream and we drag the black smoke of their souls towards Us. It will take too long to drain them completely, but it will weaken—and terrify—them.
 
   There’s not quite a pause—it’s too brief for that—but there’s a hesitation when the demons realize who is among them. I breathe it in, savoring their knowledge, their terror.
 
   The Sarge releases the three demons who stagger, one falling to his knees. The Sarge doesn’t pause but whips Our other arm around and sends a fireball roaring out ahead of the Crusaders who are rushing the demons. The demons put up a shield to block our magic just in time, but the force of Our magic destroys it, rocking them back. We need time to regenerate our stores, but so do the demons, and in the interim Rex and the black-haired Crusader I don’t know launch their own magical attack. They don’t stop running, but continue to race forward, as demons explode into screaming fire. 
 
   Once We’re able, We launch another attack, forcing the demons to defend themselves against Us, just as the first Crusader reaches them. The demons have to split their attention between blocking my brutally strong magical attacks and dealing with the physical and magical attacks of the rest of the Crusaders.
 
   The Sarge and I keep up Our combined attack until our numbers are more equal, then she slides out of my limbs, climbing into the backseat so to speak. I’m nowhere near as magically capable, but part of our agreement is that I'm not left out of all the fun—though, of course, I phrased it in terms of receiving “necessary training.” She stays along for the ride just in case we somehow lose our edge over the demons.
 
   I could use magic, but my heart craves the rip-and-tear of flesh. I leap forward in four bounds, diving into the thick of it. I grab a curly-haired demon around the waist and drag him down, ripping his throat out with my teeth just because I can.
 
   I feel a brief pressure of someone pressing on me from behind and flip. It’s Rex, protecting my back from a middle-aged female with a bob. The blood of the demon coats my tongue, thick and hot; excitement at its metallic taste sweeps away any thought of saying “thanks.” I leap for another demon, and bury my nails in his hip, ripping his skin as I drag my hands down his haunch like a lion with a gazelle. His twists wildly as he falls so he lands on his side, and I go down with him. My claws are still buried in the flesh of his leg right above his knee and he uses his other leg to kick down on my head twice before I’m able to drag myself up his body, out of range of his brutal kicks. I shove my fist through the flesh of his belly, ripping out some very important parts. He’s not even done screaming before I launch myself at the next. The world is a bubbling blitz of rage and red, of hot sticky blood and burnt flesh. The Hunger howls and laughs is crazy laugh and we play, oh, we play with our pets before we put them down.
 
   I look up from the mangled corpse of a demon, panting so hard that the blood running down my face sprays in a bloody mist. A wild howl escapes from my lips then dissolves in to crazed laughter as I prance among the bodies. Dimly I’m aware of the way the Crusaders turn away, the way they try not to see my monstrous delight. The black smoke of the demon’s false life seeps from their corpses and I draw them to me, selecting one after another like a connoisseur at a buffet.
 
   I feel the Sarge’s distaste as she catches my stray thoughts. I feel her tuck bits of her in, pulling in stray, red-smoke extremities, so she can avoid my feelings. She rides silent but watching from my eyes. Alert.
 
   Then she disappears.
 
   Her pulsing disapproval dissipates so suddenly, I stagger. There’s a soft breath, the tiniest sigh, then a hole opens in my consciousness, a space where she rested. I grasp for it, for her, but there’s nothing. Sergeant? Sergeant?
 
   I stiffen, and cast my eyes down the road where left we the Sarge’s body, and I hear them.
 
   I feel them.
 
   Dozens of them.
 
   It’s a trap, I realize, dazed. Soul-drunk. “It’s a trap!” I scream, just as the demon hordes burst from the trees.
 
   


  
 

EIGHT
 
   I spin around looking for Chi. He stands amid a pile of demon corpses. His face is twisted into a snarl and his shirt is in blood-stained tatters. A knife almost big enough to be called a sword is clenched in his fist. He’s in one piece, most notably, his legs. We’re going to need them right now.
 
   I dive towards him and grab his arm. “Run!” He takes his eyes off the oncoming demons—there have to be a hundred—and looks at me surprised. “Run, you idiot!” I scream again.
 
   “The kids,” he says, with a short shake of this head. And I look up, and all the other Crusaders are standing there, holding their ground. The kids, in the shelter. They won’t abandon them to be eaten. I twist to look back at the oncoming demons. We’re wildly, wildly out-numbered—we can’t save them. We’ll be lucky if we save ourselves. But I know it won’t do any good to argue with Chi.
 
   So I don’t. I slam my elbow in the side of his head and throw him over my shoulder cave-woman style.
 
   I have a rule about arguing with idiots. Don’t.
 
   Rex sees what I’ve done. I turn and he catches my eye, but I don’t have time to care. The demons are coming.
 
   He looks away, not disguising his disgust.
 
   Good. One more body to slow the demons.
 
   I run. I take the dead weight of my favorite idiot and I run like the whole host of hell is on my heels—which, I suppose, it is. We’re halfway across the valley when the demons and Crusaders meet, the screams and explosions so loud they drown out my own grunts. I pump my legs, driving us up the steep side of the mountain. It was genius of the demons to trap us here—one road in and one road out. We’ll have to cut through the mountains, which is slow. Time enough to call reinforcements, to circle around, to catch us.
 
   I hit the trees and keep running, my legs and lungs burning as we go up, up, up. I lunge through thorn bushes and leap over logs. I run until my lungs feel like they’re going to collapse. Until the sound of the battle behind us has died—though, I suspect, not because we’re out of range to hear it but because it’s already been brutally ended. I dump Chi in a pile of detritus and try to figure out my next move.
 
   I have many thoughts, most of them starting with an F. Thank God I said them all silently, because over it I hear the rustling of leaves, coming from ahead of us, up the mountain. It could be a deer, but I’m not betting my life on it. I duck and crawl on my belly toward Chi. I put one hand over his mouth and slap the crap out of him with the other. He comes to with a lunge, but I pin him down.
 
   “Shhhhhhhhhh.” He stills under my hand, and I remove it. I point up the mountain, and he gives a quick nod of understanding, and flips silently on to his belly to look towards where I pointed. He shakes his head, trying to clear it from the results of my little love tap earlier. We both watch, silent, then he jerks his head to the right, a question in his eyes, and I respond with a movement that’s part agreement, part shrug. Better safe than sorry—I prefer to avoid a confrontation just yet, especially as we don’t know how many there are.
 
   He leads the way and we run silently, half crouched, to the west, until we leave the rustling behind. Then we cut back up the side of the mountain. Three times we hear movement and have to hide.
 
   Chi freezes and holds up his hand—never a good sign. He drops down slowly and I follow his lead, then he rotates and points behind me, toward a creek bed. Without a word we climb down the hill and slip behind the ledge of the creek bed.
 
   Chi peeks over the edge of the creek bed. His mouth flattens into a grim line and he points.
 
   Demons, dozens of them, standing so still I didn’t notice them. They’re in a row, no more than a dozen feet between each of them. Just standing there, perfectly still. 
 
   The hell? I ask with my expression. We duck behind the safety of the creek bed to confer.
 
   “How much you want to bet they ring the whole valley?” Chi whispers. For a moment I’m in awe. The sheer numbers, the planning, necessary execute this trap is mind boggling—not to mention, terrifying. I don’t know what I’m more upset about—that we’re trapped in what has become Death Valley, or that Chi figured it out before I did. “We need reinforcements. We just need to survive until they get here.”
 
   I eye the half-dozen of the no-doubt hundreds of demons holding us captive. “Gee, is that all?”
 
   He grins, then mutters the quick incantation to send out the emergency signal, a silent shout to the Crusaders listening for it.
 
   Only this time it’s not so silent.
 
   Just as Chi finishes his muttering there’s an explosive clap, like thunder. The sky above us turns brilliant white, like a mushroom cloud. “What’d you do?” I demand, but I don’t bother to wait for a response. I stick my head over the side to check on the demons.
 
   Yeah. They noticed.
 
   A dozen or so run towards us. I hear cracking from behind us and see more charging through the woods. I hesitate, just a second, to repeat Chi’s spell. Another boom roars overhead, but this time I close my eyes so I’m not blinded by the light. Might as well double check to see if Chi screwed us or the demons did.
 
   Definitely the demons. Somehow they’ve managed to use our emergency beacon against us. Instead of a cry of help to the Crusaders, it’s become a “come and get me” to the demons.
 
   So. Not. Good.
 
   No time to think about it now, though, there’s a dozen-plus demons racing towards us—and those are the only ones I can see. Everyone within a ten-mile radius saw the damn fireworks.
 
   The creek runs diagonally across the mountain side, carrying water down from the top of the mountains. We race down it, taking advantage of its steep sides to at least keep ourselves out of view—and firing range. They’re shouting behind us, and I know they’ve come up on the stream bed and figured it out. I leap over a tree that’s fallen across the bank and hear Chi leap over behind me. 
 
   Then we turn the corner and come face to face with three more demons, apparently coming to catch us in the middle. I slam on the breaks, but Chi does the opposite and flies past me into the first one, before they’ve even registered they’ve found us. He has the first one down, holding him face down in the water. I grab the second and smash him into the third, just as I see Chi grab his blade and shove it through the neck of his. He spins and takes one of my demons as I rip the throat out of the third. It’s over in a blink, but still that’s too long. I hear a cry from behind us—we’ve been spotted.
 
   “It’s her! We got her!”
 
   The trap. The trap is for me.
 
   I scramble up the side of the embankment and out into the woods, to break their line of sight, Chi hot on my heels. Ahead of us is the ruin of an old farmhouse, roofless, half-collapsed, with a tree growing from the center of it. Behind is the skeleton of a barn, and some other buildings I don’t take the time to identify. I aim for it; in the very least we can use it to block their view and somehow manage to lose them. Somehow.
 
   We make it to the house before the demons make it out of the embankment and I cut straight back, putting it between us and our enemies.
 
   “Meda!” Chi calls behind me, and I jerk back to see him pointing to the east of us. He must have heard something because I don’t see it. Shit, shit, shit. I try to put on another burst of speed, but with nowhere to go I’m not sure what good it’s going to do. We cut around the barn, trying to angle it toward whoever is coming from the east, but it hardly matters. 
 
   Thud, thud, thud, my heart keeps rhythm with my feet. 
 
   I leap up a small hill without breaking stride.
 
   Thud, thud, THUMP.
 
   Thump? I throw on the breaks and whirl around. The hill. I leap back down to its base and use both arms to clear leaves and dirt until I reveal wooden planking. I stick my fingers in to the cracks and haul it up as hard as I can. It breaks free with a sharp crack revealing a root-cellar, or at least the remains of one. “Chi!” I manage in choked scream. He pounds up behind me just as I manage to slide the rotten plank door out of the way. 
 
   I shoot panicked look around, but the demons aren’t in sight yet. Chi half-jumps, half falls into the hole. I don’t follow him, yet. Instead I shove branches and leaves and crap back on top of the door to disguise it. The crash of the demons’ approach cuts my attempts short. I slide in the gap and Chi eases the door over us closed.
 
   I slap a hand over my mouth to muffle my harsh breathing and Chi’s mouth is open wide as he tries to pull in as much air as he can without giving any betraying gasp. I ripped the door off its hinges in my urgency so he holds it in place, his arms stretched over his head, bracing it so it doesn’t collapse in on us. The fact that there’s enough sunlight coming in that I can see Chi at all is bad; it means my attempt at covering the surface was not especially successful. Each stripe of sunlight on his face is a gap in our meager protection.
 
   The crunch-and-crash of the demons” approach seems loud, even muffled through the earthen walls around us. The room is small, probably ten feet by six, with rock walls and a dirt floor. Part of the ceiling has collapsed toward the back, and there’s a pile of leaves and twigs that looks suspiciously like a nest in one corner, but I don’t look too closely. All my attention is attuned to the noises coming above.
 
   Chi holds his breath as the demons get closer, then lets it out as they keep going. 
 
   But it’s not over yet. Another group of demons approach. Then another, or maybe it’s the first group coming back. More demons come and we hear them talking. Searching. It seems to last forever, each tense second straining, lingering, lasting ten times as long as any usual second. Chi, his arms stretched over his head to hold the door in place, start to shake. The resulting rustle of the leaves sounds as loud to my ears as a thunderclap. We trade positions, and still we wait, barely daring to breath. 
 
   Finally the patrols come less frequently, and the sun sets and we don’t hear any at all. My shoulders are screaming by the time we decide it’s safe enough to move around. My legs are wobbly with spent adrenaline as I climb out of the hole. I set Chi to stabbing short branches into the dirt surrounding the door’s opening, creating a frame to lean the broken door against so we don’t have to hold it in place. While he’s doing that, I artistically arranging vines, branches and leaves over the surface of the door until the guy who built it wouldn’t know it’s there. We work in utter silence
 
   “What the hell are we going to do?” I ask Chi, when we’re safe in our hidey hole.
 
   “Do you think our message got through?”
 
   I think back. It was as if our signal hit something then dissipated outward, like smoke hitting the ceiling. “We have to assume it didn’t, just like Shady Glen.”
 
   “Graff might send reinforcements anyway. When no one returns . . .” Chi trails off, clearly not wanting to think about what happened in the valley. 
 
   The adrenaline and panic had kept the thoughts away, but in the quiet they creep out of hiding. The Sarge. The pop and sigh, the way she was just . . . gone. So quietly she left, for such a brash woman. No-nonsense, I suppose, just like the rest of her.
 
   “Maybe,” I agree. Not because I believe it, but just to have something to say. Graff won’t waste living bodies to collect dead ones, and I’ve no doubt that’s all that is left in the valley below.
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “We wait,” I say, reaching the only solution. “Once the demons lower their guard, we make a run for it.”
 
   Chi neither argues nor agrees. ‘They’re looking for you.’
 
   I sigh. I’d overheard enough from the wandering patrols to confirm my suspicion, but had hoped Chi hadn’t put it together. I don’t see it as my fault that our entire squad died because of me—they agreed I was more asset than liability months ago when we started fighting, and I’d proven my worth a thousand times over—but the more sentimental types can be irrational. “Yes,” I agree cautiously.
 
   I didn’t give Chi enough credit. He doesn’t point any fingers, but jumps right to the useful (if unfortunate) conclusion. “Then they won’t stop looking, not as long as they think you’re still here.”
 
   “Seems unlikely.”
 
   He huffs a resigned breath, then falls silent. I can practically hear the rusty tick of his thoughts. Something else is on his mind.
 
   Finally, “We’re friends right, Meda?” 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Another long, quiet pause. “Do you think I’ve agreed with all your decisions?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, for starters,” he says and I can faintly make out the white gleam of his smile in the darkness, “you once planned to kill me.” 
 
   I try to look sheepish, then realize he can’t see me anyway, so give up. I don’t say anything; I’m not about to apologize for the things I almost did. I’d never have time for anything else.
 
   “At least once,” he adds. I look at his shadow sharply, not for the first time wondering if Chi’s aware of more than he lets on. “You stole the Beacon Map. You ran away.” He holds up fingers as he recounts my crimes. “You almost got my girlfriend killed.”
 
   I wince. “I get it, Chi. So I occasionally make imperfect decisions.” Magnanimous, that’s me.
 
   When he speaks, it’s slowly. “I might not agree with every decision you make, Meda, but I always let you make them. I always allow you to do what you want to do, even if I don’t like it.” 
 
   “I’ve made a few good decisions, too, you know,” I grumble.
 
   “I know,” he agrees easily. “And that’s the point. How will you ever know what kind of person you are if no one lets you decide?” I don’t answer, he continues, his big hands clasped in front of him, his tone as gentle as I’ve ever heard it. “And Meda, I’m the kind of person who protects children from monsters, no matter what.”
 
   So that’s what this is about. “You would have died,” I say, but he’s right. I’d kill him if he ever did it to me.
 
   “I’ve always known how I’m going to go,” he says and I hear a smile in his voice, though I can’t possibly fathom why. “I’m going out in a blaze of glory.”
 
   “Or die trying,” I mutter.
 
   “Har dee har har.” Chi attempts his first bit of sarcasm, but ruins it by actually chuckling. He’s hopeless. He tips his head to look at me. “Promise me you won’t do it again.”
 
   “Do what again, exactly? Substitute my sound and sensible decisions for your piss-poor ones?” I’ve never been a graceful loser.
 
   “I’ll settle for you not knocking me senseless whenever we disagree.” If it were anyone else, I’d suspect irony, but with Chi, I’m pretty sure he means it literally.
 
   “All right, Chi. I promise.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Chi falls silent though I know he’s not asleep. The pause is so long that when he speaks, it startles me. 
 
   “Do you . . .Do you think anyone made it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Even though he knew the answer, I hear a small sound as he flinches. “Yeah,” he finally says. Then something occurs to him. “Even the Sarge? She wasn’t with the rest of us . . .”
 
   I shake my head, then remember he can’t see me. “I felt her go.”
 
   “Oh.” His voice is suspiciously thick. 
 
   I scramble for something comforting to say, but it’s not a skill I’ve cultivated. “She went quick,” I finally offer.
 
   “Quick?” He sounds startled, like he doesn’t understand why that would matter. As the architect of many slow deaths, it seems obvious, but I don’t say so. Instead, I sit quietly, praying the conversation is over.
 
   It’s not that I’m not sad that they’re dead. I am. The Sarge was the closest thing I had to an effective ally, despite our differences. The headmaster, too, was a good guy, once you saw past his deranged-biker-Santa appearance. As for the other Reavers who died today, well, you don’t spend three months fighting for your life with people and not develop some sort of relationship. 
 
   But Jo and Chi have taken up all the space my shriveled heart has to offer, and even if they hadn’t, I wouldn’t expend any of that high-dollar real estate on any more Crusaders. It’s all I can do to keep these two alive; the rest are so much cannon-fodder.
 
   Chi’s not like me though. His heart is like The Blob, an alien amoeba that swallows everyone in its path, growing every time it consumes someone new.
 
   “I’ve known her my whole life, you know? I saw her more than my own mom.”
 
   That too.
 
   “And headmaster . . .” He stops and clears his throat. “And Rex…”
 
   “Yeah.” Silence fills the room. I wonder if I should hug him or something.
 
   “Someone will have to tell Jane.” Chi says suddenly.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The girl we rescued at Shady Glen.” I hear him shift and he sighs. “I think she likes . . . liked him.”
 
   “Everyone liked him.” Even me, despite the disgust on his face the last time I saw him. I suspect by now he’s been punished enough. 
 
   “You know what I mean.” His romantic thoughts lead him somewhere else, and concern tightens his voice. “Jo will think we’re dead.”
 
   “Nah, she has more faith in me than that.” 
 
   That wins a little laugh. “Good point.”
 
   “And anyway, think how excited she’ll be when she finds out we’re alive.”
 
   “Even better point.”
 
   He doesn’t say anything else but allows our conversation end on a note of false levity. I, too, let it stay there and pretend I don’t hear him cry.
 
    
 
    
 
   The next four days are the longest of my life. We have water, fortunately, from the creek, but it apparently comes with virulent microbes. Chi is so sick that if he weren’t superhuman, I’m pretty sure whatever bacteria he swallowed would have killed him. If I weren’t superhuman, the smell would have killed me. As it is, he spends most of his time sweating with fever, and I spend it sweating with fear. Waiting has never been something I’ve cared for; being cornered, even less.
 
   I make treks out into the forest to check the demons” perimeter, crawling on my belly as close as I dare to the ring of demons surrounding the valley, hoping for holes in their defenses. I make it probably a quarter-way around the valley, but never find any. 
 
   On the third day it starts to rain and our snug cave turns into a sludgy pit.
 
   Chi starts to feel better by the fourth day, but that brings its own problems.
 
   “Meda, I’m going to need something to eat.” He says it apologetically, but even I’m hungry, and I’d just “eaten” my other meal, and hadn’t spent the last week spraying everything I’d ever eaten into the leaves. From everywhere.
 
   If the demons have scaled back their search, I haven’t seen any evidence of it. But then, why would they? They have the manpower to waste. We’re going to have to make a move or die of starvation. Or old age. Or the toxic stench emanating from Chi’s bowels. We need a plan B.
 
   “We need to break the line somehow,” Chi mutters to himself. “Make a gap big enough for us to slip through.”
 
   “What we need is a distraction.” My mind races—for the thousandth time—over our limited resources. The clothes on our back, the couple of blades that stayed strapped to Chi during our flight, the noxious stink of vomit and poo clinging to my companion. Funny enough, it’s the last that sparks and idea. 
 
   My eyes meet Chi’s. “I think I know just the thing.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I peek over the side of what remains of a centuries-old stone wall to eye our target. “There it is,” I murmur, nodding towards the large white barn. The foster is—or rather, was—a working farm, which means fertilizer. Explosive fertilizer. The hope is a big enough explosion, an explosion that feels like an attack, will draw the demons from the perimeter, allowing us to escape.
 
   “When you said we were going to blow shit up, I didn’t think you meant it literally,” he says with a devilish grin. “So what now?”
 
   “Meda make boom.”
 
   “That’s it? That seems . . . straightforward.”
 
   “The devil is in the details.” 
 
   His forehead wrinkles. “I don’t think that’s what that means . . .” he starts, then shrugs it away, apparently remembering that thinking is not his forté. “Better keep it simple, then. He’s the last guy we want showing up.” He looks at the valley teeming with demons and makes a face. “Though, I’m pretty sure he’s the only demon not already here.” 
 
   It’s true. The demons have turned the farmhouse into their home base for the search-and-destroy mission aimed at yours truly, and there are dozens swarming below. Hopefully it lends them a false sense of security. Given their numbers, us attacking them is probably not an option they’ve considered, or prepared for.
 
   He peeks over the side again and his grin is replaced with the simple confusion of a dog when his master pretends to throw the ball. “But what are those demons doing over there?”
 
   Damn, I was hoping he didn’t notice. Four or five demons stand around the door to the bomb shelter where the fosters were hiding. “Nothing.”
 
   “No, there’s like a . . .” He grabs my arm. “Meda!”
 
   “Shhhhhhh!” I jerk him down.
 
   In his excitement, Chi can barely keep his tone to whisper. “They haven’t been able to get into the shelter! The kids! They’re still alive!”
 
   “Oh, gee, exciting.” Damn. I try not to let him see my cringe as I wait for the inescapable.
 
   “We can still rescue them!” And there it is.
 
   “Chi, you know I’d love to, but we can’t even rescue ourselves.” I might as well try to make a lab puppy sit in a room full of bouncing tennis balls. He doesn’t even hear me.
 
   “If our messages couldn’t get through, I bet theirs couldn’t either. Headquarters must not know they’re alive …’
 
   “Chi!” I snap my fingers in front of his nose. Then speak extra slowly. “We can’t even save ourselves. How are we going to save a half-dozen children?”
 
   “Because we have to,” he says simply.
 
   I put on my best snake-oil salesman. “Chi, I think we . . . no, they have a better chance if we get ourselves out and let the Crusaders know that they’re still alive.” I pat him on the arm. “Then we’ll come back with an army.”
 
   He shakes his head. “It’s a miracle the demons haven’t punched through their defenses already. They may not have that kind of time.” He looks at me seriously, all trace of bluff and bluster wiped clean. His eyes are sharp, hard. On fire. Every once in a while, it’s like a wind blows through Chi’s soul, brushing aside a curtain to reveal depths I never suspected he had. He puts a big hand on my forearm, and his voice is soft, belying the hardness in his eyes. “You know as well as I do, that our chances of getting out of here alive are slim.” His blunt acceptance of the truth hits me like a thump to the sternum. He nods down the hill. “Our deaths can be the distraction they need to escape.”
 
   I have the weirdest sense of déjà vu. That’s exactly what I thought of Chi the first time we met—that his death would be a convenient distraction so I could escape the demons. I’m filled with a sudden foreboding, as if my previous deviousness spawned some inescapable fate.
 
   Which is patently ridiculous. I shake off the sudden chill.
 
   Chi’s still talking. “You can either help me rescue the kids from the demons, or you can explain to Jo how you let me do it by myself, and died. Frankly, I’d rather face the demons,” he says with a twisted smile, the curtain firmly back in place.
 
   “Never going to happen,” I say resolutely.
 
   His brows drop. “You can’t stop me. You promised,” he points at me.
 
   “I meant about telling Jo. I’m obviously going to lie.”
 
   “Meda.”
 
   “Chi.”
 
   He looks at me seriously, his open face full of reproach with just the tiniest pinch of pleading.
 
   “Chi, don’t look at me like that.”
 
   He blinks, his blue eyes suddenly enormous. “Like what?” He blinks again. “Like this, Meda?”
 
   “I’m not falling—’
 
   “It’s okay, Meda, I’ll just go out there all by myself . . .” Blink blink. “If I don’t make it back, say goodbye to Jo for me.” He puts his hands on the pile of rocks hiding us, making to jump over. If it were anyone else, I would call them on their bullshit. I’d let them jump, knowing they never would. The only problem with Chi is that, while he is obviously manipulating me, it’s not bullshit. He totally will. His idiocy really cannot be overstated. 
 
   He starts to jump over and I grab his arm and jerk him back. “At the very least, we need a plan.”
 
   A giant grin splits his face.
 
   “Oh, don’t look so pleased with yourself.”
 
   “I knew you were a good person.”
 
   “Great. They can put that on my tombstone.”
 
   We skulk through the bushes, watching the demons, taking notes (figuratively). The farmhouse serves as the demons’ base, and most of them congregate there, coming and going in shifts, as they search for us. There are tents in the yard, to house the spillover, and still more demons sleep in the barn. The Crusaders’ bodies are piled haphazardly by the shelter, their limp limbs splayed at odd angles, blank eyes open, gore painting the remains of their clothes. The sight of them is like a physical blow to Chi, and he stumbles slightly. To me, it’s just a pile of rotting meat. It’s more devastating as a symbol of our hopeless cause than because of any deep personal connections.
 
   I said I would spare no emotion on the Crusaders and I meant it. 
 
   I force myself to look at them, to stare down the Sarge’s dead, accusing eyes. Their ghosts have not come to haunt me, maybe because they are at peace, or, more likely, because they have no faith that a fleeing coward would avenge them and don’t do me the courtesy of asking. I remember the look on Rex’s face as I ran and I force myself to stare. I have nothing to be ashamed of. 
 
   They have no power to hurt me because they are dead and I am alive. Scoreboard bitches.
 
   I turn deliberately away and see that Bubba, my big beautiful boy, is where I left him.
 
   The shelter full of children is treated as an afterthought, a hobby for the demons to tend to in their free time, as their real mission all along, as we suspected, has been to capture me. The children are nothing but the bait on the hook and the demons enjoy taunting them, dragging out their fear and panic.
 
   There’s a cluster of demons, the number of which ebbs and flows, around it all times, trying to crack the tough nut of the foster’s bomb shelter. Typically one demon hauls on the shelter doors with the tractor until the magical blue shield appears around the doors and the other demons try different spells to blast it open. The shield flickers or pales and the demons squeal with excitement, then groan when it flares back a royal blue.
 
   “The Crusader inside is reinforcing it,” Chi says from our position on the hill. He doesn’t bother to say that she can’t keep it up forever. “She’s the only protection left.”
 
   We wait until dark. I sidle down the mountain, getting as close to the shelter as possible. A half-dozen demons gather around it, not actively attacking it for the moment. They’re content to stand around chatting and yelling taunts at the children through the door. In the distance, I hear the familiar rumble of a motorcycle kicked to life, but no one in the little group turns. Seeing as the demons recently inherited a dozen or so of the little machines, it’s not a particularly out-of-place sound.
 
   Then the shouting starts. 
 
   The demons in my little group turn just in time to see a motorcycle flying into their little group, a maniac wielding what can be described as a log. Chi smashes one guy in the head, and the log shatters, the demon falling limp. One demon reacts quicker than the others and jumps at Chi, who kicks him in the chest. Bubba swerves wildly under him, and I hold my breath, but Chi manages to keep him upright. He pulls a holy blade the size of a chef’s knife from a sheath on his chest, and slashes another demon who grabs a hold of his jacket. Then he kicks free and he roars away from them, just as another group of demons come running across the field. Chi lets out a triumphant howl before pulling Bubba up in a wheelie and turning him around and heading back towards the demons. Screaming like a wild man, he weaves between demons slashing with his knife, kicking out with his feet, always a breath away from being caught. In the distance I hear the roar of other motorcycles burst to life. Chi must hear it too, as he rears Bubba up again and jackknifes. He weaves, giving an unreliable target to the magical bombs launched in his direction. He races around the farmhouse, and the last sign I get of Chi is taunting whoop as he disappears from sight.
 
   The demons race after him. Not all of them, of course, but no one’s left hanging around the shelter. I creep through the tall grass. When I’m close enough to the shelter door, I reach out and start chanting. I could punch through the Crusader’s magic—there’s no way she’s stronger than I am, even when she was fresh—but it’s easier than that. 
 
   “Allabutesque es que talla,” I mutter, forcing my magic toward it. The web of blue dissolves suddenly as if turned to ash. 
 
   I jerk the chains from the door and pull them open. I don’t get a chance to tell them it’s me before I’m attacked. It’d be more of a problem if my attacker wasn’t about forty pounds. I catch the kid easily and toss it over my shoulder. I hear a muffled “Meda?” from the creature on my back, repeated a few times before I get out a “shhhhh!” My eyes adjust and I see a half-dozen kids, all somewhere between the ages of four and seven, clinging to a woman on the floor. Her hair is matted with sweat and her skin is grey. There’s a blue cast around her mouth and it’s not until she blinks that I realize she’s still alive.
 
   Chi may have been correct in thinking their defenses weren’t going to hold out much longer.
 
   I set down my attacker—a little imp who it turns out I recognize from my kindergarten class at Mountain Park II. “I knew you’d come,” she says, stars in her eyes.
 
   I tell her to shut up.
 
   “I’m going to get you out of here, but you have to listen,” I say in my sternest voice, giving the room a gimlet glare. “Keep low,” not hard seeing as the tallest was probably three feet, “and run to the woods. There’s a low stone wall, when you reach it, hide on the other side and sit tight until I get there.” I toss the Crusader woman over my shoulder and stick my head out of the hole. When it looks clear I point the direction I want them to go. 
 
   Their eyes are wide as they take in the bloodied corpses scattered across the field like grisly flowers, but they do as they’re told. “You,” I prop the woman in the grass and pull the doors to the cellar back closed, pulling the chain through, “I need you to put the spell back on.” She doesn’t answer to I slap her. “Focus!” She blinks at me blearily. “Put the protection back on the door.”
 
   She licks dry lips and tries to speak. She fails.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be perfect, just enough so they think you’re still in there. Buy us some time.” I look around, but Chi must still be leading them a merry chase.
 
   Or they caught him and they’re having a merry time. 
 
   I slap the Crusader again, perhaps a bit harder than is strictly necessary. “Do it, dammit. You can black out afterwards, or die for all I care, but do it.” She tries to lift her arms, but they only tremble. I search for something to motivate her. “Do it for the children.”
 
   That seems to galvanize her and she heaves herself up to a sitting position. She puts out her hands and I drag her corpse-like weight to the door. There’s a blaze of blue before she blacks out again. It’ll have to do.
 
   I toss her over my shoulder and head into the woods. It takes hours and hours to get back to the safety of our underground sludge pit. The kids are slow and stupid, and need to be shushed repeatedly. Demons fill the woods, and we have a couple of close calls.
 
   Finally, finally we make it.
 
   But despite the incredible amount of time it takes, Chi isn’t waiting for us when we get back.
 
   I dump the Crusader in the corner and tell all the kids to shut up for the millionth time. I add my teeth and the threat of a raised hand to show I mean it. They cluster around their caregiver as if her unconscious form can somehow protect them. Then we crouch in utter silence and wait. One by one they drift off as terror turns to boredom then to sleep.
 
   Finally, finally, Chi stumbles in just after dawn, tired, bleeding, but happy. His whole face lights up when he sees my brood of chicks asleep in a pile. The mother hen, who, the kids tell me, is called Adina, hasn’t stirred all night, but I assure him she’s still alive.
 
   “See, Meda,” he says dropping to ground and tossing me Bubba’s saddlebag. “Easy peasy.”
 
   “We aren’t out yet,” I say sourly.
 
   “Yet,” he repeats with a weary smile. Then he curls up on the floor and goes to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   Just before dusk, Chi and I make our way back down the mountain for part B. I would have preferred to leave earlier so we could do some more planning, but Chi pointed out that Adina needed to be in decent enough shape to get the kids off the mountain and wanted to let her sleep as long as possible. Ideally that would have been another day, but as we don’t know how long her temporary shield will last, we don’t have that kind of time. Their escape depends upon the demons not realizing they’re free. We need all the attention on Chi and me.
 
   So before we left, we woke Adina and filled her in as quickly as possible. To her credit, she grasped the plan easily, but then it’s not very complicated—we make a distraction, you run like hell.
 
   The sun creeps behind the mountains, casting the valley into deep shadow. Flashlights click on, their beams bouncing rhythmically as the demons continue to search. It looks like there are fewer demons in the valley; the rest are probably in the woods hunting us—a thought that causes me to peer into the deepening shadows around us. Lights flare in the windows of the house, outlining the shadows of demons crowded into the house, getting orders or getting screamed at, or both.
 
   There’s a strange peace to it: the quiet night, the crisp air, the warm glow of the lights in the dark. A more poetic soul might picture their loved ones under the same darkening sky, might wonder what could have been. Might take advantage of the calm quiet to bid the world adieu.
 
   My mind is on bloodier things.
 
   “I wish there was a way to get the fertilizer from the barn into the house. We’d blow up a whole lot more demons that way.” I murmur then point to a spot behind the house and perpendicular to the barn. “Let’s get closer. We can hide behind that submarine-looking thing.” 
 
   Chi follows my pointing finger. “You mean the propane tank?” 
 
   As soon as he says the words we both freeze and look at each other, matching wicked grins on our faces.
 
   


  
 

NINE
 
   The local newspaper Chi and I pick up on our way out of town contains a very scant article about the explosion. It states simply that there was an unfortunate accident (false) at a nearby unoccupied farm (false). There were prospective investors on the property at the time, but fortunately no one was hurt (very, very false). While the area was sparsely populated and the nearest fire department miles and miles away, the explosion was so large the firefighters made it to the location before the investors even had a chance to call them. They were going to, of course, once they gathered themselves. The shock, you understand.
 
   The article leaves out quite a bit of pertinent information, in my humble opinion. The part about the two fugitives hiding in the woods, for instance. Fugitives who were caught when the perimeter demons, apparently prepared for this sort of thing after the previous night’s attack, closed in like a noose to trap them. The article says not a word of the bloody fight that ensued, nor provides the barest hint of how dire the poor fugitives’ situation was.
 
   It doesn’t mention how the only thing that saved them was the sound of fire truck sirens in the distance.
 
   It doesn’t explain how demons are compelled to avoid discovery by humans, how the devil’s greatest trick was deceiving the world into believing he didn’t exist. It said nothing of how, instead of hunting their foe, the demons had to hide bodies in the woods and get down the number of “investors” to a reasonable half-dozen before the humans arrived.
 
   It doesn’t point out the irony of the demons wasting precious minutes hiding the door to an innocently empty bomb shelter.
 
   It says nothing of how a very battered half-demon girl and Crusader boy rolled right out of Dodge pushing a beloved motorcycle, which had been cleverly hidden by the boy the night before.
 
   It doesn’t say a word about how that boy and girl ate their weight in hot pizza and slept in the first beds they had in days (personally, my favorite part of the whole story). 
 
   Overall a rather sad, incomplete little article. No wonder they say journalism is dead.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chi, Adina and I all agreed it best not to magically contact the Crusaders in case whatever spell the demons were using to turn it against us somehow extended outside the valley. Instead Adina’s hiding with the kids at a rendezvous point while Chi and I take Bubba for reinforcements. We take the long way, avoiding the rabbit holes in case the demons had found them. 
 
   There is no better feeling than turning the last corner in that prissy faux-college town and seeing the long drive up to the elegant old school in the distance, unless it is the disbelief on the faces of the people that come out to greet us. Their shock is quickly replaced by happy grins and fruitless glances down the road behind us to see if others were coming. Even Graff puts a hand to his chest when he comes down the front stairs and sees us.
 
   I look for Jo. With her limp, it’s not surprising she’s not the first to greet us, but it’s taking her forever.
 
   We haven’t even dismounted Bubba before Graff launches into with his questions. I let Chi handle them. Grins fade as he relays the events in the valley. Someone claps him on the back. Still, Jo doesn’t come.
 
   “Where’s Jo?” I ask of no one in particular.
 
   Chi looks around over the heads of the people surrounding us. “Where is Jo?” he repeats.
 
   There’s a moment of hesitation, then Graff answers. “She’s not here.”
 
   “Clearly,” I say. “But where is she?”
 
   He looks at me with his cold fish-eyes. “We don’t know,” he says. “She’s disappeared.”
 
   


  
 

TEN
 
   My heart. It stops.
 
   I know because the world has gone completely silent. The mouths of the Crusaders still move, but there are no words. Bubba vibrates under me, but there is no comforting growl. The birdsong, unavoidable on a too-pretty day like today, is silenced. I’m glad. If I heard their cheerful chirping, I would pluck them from their trees, like fruit, and bite their heads off.
 
   And that’s how I know my heart had stopped. The silence. If my heart still beat, I would hear it.
 
   Suddenly a large hand grips mine, and I’m hit with a jolt of electricity. The world explodes into sound, my heart leaps, double time, and I gasp. I look at Chi’s hand, gripping mine, then up to his earnest face. 
 
   “She’s fine, Meda,” he says, and I don’t think it’s the first time.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I know,” he says. The statement is hard and solid, and yet somehow still unsure. I can sense the squishy bits at it edges, the hope duct-taping it together.
 
   “Then where is she?” But Chi’s not the one to ask. I turn on Graff. “Where is she?” I roar.
 
   He, as always, is unflappable. “We don’t know.”
 
   “Obviously you don’t know!” I screech, and I know I’m not making sense, but I hardly care. “You said she disappeared!”
 
   “Melange, you’re being an idiot and I don’t have time for it,” Graff says calmly. “Either take a breath and focus, or I’ll have you dragged away until you can.”
 
   “I’d like to see you try—” I snarl, but Chi jerks my hand. Hard. 
 
   “Shut up, Meda.” Chi’s rudeness, his sharpness, the unnaturalness of him saying something so, well, mean, cuts through my blind panic. “He’s right.”
 
   And he is. Obviously. I take a breath and shut my mouth.
 
   “We’ve been trying to get into that valley ever since we realized things had gone wrong. We’ve had squads in those hills working on it, but we’re vastly outnumbered, and we had no proof that anyone was still alive. At the same time, it was suspicious that we hadn’t heard anything. No emergency beacon, nothing. It seemed impossible they could take you all by surprise.” He says it as if it were only slightly perplexing, as if he were trying to put together shelves from Wal-Mart and there weren’t any instructions in the box.
 
   He waves his hand. “Jo’s been involved in the planning.” It’s clear from his tone that this wasn’t by his choice. “Finally, two days ago, I ordered her to get some sleep. She wasn’t thinking clearly anymore.” His mouth tightens in a grim line. “She was gone the next morning.”
 
   “Gone,” I repeat. “Maybe she went to look for us.”
 
   “Maybe,” Graff says, noncommittal. “That’s the closest we could figure, but no one’s seen her.”
 
   I gun Bubba’s engine. “So let’s go get her.”
 
   “Not you.”
 
   “You can’t expect me to wait here while my best friend—’
 
   “Of course not.” He agrees in an easy way that makes me instantly suspicious. “I need you to go to the Statue of Liberty. Or, anywhere famous really.”
 
   “Sorry, what now?”
 
   He hands me an iPhone. “I need you to go to the Statue of Liberty, sit on her toes, hold up today’s newspaper, and give the demons the finger.”
 
   “I—whaaa?”
 
   “Figuratively of course,” he clarifies, the priss. “And record it.” He presses the phone into my shock-limp hand. “The demons are in the valley looking for you. We need them to know they failed, so they’ll give up. If Jo sees that the demons have stopped looking, she’ll come back.”
 
   “But . . . that’s brilliant,” I sputter.
 
   He doesn’t acknowledge my praise. “Try to make it look like you weren’t told to do it, hmmm? We don’t want them to know you were put up to it, or they’ll suspect something. Make it look like it’s just an outpouring of your particular brand of . . . you.” His eyes narrow, as he considers. “Actually, better make the finger literal, then.”
 
   I think there might be an insult in there, but I don’t have time. I kick off on Bubba.
 
   I’m coming, Jo.
 
    
 
    
 
   My video is delivered. As Graff recommended, the finger I give the demons is literal, but I really get creative and riff off the general theme. It’s a masterpiece, though Graff doesn’t seem to appreciate it. “Crude” and “obscene” are some of his adjectives. I don’t think he means them as the compliments I take them as.
 
   Chi and I don’t bother to stay at the school, but instead leave immediately with the team sent into the valley to recover our dead. A few demons are left behind to dispose of the bodies and we slaughter them. It’s a relief to finally expend some of my frustrated rage. Chi, too, fights with an edge, unfamiliar to him.
 
   After the battle, Chi and I search. Long, shallow graves lie just inside the woods, hiding the bodies beneath a mere six inches of dirt. More bodies, demon and Crusader both, lay piled in heaps waiting for even that sad interment. We prowl among the dead, identifying bodies, calling for Jo. 
 
   Jo is not among the dead. But we don’t find her living, either.
 
   Jo didn’t come to the valley.
 
    
 
    
 
   I rip open the locks and slam Armand’s door open so hard it bounces of the wall and bangs shut behind me. I almost can’t find Armand among the wreckage that is his room—his bed is flipped and broken, the shelves ripped form the walls, books scattered everywhere. I find him in the corner of the room, at the only window, though it’s boarded over from the outside. On his face is an unadulterated look of shock. It’s so rare for Armand to let any true emotions show that it registers despite my rage.
 
   “You’re alive,” he says, more whisper than words, as he pushes to his feet. “I didn’t . . . You weren’t . . .” he stumbles, then simple repeats himself. “You’re alive.”
 
   “Where’s Jo?” I demand.
 
   “I thought you were dead,” he says, like I hadn’t spoken. Then he repeats it, angrily. “I thought you were dead!”
 
   “Sorry to disappoint,” I snap at him. “Now where’s Jo?”
 
   My question seems to finally get through. “Why would I know?” His tone is still angry.
 
   My eyes narrow. “Because you always know more than you should.”
 
   “Fine, then, why would I care?”
 
   “Because you know I would care,” I snarl at him.
 
   “I thought you were dead!” The vehemence of his response finally causes me to pause. I notice his haggard appearance, the destruction of the room around me. My eyes drift back to his and find a wild excitement, relief, joy and a bit of panic.
 
   “Oh,” I say, articulate as ever.
 
   “Oh,” he repeats, then in one step his hands wrap around the side of my face kisses me fiercely. His mouth moves over mine and I taste his breath, his tongue. The force of his kiss pushes me backwards until we’re against the door. I feel devoured, adored, missed.
 
   I bite him. 
 
   He jerks away, but my attack only makes him laugh, as if my small act of violence finally convinces him I’m real. 
 
   “Dammit, Armand.” I shove free though he keeps a hold of my hand. I let him. “Yes, I’m alive, and, frankly, a little disappointed you thought otherwise.”
 
   “Forgive me,” he says, still grinning. 
 
   I almost smile in return, but it dies before it has a chance to reach my lips. “Seriously, though. Where is Jo?”
 
   At her name his face hardens. “I don’t know. She didn’t say.”
 
   “So you talked to her?”
 
   “More accurately, she talked to me. Who do you think told me you were dead?”
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “She didn’t divulge any secret plans,” he says dryly. “She came in screaming that you were dead. I asked for details, but she wouldn’t explain. Said she was only telling me because she wanted me to hurt like she hurt. She wanted me to know what it felt like to lose someone.”
 
   I flinch a little.
 
   “Honestly, it was mostly profanity.” 
 
   That does sound like Jo. I slouch against the wall, my strength deserting with my rage. I tip my head back, staring unseeing at the ceiling. Armand leans next to me, still holding my hand.
 
   “Then she burst into tears and ran out. You know,” he says, contemplative. “I’m starting to get the feeling she doesn’t like me.”
 
   I elbow him, but it’s half-hearted. “You really don’t know where she went?”
 
   “I promised honesty.”
 
   I look at him until he answers. His response is gentle. “No.”
 
   I slide down to the floor and rest my head on my hands. I knew it was only a faint possibility that he’d know; they’re not exactly confidants. But I’m out of ideas. Chi’s out of ideas. The Crusaders are out of ideas, not that a single, one-legged Crusader girl is much of a priority.
 
   “She disappeared,” I tell Armand.
 
   He slides down to sit next to me. “I gathered,” he says, his tone still gentle.
 
   I lean my head against the wall, then, screw it, on his shoulder. If my actions surprise him, I don’t care enough to notice. I’m stuck in my own miserable hell, and I’ll take comfort where I’ll find it.
 
   Jo has disappeared.
 
    
 
   It’s late. Chi slumps against the couch, pale with fatigue. We haven’t the time to mourn, nor enough Crusaders to spare for it. Even with our pitifully small numbers, Graff limits my excursions to those close to our base, day trips, only. Without the Sarge’s influence, he’s reluctant to trust me any more than necessary. I have no illusions that if it wasn’t for our desperate straits, he would have me back in a prison cell.
 
   Or at least, he would try.
 
   Even Graff has been forced into the field, and I can’t say I’m not disappointed every time he makes it back alive. Only Crusader Puchard stays at the headquarters. With Henries dead, he’s the only one left who can possibly find a way around the demon magic and get a force of us into hell. Freeing the souls has become our only option.
 
   Chi blinks, then struggles to bring his eyes back open, but he doesn’t go to bed. I think he senses that I don’t want to be alone. Silent, empty rooms are no longer silent or empty. They’re filled with terrible possibilities, horrific hypotheticals, and hard likelihoods. The empty space left by a lost friend isn’t empty; it’s filled with ghosts.
 
   Sadly, not the kind with answers.
 
   “She’s alive,” Chi says, drawing my attention from darker places.
 
   “But where would she go?” We’ve had this exact conversation so many times that I speak more out of a habit than because I think he has an answer. When he doesn’t respond, I look over to see that his eyes have slid closed. “Go to bed, Chi.”
 
   With an apologetic smile Chi drifts off to his room, leaving the silence behind to taunt me. I sit in it, stew in it. Feel its icy fingers crawl up my neck, whispering terrible tales in my ears. I shiver and stand then pace. My eyes go to Armand’s door. He’s awake, I know. Waiting for me to come to him, just like I did last night, and the night before. 
 
   Waiting for word of a missing friend is quiet work, unless you have someone to wait with. Someone who doesn’t share your sorrow so can do whatever it takes to allay it. Someone who makes horrid jokes about horrid situations, who can smile a smile not made of glass.
 
   Before I realize it, my hand is on the doorknob to his room. I stare blindly at the deadbolts fighting an internal battle I already know I will lose when the outer door opens.
 
   “Meda!” My name is broken, cracked like an egg on the lip of a glass. 
 
   I turn, not understanding.
 
   “Jo.” Jo, harried, dirty, frizzy-haired, wild-eyed Jo, lunges forward, moving too fast for her damaged leg, and collapses into my arms. Before I can even process that Jo is voluntarily giving me a hug, she jerks out of my arms.
 
   “Chi?” She searches my face, panicked.
 
   “Jo,” I say stupidly. 
 
   “Chi?” She gives me a little shake.
 
   “He’s fine. He’s—” But she’s already yanking open his door, wanting to see for herself. I expect her to hurl herself at him with as much fervor as she did me, but she halts at his door. He’s sprawled, as relaxed in sleep as a toddler. He’s shirtless and perhaps more-less—the blankets are twisted around his waist so it’s hard to be sure. 
 
   “Jo.” I can do nothing but stare, too shocked and dazed to realize what the hell just happened.
 
   After a long moment, she steps back and gently pulls his door closed.
 
   “You’re alive,” I say, and it’s like saying the words made it true. It breaks over my head, the wave of relief. It slams down on me so hard my knees almost give. I grab the back of the couch and shout it. “You’re alive!” 
 
   She still hasn’t turned, but waves one hand at me to keep it down.
 
   “You’re alive!” It’s a whispered shout. “Where the hell have you been?”
 
   She hasn’t moved from Chi’s door, nor has she turned around. She stands there, the knob in her hand, her forehead pressed against the door. She shudders and I realize to my horror that she’s crying.
 
   A sinking, sick feeling curls in my stomach. “Jo, where have you been?”
 
   The shudders turn to violent shakes. She doesn’t turn around.
 
   “Jo.” I take a cautious step forward. “Jo, what have you done?”
 
   She jerks, whipping the back of her hand across her eyes. “It doesn’t matter,” she says dully. Then stronger. “It had to happen.”
 
   “Jo—’
 
   “Someone had to do it.”
 
   “Do what?” I take another careful step forward, until I could reach out and touch her. “You’re freaking me out, Jo.”
 
   She turns suddenly. “You came back this time, but one day you won’t.” The words bubble from her lips. “Or maybe I’ll die first. Or Chi.” Something occurs to her, and her eyes widen. “The Sarge?” She asks. I shake my head and she covers her mouth. Then, she slides her hand from her mouth hesitantly to ask, “Headmaster?”
 
   I shake my head again. “All of them.”
 
   She bites her hand, the tears welling. Then she shakes her head, breathing heavily. “This is how it is now. Don’t you see? We’re losing. They’ll just keep picking us off one by one. One day you won’t come back. No one will ever come back.”
 
   Her eyes are begging for absolution, but I still haven’t puzzled out for what. Her cold hand wraps around mine, hard. “Not unless we do something about it.”
 
   “What have you done?” I whisper.
 
   “We could cut their army in half.” The anger leaves her and her words are almost gentle, as if that will somehow spare me the hurt their meaning will cause. “We could even the odds. To free the souls, all we need is a demon guide. A demon guide oath-bound to the Crusaders.”
 
   She says it softly, as if trying to convince me. As if it’s a hypothetical and not a done deal. I know where Jo has been. I know what she has done. 
 
   She sold her soul to the devil. Jo will be our demon guide into hell.
 
   “No.” I jerk my head violently. “No, no, no.” As if I can un-make-it, unravel this disaster by the sheer strength of my refusal. But I don’t own the universe; I don’t rule it, as much as I would like to. Surely even I could do better than this. “No.”
 
   The gentleness in her voice tells me it’s real more than her words. “Someone had to do it.” The words are damp and a tear hits my hand. Not mine. Never mine. 
 
   “Dammit, Jo, what were you thinking?”
 
   Her grip tightens on mine and she speaks fast, like ripping off a Band-Aid. “Think about it, Meda. I’m oath-bound to the Crusaders. I swore dozens more—” She holds out her arms and I see now, all the slices on her arms where she poured out her blood for her promises. “Voluntary oaths. I got the idea from when Armand became a Crusader. No matter what happens, no matter what I . . . become . . . I can’t betray the Crusaders. I’ll lead a squad, and a half-dozen of us will wipe out half their army—’
 
   “And what about you?” I explode in a fiery rage. “What happens to you?”
 
   “My soul will be released with all the rest. I’ll be redeemed.”
 
   “Assuming you survive long enough,” I say it nastily.
 
   She pauses for a beat. “Assuming I survive.”
 
   “And if you don’t—or can’t—free the souls you’ll be tortured in hell for all eternity. The demons’ plaything. How do you think that’s going to go, the lone Crusader in hell?”
 
   She doesn’t answer.
 
   “And what do you think that’s going to do to me? To Chi?”
 
   She hunches forward slightly, as if I’d punched her. “You were going to die anyway! Don’t you get it? We all were.”
 
   “Yes, Jo, but what about after? The only upside to this shit-deal of being a Crusader was avoiding the pits of hell. You just threw that away!”
 
   She looks away. “It’s already done.”
 
   “It’s not though, is it?” I say nastily, trying to hurt her as she has hurt me. “You’re not a demon yet, not until you die. Do you really think Graff is just going to go along with this? The Sarge might have but she’s dead.” 
 
   Jo flinches at the reminder. 
 
   “Graff’s not going to believe you won’t spill our every secret once you’re in the hands of the demons. He’ll lock you up in a padded room for the rest of your life to keep you from dying. You sold your soul for nothing.”
 
   “I can’t spill Crusader secrets,” she holds out her scarred arms.
 
   “So you say. So you think. If there’s one weakness in your spell, one loophole, you’ll spill every—’
 
   “I won’t!” she screams. “It’s still me! I would never betray—’
 
   “You won’t have a choice,” I say harshly. “And anyway, it’s not me you have to convince.”
 
   “Yes, Meda, it is.” I don’t get it, not right away. She lowers her bloodied arms. “I need you to help me.”
 
   “Help you?” I repeat, still not quite understanding what she is asking. When I do, anger roars up from the pit of my soul. Of course. Jo’s transformation won’t be complete until she dies.
 
    Jo must die. 
 
   “Help you? Help you.” I laugh, I laugh and laugh though it’s not the slightest bit funny. Nothing may ever be funny again. “Help you die.” I jerk my hand from hers and turn on her. “You push and you push and you push, Jo! You do whatever you want and don’t give a damn about anyone. I joined the Crusaders for you; I married Armand for you.” I’m in her face, snarling. “You have been my greatest weakness since the day we met,” I shout.
 
   She doesn’t back down. “You’ve been my greatest strength.” 
 
   I pull back, slapped by her unabashed love.
 
   “Do you know why the Sarge let me be in your squad?” she asks softly. “You may have noticed everyone else is kick-ass—the finest specimens the Crusaders have to offer to protect our Beacon-Demon-Crusader. Then there’s me. The cripple.” She says it without any heat or self-pity, merely as a statement of fact. “I noticed, so I asked. Do you know what the Sarge said?” There’s a fatalistic light in her eye, an eerie sort of glow born in the heart of an underdog suddenly found to be indispensable. “Because I can influence you.” She smiles, that eerie light gleaming brighter. “I’m the angel on your shoulder.” 
 
   I struggle to find my rage. “In that case, don’t you think becoming a demon was a bit of a misstep?”
 
   “Someone had to do it.”
 
   “Stop saying that!” I scream at her.
 
   “And I need you to finish it.”
 
   ‘“Finish it.’” It’s my turn to use the damn air quotes for once. “Finish it.” You mean, kill you. Say it. Say ‘kill me.’”
 
   She regards me steadily. “I need you to . . . to kill me. I don’t trust Graff not to lock me up in a padded room, like you said, and I don’t . . . I don’t want Chi to do it.”
 
   I laugh again. “But I can? You’ll make me do it? Because, God knows, the monster has no feelings.” She flinches. “That’s what I’m here for, to do the dirty work. I can do it and sleep like a baby. This is what you think of me.”
 
   She has no comeback. That’s when I realize Jo’s hardness is missing. Her bones have been pulled from her body, the tough parts, the gristle, the chewy connective tissue that makes Jo the fearless bitch are gone. All that remains is a brittle shell, a Jo-shaped exoskeleton, and the wrong step would crush her like a beetle, mash her squishy bits out her eyes.
 
   “Can’t you understand?” The words are soft and tattered. “At least a little bit?”
 
   “No.” I’m appalled at how small my voice sounds, how young. “I can’t, Jo.” 
 
   When she inhales her breath stutters and catches, as if trying to make its way over a strangling lump in her throat. We stand in a silence that somehow feels enormous. A gulf has erupted between us, filled with the horrible thing she has done and all the horrible things I have said. I can’t understand her, but then I never could and it never stopped us before. I reach out and take her hand. 
 
   I may lose my best friend, but it won’t be today.
 
   “I don’t have to understand your reasons, Jo. I just have to understand my own. You’re my best friend. That’s reason enough.”
 
   The breath caught in her throat explodes in a shattered sob. She covers her eyes with her hand. “I’m so scared,” she admits.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   My admission seems to galvanize her and she straightens, rubbing her hand across her eyes. “I wrote a letter.” She slips an envelope from her pocket and looks down at it, tapping it in her hand. “To explain to the others. To explain to . . . to Chi.” 
 
   “You’re not even going to tell him?”
 
   She wipes the tears from her face. “Why, so I can do this again?” She waves back and forth between us with a wet laugh. “And anyway, we don’t have time. Crusader Chan saw me, I know he did. He’s going to wake them. You have to do it now, before they realize what I’ve done, before they stop me. Us. Before Graff—” her voice cracks. “It can’t be for nothing.”
 
   “We have a few minutes, Jo. It’s,” my tongue trips over the word, “not going to take long.” 
 
   She swallows, her eyes hollow. “I’m scared,” she finally admits in a whisper. “I can’t face him. I won’t go through with it if . . . if he . . .” She shakes her head, her throat too clogged.
 
   “You should tell him.”
 
   Then she shakes her head again. “No.” She wipes her palms across her cheeks. “And anyway, I’m coming right back.”
 
   “You’ll be different.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Jo.”
 
   She looks away. I debate waking Chi myself but stop myself. They get to make their own choices about their relationship. He should understand that. 
 
   Instead, I take the letter from her and tuck it into my pocket. Then she draws in a breath and reaches behind her, to something tucked into her waistband at the small of her back. She presses that cold and heavy something into my hand. Instant revulsion lets me know what it is before I look down, the way my skin shudders and pulls, as if would peel away from my bones to escape it. The coldness of it, even after being tucked up against Jo’s skin, is more than surface deep. But the distance of it, the impersonality of it makes it better, the one case where I don’t want to enjoy it.
 
   “Meda . . .” She looks like she doesn’t know what to say, or she’s trying to draw up courage. “You are my very best friend, and I will love you until the day I die.”
 
   “Given what we’re about to do, you know, that’s not such a big commitment.” I joke because that’s my way, and she sticks out her tongue, because that’s her way.
 
   Then we hug, which is neither of our ways, but is the way of best friends. And that is what we are, best friends, until the day we die.
 
   And who knows? Maybe beyond.
 
   And then I lift the revolver and shoot my best friend in the head.
 
   


  
 

ELEVEN
 
   In hindsight, perhaps I should have picked a less graphic spot; I’m not sure Chi will ever recover. Thankfully the rest of the Crusaders, drawn by the gunshot, arrive to hold him until he calms down. They dragged him down to the carpet, a Crusader on each arm, and another basically sitting on his chest. Generally he’s no match for me, but upon seeing Jo’s body, he gained some kind of crazed-mom-whose-baby-is-trapped-under-a-truck super-strength. 
 
   Of course, they hold me down, too. Fair enough, I did just shoot Jo.
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” demands Graff, once we’re pinioned to his satisfaction. They arrived to find Jo’s dead body in the living room and Chi bellowing like a wounded bear as he chased me over the furniture while I flapped an envelope at him screeching “Read the letter! THE LETTER!”
 
   “Jo sold her soul to help us.” The words tumble out as fast as I can make them. It’s not easy as I’m pinned face-first into the carpet. “She’s coming back.” I shout this again louder for Chi’s benefit. “She’s coming back! She swore a ton of oaths—look at her arms—and she asked me to kill her. She wants to lead us on a mission into hell to release the souls. I swear, she asked me to kill her. Read the damn letter!”
 
   There’s an audible gasp and the Crusaders holding my arms loosen their grasp slightly in their shock, and I’m able to twist around just enough to see Chi’s face.
 
   I wish I hadn’t.
 
   Chi, at his heart, is a happy guy. As stolid and sweet as a beloved golden retriever. He has a solid faith in humanity, in God, in the future. Even when things go badly, even when all the Crusaders in the field died, he’s able to accept it with equanimity.
 
   He cannot accept this. The blood has drained from his face and he looks as pale as a corpse. He sinks to his knees in a slow collapse as if he was a hundred years old. He swallows thickly, and his eyes take on a detached blankness, as if his brain has checked out, unwilling to accept the truth.
 
   “Is that true?” Graff’s voice is hoarse. I don’t look at him. I can’t take my eyes off Chi’s wretched form.
 
   Graff’s question seems to flick a switch in Chi. It’s as if the world has paused, and now it picked up in double time. “No!” Chi screams at Graff, struggling against the restraining hands. “It’s not true. It’s not true.” With a heroic lunge he pulls himself free of the Crusaders, but instead of lunging at me, he lands on his knees by Jo. His hands hover over her, like he doesn’t know where to touch her. Finally, he gently runs his hand over her bloodied hair, his touch as light and hesitant as a butterfly.
 
   “It’s all in the letter,” I say quietly, and nod to where it had fallen in my struggles. Graff bends to pick it up and he, too, looks like tonight’s work has aged him. He reads it, then gives it to Puchard, who was sent for. Graff nods and the Crusaders release me. Evidently, whether Graff agrees with what Jo did or not, he believes it to be true. The letter makes it through the Crusaders assembled. I take it from the last one and kneel down next to Chi who sits slumped on the floor next to Jo’s corpse. The rest of the Crusaders have already moved on and are clustered together discussing options. Jo’s body is just another body; Chi’s broken heart is just another casualty of the never ending war.
 
   “It’s not her,” I say. He doesn’t respond or look at me. “She’s not in there.” I nod at the body. “I saw her go.” Still he doesn’t respond. “Chi, this was her plan. She’s not dead. Read the letter.”
 
   Chi takes the offered letter as if his hand weighs a thousand pounds, as if he hasn’t the energy to lift it. He stares at it as if it is some offensive thing. 
 
   “Chi, look at me.”
 
   He does. He looks up from the letter and there is such a look of hopelessness in his eyes that I have to clench my jaw to keep from gasping. When my words come out, they sound intense, even to my own ears. “We will save her. We will free her soul. We will defeat the demon army, and in the process save the whole damn world.”
 
   He blinks and the hopelessness disappears. “You’re damn right we will.”
 
   “Good,” I say, but he’s not listening. He’s reading the letter.
 
   As Chi reads, his grip on the paper gets tighter and tighter until he's crushing it. He suddenly releases it, then presses it to the floor and smooths it carefully. His movements are slow and deliberate. Finally he looks at me. “Did you know she was going to do this?”
 
   My expression says are you kidding me?
 
   He smooths the paper again, then runs his finger along one side.
 
   “Me, neither,” he finally says.
 
   “No shit.”
 
   He looks sharply away, out the window. Towards the sea, though I don’t think he sees it.
 
   “If we can’t release the souls, she’ll be damned to hell.”
 
   “I know, Chi.”
 
   “She’ll burn for all eternity. They'll torture her—’
 
   “I know.”
 
   “—over and over and over again. There is no second death, there’s no escape. She’ll never be free—’
 
   “Chi, I know.” He opens his mouth to say something else but I hold up a hand to stop him, “Chi, I swear to God if you say one more word, I’m going to rip out your voice box and feed it to Bubba.” Chi isn’t the only one who lost Jo today.
 
   He closes his mouth and looks back out the window. He wears a peculiar expression, one I've never seen on him before. Then I understand. Chi is afraid. I'm struck with the urge to reassure him, but comforting lies are the only kind I never learned how to tell.
 
   The school becomes a bunker, and I, in particular am kept on a tight leash. Even Chi, beloved by all, is not allowed to leave campus. The higher-ups argue endlessly: what to do if she doesn’t come back, what to do if she does. They seem torn in two: a demon is not to be trusted; a Crusader who made such an enormous sacrifice must be. But there is no way to know what is going to happen, what new Jo is going to be like. In the end there’s nothing to do but wait. Wait for Jo to come back. Again.
 
   If she does come back.
 
   Again.
 
    
 
    
 
   The atmosphere of the compound takes on the oppressive stillness of a beach community waiting for a hurricane to make landfall. According to Armand, the actual creation of a demon doesn’t take long. It’s what comes after. 
 
   I ask. I screw up my courage and ask.
 
   “She belongs to them now,” is his only response. I appreciate his cop-out.
 
   The sounding of the bell jolts me from the not-sleep that dominates my nights. I fly from Armand’s room, running, literally, into Chi as we fight our way through the doorway and into the hall. I leap down the stairs, dozens at a time, then spring over the railing. I’m one of the first to join the sentries at the gate, though Chi, and everyone else, is not far behind.
 
   The morning Jo returns is the opening scene of a zombie movie: the eerie grey fog filling the dips and shadows of the early morning countryside, keeping secrets, dampening noise; the vivid pink sky, the exact color of blood-tinged spit. Even, or maybe, especially, the lurching gait of the lone figure approaching the waiting army.
 
   It’s not an inappropriate comparison. Jo is, after all, back from the dead. And the world could very well be on the verge of the Apocalypse.
 
   The morning has the still, tense quiet of a held breath. In the silence, I can feel the fear-filled hope of those around me. She could be the end, or she could be the beginning. This figure who looks like a friend but who could be something else entirely.
 
   She limps right up to the main gate, a teenaged girl with a twisted leg facing down an assemblage of Crusaders, bristling with holy blades. It hits me that I’d find the image funny any other time, and make a note to laugh about it later. Assuming I’m in a position to do so. Finally Jo stops about ten feet away and there’s a long pause as we wait to see who speaks first.
 
   She does. “Seriously, guys?” She waves at all the weapons. “I just sold my damn soul for you.” 
 
   Her tone is so sourly Jo, a startled laugh escapes me. She looks at me. 
 
   “Sold your damn soul?” I say. “Get it? Get it?” Relief, apparently, makes me lame. I must not be the only one because around me grins split faces at my poor not-joke and there’s a downright gust of relieved exhalations. Chi pushes through the crowd and throws his arms around her in a fierce hug and she hugs him right back. 
 
   “Well?” she asks when she pulls free. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”
 
    
 
   We’re whisked into the dean’s suite, though everyone has started calling it the war room. Jo sits in a chair at the center and the rest of the Crusaders pack in around her. It takes a few sharp elbows, but I secure a spot at her side.
 
   Graff, as expected, begins the inquisition. And it is an inquisition. He asks every question several ways, trying to catch her in a lie. He probes her oaths, searching for loopholes. Jo ticks off her litany of promises, pointing to each red slice across the otherwise smooth skin of her forearm, raw despite the intervening days since she made them. “I swore not to harm anyone helping on my mission. I swore not to let anyone get in the way of my mission. I swore not to hurt my friends. I swore not to lie to any Crusaders. I swore not to betray the location or plans of any Crusaders to the demons.” And the list goes on. 
 
   “And you saw the devil.”
 
   “Yes.” Her tone is curiously flat.
 
   “And how were you able to protect your mind from him?”
 
   “I didn’t,” she says simply, her eyes unnaturally large. “He knows everything.” There’s twitching around the room, uneasy shifting, glances exchanged, hands moving to weapons. The distant look leaves her eyes. “But he’s rather like the captain of our team. He doesn’t get directly involved.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “He . . . let me know.”
 
   “He said?” Graff pushed. It’s obvious where Graff stands on the do-we-trust-her, do-we-trust-her-not question. Not that I expected differently. The rest of the room seems to feel the opposite. The more Jo talks, the more they believe in her. She’s one of their own. Many of them knew her parents, watched her grow up. She could be any of their children, nieces or cousins. She sacrificed everything for the cause. They won’t turn on her. Not unless they have to.
 
   It doesn’t hurt that, if her plan works, it could save the world.
 
   “Not in words, it was . . . he . . .” She finally gives up on finding words to describe it. “He let me know,” she finishes lamely. 
 
   “And you didn’t tell the rest of the demons, then?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How can we be sure?”
 
   “I can’t lie to a Crusader,” she says, waving her red-marked arms. “Plus, you’re not all dead.” Her eyes flick to Graff’s. “They’re not afraid of us. When they know where we are, they’ll come for us.”
 
   Graff then moves on to the specifics of Jo’s plan to take a contingent of Crusaders and infiltrate hell. Armand knows where the souls are kept, so it’s just a matter of getting in undetected and breaking the spell. ‘“There are no secrets in hell,’” Graff quotes. “Truths can be pulled from a demon,” he looks at me, “or a Halfling, in hell. What if you’re caught?”
 
   “We’ll just have to be careful, then, won’t we?” she asks. “I can be disguised,” she looks to me. “As can Meda, being a Halfling, and Armand. Once below, I’ll have the ability to change our appearances. It’s you Crusaders who’ll be likely to get caught.”
 
   “And the mechanism for containing the spells—we still don’t understand. We’re going in blind.”
 
   “It’s magical,” she states, then waves at me. “Meda’s the most magically powerful creature there is. There’s not a spell she can’t break, given enough time.” She looks around the room, appealing to everyone, not just Graff. “And she is a Beacon. A Beacon. This, this, is her destiny. Releasing the souls could save all of humanity—all we need is someone with unsurpassed magical abilities. And we have one. A Beacon.” She points at me. “Don’t you see how perfect it is?”
 
   Graff deflates Jo’s talk of destiny with more down-to-earth problems. “We don’t know that she’ll have enough time, and if you get caught, if she gets caught, then they’ll have the most magically powerful creature there is. The last thing we need is to give them another weapon.”
 
   “Hey,” I butt in, “she’s right here. And I haven’t teamed up with them before.”
 
   The interrogation continues as if I hadn’t spoken, and I start to get the feeling there’s something off. I can’t put my finger on it. Chi’s grinning like an idiot, the other Crusaders—with the exception of Graff and some of his cronies—are cautiously optimistic. Jo’s answers are all rational, cohesive, logical, even with Graff doing his best to poke holes. 
 
   Then it dawns on me. Jo is too calm, too collected. I remember the wreck she was the night she told me what she’d done; I remember the look on Armand’s face when he refused to tell me what selling your soul is like. If nothing else, Jo despises Graff, but she tolerates his accusatory questions as if she didn’t just damn herself to hell for his benefit. There are hints and flashes of irritation, but Jo is not a girl of hints and flashes. She has all the subtlety of a hurricane. 
 
   I say nothing, but my study becomes more intense, and my unease grows. Her answers stay smooth, rolling off her tongue with a slickness that is unlike Jo. Even her hand movements, usually as violent as the rest of her, are smaller, calmer. It’s Jo but with the volume turned way down. 
 
   Finally, when Jo’s voice begins to give, we’re sent to the waiting room so the Crusaders can confer. Jo collapses on an uncomfortable bench outside the dean’s conference room, no doubt chosen as an instrument of torture for wrongdoers awaiting punishment. I perch next to her.
 
   “Chi, can I have some water?” Jo closes her eyes and leans back against the ridged wood paneling. “The devil’s not exactly an excellent host.” A bitter smile twists her lips. 
 
   Chi leaps to his feet instantly.
 
   I suspect it’s a ruse to get rid of him, but she doesn’t say anything after he leaves. Finally I do. “How was it, really?”
 
   She doesn’t open her eyes and she doesn’t speak for a long moment. Air leaves her lungs like a slowly deflating balloon. “Educational,” she says finally, and her lips curve as if laughing at some private joke.
 
   “Educational,” I repeat.
 
   “Oh yesss.” The “s” sound is drawn into a hiss.
 
   “You can tell me the truth,” I offer. “It’s not like I’d turn on you.”
 
   There’s a long pause then her eyes open. She slides forward, leaning in, until she’s close enough to whisper. Her eyes are the same, but they’re not. The colors are all there—the muddy mix of brown and yellow. A combination Chi once told her were “gold-flecked” and to spoil the moment, I butted in with “piss-spattered.” But despite the color, or maybe behind it, there’s a darkness. A blackness. A candle blown out. I see in them all the fury and pain and horror that was lacking in the other room. Her hand reaches out and wraps around my wrist, claw-like and bruising.
 
   “Do you really want to hear, Meda?” Her voice is a hoarse whisper. “Are you sure?” she asks again, shifting even closer in a smooth, snake-like motion. Violence permeates every word, every movement, but still, it lacks Jo’s usual exuberance. It’s contained. Controlled. “Shall I tell the tale of what happens when a Crusader girl falls into the hands of demons? It may take days to get all the details right.” She warns, her tone mocking. “It took fifteen minutes for the spell to be rendered.” Even softer now. “Fifteen minutes, but I was gone for three days.” She cocks her head. “How do you suppose they filled the hours?”
 
   I, a coward, can’t answer.
 
   Her eyes widen, bleak and bottomless, and I know she no longer sees me. She drifts to a place where I’m not brave enough to follow. Then she blinks and she’s back with me, her tone back to that curious flatness. “Or you can use your imagination and we can leave the details in hell where they belong.”
 
   I can’t speak. Not until she takes those eyes off me.
 
   She pulls back. “But I didn’t lie. I’m forbidden from lying to the Crusaders.” She holds out her sliced-up arms again. “It was educational.”
 
   I shudder. The determined look on her face is so much like Jo, yet with a creepy, sharp edge that’s so not. I look away from her for a distraction and my gaze snags on her leg brace. “Jo, I thought demons could change their physical bodies however they want while in hell.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   My eyes lift to hers and I see a knowing gleam. “Then why not fix your leg?”
 
   Her lips slowly curve into a sharp smile, pleased. She leans in, her eyes sparking, as if revealing a secret and her tone drips with contempt. “I thought the sheep would be more comfortable if I seemed exactly as they remember.”
 
   “Sheep?” I repeat, dumbfounded. “Seemed?” But she’s not looking at me. She’s looking up, behind me, a hint of challenge in her not-familiar hazel eyes. Chi stands behind me, gripping her water glass. His face is carefully blank. Too blank.
 
   He heard her comment.
 
   “Chi, you can’t tell them,” I warn.
 
   He blinks, then looks at me. There’s a long moment, and I realize I’m witness to something unprecedented: Chi’s inaugural internal struggle. He, who’s so dominated by what is right, is caught. Caught between what he knows is right and the girl he loves. It’s fascinating, and I hold my breath.
 
   Then, finally, he blinks again. “Tell them what?”
 
   There’s a burst of noise as the doors to the conference room open, making me jump. “Beauregard, we’ve more questions,” Crusader Chan informs us, beckoning with a hand. When I turn back to Jo, her face has recomposed itself into lines of intense concern. Next to her, Chi lounges in his relaxed, boyish pose, his face arranged in such thoughtless happiness, I think, just for a minute, maybe I imagined it.
 
   But then Jo catches my eye. The wicked gleam is there, in the back of her eyes. Then she lowers her lid in a slow, sly wink. 
 
   Oh shit.
 
   It’s Jo, but it’s not Jo.
 
   It’s Bad Jo.
 
   And I think I’m in love.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

TWELVE
 
   The meeting finally ends, inconclusive. The Crusaders are pretty solidly split. One half, led by what’s left of the Reavers, believe Jo. The other half, made up of Graff and his cronies, don’t want to risk it. With the intel the Crusaders gathered from Armand, the battle was going better—though, in no one’s mind, well—and Graff isn’t desperate enough to put the fate of the Crusaders in the hands of a demon. “Loopholes,” he said several times, when Jo referred to her oaths. “Demons love loopholes.” The arguments went on for hours, then finally, well past dark, the discussion was tabled. Jo has the numbers, but Graff has the power.
 
   Graff nods to Teague. “Chain her, take her downstairs.”
 
   “What?” Chi beats me to it.
 
   Graff pinches the bridge of his nose. “She’s a demon,” he says with exaggerated patience. “We can’t just let her have the run of the place.”
 
   “But—” I start.
 
   “No, Meda, it’s fine.” Jo holds out her hands for the cuffs. For her part, Teague looks uncomfortable, and shoots a disgruntled look at Graff before clicking the cuffs over Jo’s wrists. “It’s just a precaution.”
 
   “Sir, can I go with her?” Chi asks. Fool. It’s far better to ask forgiveness than permission, particularly if you don’t give a rat’s ass whether you get it.
 
   “No, Dupaynes. We need to keep the prisoner—” he reconsiders his word choice, “Beauregard secure.”
 
   “It’s fine, Chi,” Jo says again. “I’m tired, anyway.” She yawns. It doesn’t look the slightest bit fake, but I know now what a fantastic liar Bad Jo is. “We’ll talk again tomorrow.” Chi hugs her again, her chains clanking against his chest.
 
   “Tomorrow,” he says.
 
   “It’ll be here sooner than you think,” she says with a weary smile. Teague puts her hand on Jo’s elbow, but less like a guard and more like a guide. She nudges Jo toward the door, but doesn’t stop her when Jo turns around at the last minute.
 
   “Tell me,” she says to Graff. “Do you not trust me because I’m a demon or is it because it’s me who’s the demon?” 
 
   “It’s not personal, if that’s what you mean.” I’m not the only one to notice he didn’t answer. The remaining Reavers shift uncomfortably. It’s no secret that Graff and I have a conflicted relationship and that Jo’s been sucked into the whirlwind.
 
   “But you don’t trust me, do you?” Her head tips and there’s a challenge in her voice, though I can’t see her expression from my position by the door.
 
   “No,” he answers easily. “I don’t.”
 
   “And you’ll stop this mission if you can. This mission that I sold my soul for.” 
 
   There is more uncomfortable shifting at this reminder of just how much Jo has sacrificed. Graff, however, isn’t cowed. “If I can.”
 
   Jo doesn’t answer; she just looks at him. When she finally turns to face me, where I stand alone at the door, I see the expression everyone else in the room was witness to. Righteous fury edged with heartbreaking disappointment—a proud, heroic girl who tragically sacrificed it all for nothing.
 
   But then it splits into a hard, sly little grin just for me. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Thanks to Chi’s stupidity, I don’t bother sneaking down to see Jo. Whoever is guarding her won’t contradict a direct order from Graff, even if they are sympathetic to Jo’ argument. Instead I set an alarm for five in the morning—Graff did say that we could see her tomorrow, so I’d try to get there first and steal a few moments alone. 
 
   In reality, I may still be awake then.
 
   Nervous energy makes my legs kick and tangle in the sheets. Jo’s back, but also not. Who is this strange, sly creature prowling about in her skin, and maybe, more importantly what is she planning?
 
   What is she hiding?
 
   She’s no longer on the Crusader’s side, that much is obvious, and yet I still feel confident she’s on mine. But what does that really mean?
 
   Thunder in the distance echoes the storm raging in my head, and I toss again, the blankets wrapping around me so that I feel that I might suffocate. I jerk them from my legs, the gossamer-soft eight-million thread count sheets shredding, and toss them across the room. Vile, slinky things, think to trap me…
 
   Movement in the living room pulls me from my righteous vengeance. The outer door opens, then I hear walking—no, stumbling—then another door opens. I slip out of bed and ease into the living room. There are no lights on, but the door to Jo’s room is open, so I pad silently to it. The scent of blood sets me on alert before I even notice the form outlined against the window. The frizzy halo of hair turns my mode from “attack” to “concern.”
 
   “Jo?” She doesn't turn immediately and I take a couple of cautious steps into the room. “Are you all right?” I look her over, but in the dim light of the moon I can’t see anything obviously wrong with her. I take comfort in the fact that she’s standing upright. “Jo?”
 
   She twists, slowly, smoothly. Soul-drunk. Dark spots fleck her cheeks; dark smears paint her arms; her hands are caked. 
 
   Blood.
 
   My jaw falls open in shock and my breath pulls the smell across my tongue, sharp and sweet. The Hunger murmurs, unfurling, pulled awake by the irresistible smell. Unbidden, the Hunger creeps into my voice, so my whispered tone is half-horror, half-envy. “What have you done?”
 
   Her eyes meet mine. The moonlight hits them from the side, making them glow eerily. She hears the darkness in my tone and recognizes it for what it is. A knowing little smile bends her lips. 
 
   “Jo, what have you done?”
 
   She turns back towards the window. With a flowing, gentle shove she twists the lock and swings it open. A blustering wind whistles and whips the trees into a frenzy, leaves flying like feathers from a startled hen. The violent crash of the ocean is audible only when the wind stops to catch its breath, different, but no less wild. Lightning flashes in the distance, and the whole night has that feel to it. Electric.
 
   Jo leans into the window, tipping her face into the wild night. She breathes deep.
 
   Finally, she speaks. Her voice is soft. Confessional. “I know what he did, Meda.” 
 
   “Who?”
 
   She doesn’t answer. Not directly. “I didn’t see it happen.” He tone is almost-casual, like she knows what she is about to say is important, but she can’t make herself care. I pause and make sure the room behind me is empty, then step in further and close the door. Something tells me that we don’t want any witnesses for what she’s about to say. Though, as a general rule, I'm anti-witness. 
 
   Jo doesn’t seem to notice. “You might remember—we crossed paths that day. The Corps, Graff, the Sarge. All of them. They were all going to the meeting rooms when we were on the way to class. The day of the rope climb.”
 
   I do remember now, vaguely. It’s a minor memory overshadowed by other events.
 
   “That’s why I failed, why I ‘couldn’t’ climb the rope. So I could spy on them. I knew something big was happening. But before I could slip from the infirmary, you punched Isaiah and I was called to the headmaster’s office to talk about it.” 
 
   There's a half-laugh, still as if she isn’t able to pull any stronger emotion through the cotton the soul-drunk wraps around her. “I was furious. Isn’t that ironic? I was so pissed. Pissed at you. Pissed that I was missing the meeting—and the whole time you were being . . .” She looks for the word and finds three. “Attacked. Possessed. Violated.” Again that almost laugh, but now I see. It wasn’t that she couldn't call the emotion. It’s that she doesn't really find what she's saying funny. “I was with the headmaster scheming—about sending you to kindergarten, about putting a lock on your door—and you were . . .” She shakes her head, unable to finish.
 
   I shake my head too, as if the motion will keep the memories from perching.
 
   She runs a dark-stained finger down the window frame, leaving a streak of blood, black against the light wood. “But what would have happened if I had been there, hmmm? I tell myself that I wouldn’t have let it happen, that I wouldn’t have sat outside that window and watched.” 
 
   Her hand tightens on the window frame, as if she would crush it. “But now I know the truth.” She releases the frame, but slowly, like she has to force her hand to let go, one finger at a time. And she faces me and that feels forced, too. She’s turned too far from the moonlight for me to see her expression. Her eyes are dark pools of shadow in a dim face; I can’t read them, but I don’t need to. The self-loathing in her voice is evident. “The truth? It's a lie. A lie I tell myself because I don’t want to hear the truth. I would have done nothing, nothing, to save you.” 
 
   I flinch.
 
   “I was part right. I wouldn’t have watched.” The accusation in her voice foreshadows her next words. “I would have hidden my face like a coward, because I wouldn’t want to see. That’s who I was—a girl who hid from inconvenient truths.
 
   “I wouldn't have tried to stop them, because I would rationalize that I couldn’t stop them. Words wouldn’t have been enough and I was too blind to do more. Too blind to give them what they really deserved.” Suddenly she turns back towards the window. “I was too weak then. Too torn, thinking there was a greater good to be served.” She tips her face back into the wild night and takes more deep breaths of the wicked wind, and I see the guilt, the loathing fall from her like a cloak. 
 
   When the words come next, her tone is creepy, lyrical. “But that’s not true anymore Meda. Now there’s no question as to what I would do.” 
 
   I ask for the third time. “Jo, what have you done?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Jo, what have you done?”
 
   “He's sorry now, Meda.” Still that same eerie tone. She runs her fingers through the bloodstains on the window frame, smearing. Petting.
 
   “Jo . . .”
 
   “Graff.” She sings his name. I hear the satisfaction in her voice. “He said so. I made him say so.”
 
   Horror dawns. Not at what she’s done; but at what she’s become. Am I sorry she punished Graff? No. Only lack of opportunity has stopped me from doing it myself. But this is Jo. Jo covered in blood; Jo pulsing with the aftereffects of revenge; Jo delighting in the dark side. 
 
   “Jo.” I don’t know what else to say. “Jo.” As if repetition makes my response wittier. 
 
   She sighs, a dreamy little sound. “I wish you could have seen it.”
 
   “All those oaths, and not one against killing Crusaders?” I ask, still a little dazed. Graff. Dead. Jo. Murderer. For me. I stumble back and collapse onto the edge of the bed.
 
   I wanted to know what she was now. I wanted to know how much she changed. This is my answer.
 
   “Yes,” she agrees easily. “I swore not to harm the Crusaders. But I also swore not to let anyone get in the way of my mission.”
 
   Realization strikes. “You wanted him to reject your plan.”
 
   “Loopholes,” she sing-songs mockingly.
 
   “What has gotten into you? You’re, you’re—’
 
   She turns. “Like you?”
 
   Yes, I realize, but I don’t say so, worried it’ll only encourage her.
 
   She smirks, knowingly. “Do you know, Meda, that I worried all the time?” She reaches down and hauls up her pant leg. I start when I see her leg is whole, smooth, but wrapped in a brace to make it appear is if it was still damaged. She grabs one of the straps and starts jerking it free. “About everything. Your problems, my problems, Chi’s problems, the world’s problems. Constantly. I juggled everything, tried to manage everything, tried to save everything.” She jerks at another strap, then another, her movements becoming harder and faster. “And all for nothing.” She says this with a bright smile, as if it’s some silly story from the past. “We’re losing the war. We’re all going to die, and I am going to burn in hell for all eternity, and you want to know what?”
 
   I just shake my head, at which part of her monologue, I’m not sure.
 
   “It’s a relief.” She rips the whole brace from her leg in a jangle of metal, tossing it across the room. She shivers, an ecstatic little movement, like that of an energetic puppy when the collar comes off. “The worst has happened; I have nothing left to lose. Selling your soul, ooooooh . . .” She shivers again. “It’s horrific, terrifying. Painful. So, so painful.” Her eyes flash with memory. “But the first time any creature opens its eyes, it’s got to hurt. The shock of it, the brilliance of it. The ability to see just how small you are.”
 
   A hard edge enters her voice. “You are burnt down to what you really are, to what is really at your core.” She thuds a fist against her chest. “There’s no room for the tattered bits of righteousness we cling to. The bedraggled little security blankets that allow us to tell ourselves that we’re ‘good’ disappear. We see what we would be if we could just let go of our illusions.” She looks up, moving with an agitated energy. “And do you know what is at my core? What keeps me going, what really motivates me?”
 
   She doesn’t wait for an answer. “Hate.” Her tone is vicious, the word like a lash. “I pretended otherwise. Crusaders shouldn’t hate but, oh, you saw it, I know you did.”
 
   I wouldn’t disagree, even if I wasn’t too shocked to speak. I did see it; it’s what brought us together.
 
   She looks sharply away and her tone takes on a creepy lyricism. “And He saw it, and I saw it, and it set me free.”
 
   She climbs to her feet and stretches, her arms over her head. The she drops her arms and bounces on her toes, side to side, soul-drunk energy bubbling through her. “I’ve wasted my life with worry and death, and what for? What have all my sacrifices won me?” Even if it weren’t rhetorical, I wouldn’t answer that one. The answer is too depressing. “I’m not going to waste any more time.” She drops to a squat, a sudden movement Good Jo wouldn’t have been capable of, and puts her hands on my knees. “Let’s leave. Let’s get out of here, right now.”
 
   The abrupt change startles me as much as her words. “What?”
 
   “Let’s go, Meda. Let’s take Chi and run and drink and dance, and live for today because when tomorrow comes, we won’t be here.”
 
   “But—but—” I stutter, completely taken aback.
 
   “But what?”
 
   “You just spent hours arguing to be allowed to go.”
 
   She shrugs. “I told them what they wanted to hear to let me in. To let me get to you, to Chi.” Her lips curve into a devious smile. “So they would say what I needed to hear.” 
 
   Right. Graff’s rejection of her plan.
 
   She leaps to her feet, startling me. She bends her knees, going into a few graceful dips, delighting in her perfect leg. She stretches it out in front of her, pointing the toe like a dancer. “Pretty nice, eh?”
 
   My mind is on bigger things. “So it was all a lie?”
 
   “I can’t lie,” she says, still looking at her leg, which she is now bending as if to test the limits of its mobility. “I told them what we could do, not that I was going to, or even that I wanted to,” Her eyes flash to mine. “Loopholes.”
 
   “But-but what about your soul? We have to get it back.”
 
   “And we will—one day.” She’s offhand, as if we weren’t talking about her eternal damnation. “But why do we have to do it now? We’re eighteen. Eighteen, and I can’t die. At least not easily. Freeing the souls is a suicide mission. Why risk it all now?”
 
   “Because the Crusaders might help us—’
 
   She laughs. “Help us? You heard Graff.”
 
   “He could change his mind, or the other Crusaders could—’
 
   “Could,” she scoffs. “We don’t need them. They need us. I can get us into hell, Armand knows his way around, and you can break the spell. They can’t help us. I can’t even disguise them—they’ll only get us killed.”
 
   “But—’
 
   “Why are you arguing?” she asks, waving her hands. “This is what you’ve always wanted.”
 
   She’s right, and I don’t know why I am arguing. Jo, Chi and I out of this hellish war, on our own, free to do as we want. Everything I ever wanted is being handed to me, and I’m too startled at my unexpected fortune to do anything but try to hand it back. Leaving the Crusaders, running away, living to a ripe old age with Jo and Chi was a dream so unlikely, no, so impossible, that I never seriously considered it. Never even mentioned it out loud.
 
   But Jo knows anyway.
 
   Or should I say, Bad Jo knows. I don’t trust it. “What about the Crusaders? The,” I stammer trying to find the word, “the . . . cause.”
 
   “The cause,” she says it derisively, but not with a sneer. It’s more like she’s laughing at the silliness of it. “Whose cause? Your cause, Meda?” She doesn’t allow me to answer. “No, it’s never been your cause. My cause then?” She says it with an arched brow then she shakes her head. “Not anymore. I’m free. Let’s get out of here. Go have fun. Avoid a painful and imminent death.” She lifts her arms over her head and does a little spin.
 
   “Chi’s cause.” My words stop her.
 
   She doesn’t say anything, just blinks her demon’s eyes.
 
   “If we go, he won’t come with us.” I’m surprised by the gentleness in my own voice.
 
   She lowers her arms and stares into the oncoming storm, and I almost wonder if she heard me.
 
   When she speaks, for all there isn’t a single “s” in the short sentence, it somehow contains the hiss of a serpent. “Oh, won’t he?”
 
   There’s a long beat of silence. I don’t know what to say to that. 
 
   Suddenly I jolt to my feet, it’s as if the pause gave my brain time to rouse from the shock. “Jo, How did you get out of your cell?” But I shake my head, not waiting for her answer. “It doesn’t matter. The Crusaders will know it was you. We have to leave. Like right now.”
 
   “Yes,” she says softly, her eyes drifting closed as she inhales the scent of blood and wind. “We do need to leave.” Her eyes pop back open, lit with a feral glow. “Ooooh,” she sighs. “They’re here.”
 
   “What? Who?”
 
   Then I feel it, just the tiniest tingle of demon energy. I shove her aside and squint into the dark, howling night, but can’t find anything in the darkness. Clouds have swallowed the moon. I turn on her. “I thought you said you didn’t tell the demons where we are.”
 
   “I didn’t.” Still dazed, still dreamy. The soul-drunk is a tenacious thing. “They already knew.”
 
   My mouth hangs open. 
 
   “Loopholes,” she sings.
 
   


  
 

THIRTEEN
 
   “Armand, get up!” He jolts upright, then squints, trying to find me in the dark.
 
   “Jo’s back. She’s a demon,” I say shortly.
 
   He rubs his eyes and blinks.
 
   “The demons are also coming. Any minute.”
 
   That gets him moving. “Oh—” He shoves back the covers.
 
   “Also, you should know Jo killed Graff.”
 
   That stops him again. “I’m sorry, what now?”
 
   “We’ve got to go,” I conclude.
 
   Armand swallows everything I told him in the blink of an eye. He holds up empty hands. “Good thing I pack light.” 
 
   Armand’s always been good in an emergency.
 
   Jo and Chi stumble into the living room a few minutes after Armand and me, Chi still snapping his pants. Jo washed off the blood and is doing her best to hide the effects of the soul drunkenness, but I can still sense it, see it in flare of her nostrils, in the too-fluid movements of her hands. She hands Chi a shirt and he pulls it over his head, speaking before he finishes the task. 
 
   “We have to sound the alarm, get down to the—” Chi says, muffled through his shirt. His face pops through the neck hole, “—rendezvous.” He doesn’t wait for a response, but mutters the words and I feel the electric ping of the emergency signal.
 
   “Chi, we can’t go down to the rendezvous point,” Jo says resting a hand on his forearm.
 
   “Why?” he asks, his face open innocence.
 
   “Because they’ll think I did it,” Jo replies, and I shoot her a warning look. We decided it best not to tell Chi about Jo’s recent . . . activities regarding Graff. “Called the demons,” she clarifies. It’s not a lie. Not quite. They would think that, among other things.
 
   Loopholes.
 
   “Oh, what wicked webs we weave,” Armand murmurs, then he freezes and tips his head towards the front of the school. Then I feel it, and I look at Jo. She too stands perfectly still as a fresh wave of demon energy breaks over her.
 
   They’re here.
 
   I hear shouting in the distance as the Crusaders, awakened by Chi’s alarm, realize what’s happening. A brilliant, silent flash lights up the windows in the front of the school. The explosion of one of the many magical landmines laid by the Crusaders.
 
   Jo turns back to Chi, taking his hands. “They’ll blame me. I show up, and the demons are right on my heels. Chi, we have to escape without everyone else.”
 
   “But we can’t just leave them—’
 
   “They’ll evacuate,” Jo reassures him. “They won’t stay and fight, it doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Chi thinks this over. Not something he’s good at under the best of circumstances, and his eyes are still cloudy with sleep. “You’re right,” Chi finally agrees with a short nod. “Graff will get them out.”
 
   He doesn’t seem to notice the supremely awkward silence that follows. Jo forces a bright smile.
 
   The Crusaders always choose a base with an escape hatch. In this case it’s a rabbit hole that drops them about six miles off the shore into the ocean, not a place the demons are likely to stumble upon. The Crusaders just need to tread water until the pickup can be made. As for us . . . “Uh, Jo? How exactly are we going to evacuate?”
 
   Jo’s answering grin is a little too bloodthirsty for my taste.
 
   There’s a shouting from the hallway outside our room. Looks like that way is not an option. 
 
   “Window,” Chi states with a pointed finger in case we didn’t grasp this complicated concept. Armand bolts the door to the hallway in an attempt to slow our pursuers down, while the rest of us barrel into Jo’s room, I lead the way as befits someone of my cowardice. When I get to the window, I pause. Demons pour over the front fence at the other end of the quad, their numbers obscured by the dark and the flames and smoke from the magical explosions from the Crusader’s landmines. Self-preservation keeps me from looking long, and I hoist myself out the window. Jo pops her head out. The wet wind buffets me and Jo’s wild curls are whipped into a frenzy. She shoves them out her face with one hand, but they refuse to stay put and fly around her head with a mind of their own. 
 
   “No, Meda. Go up. They won’t be expecting up!” Jo says, throwing her own leg out the window.
 
   “That’s because it’s stupid.”
 
   She flashes an impish grin and climbs horizontally from window to window, and I have no choice but to follow, then Chi and Armand after me. She reaches the corner and hoists herself up a drainpipe. There’s a flash and a boom that seems to come from everywhere at once. For an instant I think we’ve been hit by a blast of magic, then realize the promised thunderstorm has reached us. When the rumble dies down, I hear Jo humming as she climbs. Something about the sound of it, the way the lilting notes intermingle with the whistling of the wind, makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. The bursts of lighting that reveal the boiling, storm-filled clouds don’t make the setting any less eerie.
 
   “The itsy, bitsy spider went up the water spout . . .” Jo’s hum turns into words. 
 
   “Jo!” I sputter, staring up at her behind. “This is serious! We could die.”
 
   “I already did,” she calls down, then leans out from the drainpipe to throw her head back and laugh into the wind.
 
   The hell. “Jo, I cannot be the sane one in this relationship!” She just laughs again but at least she starts climbing again. The roof of the school is shingled and slanted, except in the center around the bell tower, where it’s flat with a small white fence. We run bent over to make less of a target of ourselves, but with the chaos below we probably needn’t bother. 
 
   Below us, the quad is a battlefield. Jo was right; the plan must be to evacuate, because there are only a few Crusaders left behind to reinforce the magical protections as necessary. The rest will leave, then the last stragglers will try to hop down the rabbit hole before the protections completely collapse, leaving one behind to seal up the passage so the demons can’t follow. 
 
   I hear Chi slow behind me, and I pause to look back. He watches the battle below with a clamped jaw. Then suddenly, it relaxes and he stops altogether. Armand, behind him and also watching the battle below, barely misses running into him.
 
   “Chi.” I make a psst sound. “Move.”
 
   He turns, his standard expression of bland blood-thirstiness replacing his earlier tension. “Sorry, guys, this is wrong,” he says to us. He shrugs, almost sheepish. “I gotta go.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He jerks his head toward the fight below. “I gotta help them. Someone has to stay behind and close the rabbit hole. Since we’re staying anyway, it might as well be me.”
 
   “See. This is the kind of thing that makes me knock you over the head.”
 
   “Too bad you promised.”
 
   “What’s happening?” Jo comes back a few paces. 
 
   “Chi is committing suicide,” Armand says blandly. “Have a nice trip.” He slaps him on the back, then sighs when none of us move.
 
   Jo in particular is holding very still. She studies Chi, and I see something flicker in her expression. Then she looks out over the quad, her expression calculating. Suddenly she stills and a slow smile spreads across her face. “Fine,” she says, a daring little twinkle in her eye. “We’ll pick you up at the front door in fifteen minutes.”
 
   She grins and Chi grins and I’m overcome with the urge to smash their lunatic heads together. “I cannot be the sane person in this relationship!” I whine again, uselessly. 
 
   Armand pats my back in a “there, there” while Chi disappears over the side of the building, just as Jo calls after him. “Don’t be late!”
 
   “Well, Jo, what now?”
 
   “Now we get ourselves a ride.”
 
   “Bubba?” I sniffle hopefully.
 
   “Oh, no.” She’s staring back across the quad, her eyes lit by the flickering explosions below. “Something rather a bit bigger than Bubba.” 
 
   We race across the roof, then over the side we go, and down to the quad. We keep a sharp eye out for both Crusaders and demons—something I seem to do embarrassingly often, but at least, for once, it’s not my fault but Jo’s. Fortunately we’re moving towards the south side of the campus and the battle is happening to the West, at its entrance. We pause only long enough for me to case the spell to undo the Crusader protections so we don’t get blown up, but otherwise move as quickly as possible.
 
   Jo doesn’t share her plan, but I’m willing to give her the benefit of the doubt and assume it’s better than the nothing I’ve come up with. Armand, of course, doesn’t feel similarly and pesters her until she threatens death and I point out that their quarrelling is going to ensure all our deaths, or, in the very least, theirs at my hands if they don’t shut the hell up.
 
   They do shut up, and just in time. We slide between two dorms and reach a brick fence, separating the showy part of the campus from what I assume is a maintenance road. On the other side is a large building. It’s still done in the columned Greco-fako style of campuses everywhere, but its rolling doors betray it as the garage it is. 
 
   Jo stills and I hear voices on the other side of the fence. Jo peers through the gaps in the pretty-brick design and holds up five fingers. Armand and I slide up to the fence. Five demons have evidently found the school’s other entrance, used to smuggle in deliveries, peasants and other distasteful evidence that the not-rich exist.
 
   “Oh yes,” Jo breaths. She slides her tongue across her teeth, as if reveling in their sharpness. “Let’s get them.”
 
   “Wait,” Armand says, instinctively putting a hand on her arm to stop her. She eyes it with a curl of her lip and he removes it.
 
   “There’s only five,” she says, her voice the barest whisper. “What’s the problem?”
 
   Armand’s jaw tightens. “I know you’re new to this, but the demons basically have one rule.” He holds up a finger. “Don’t kill your own.”
 
   “Or what?” 
 
   “You don’t know the kind of suffering they’re capable of inflicting.” He returns her scorn in equal measure. I glance through the fence to make sure the demons didn’t hear.
 
   Jo’s eyes flash. “No, you don’t know the kind of suffering I’m capable of inflicting.” We’re huddled close together but she still manages to inch even closer to Armand so she can snarl in his face. “Just give me a reason, Armand,” she whispers dangerously. “Get in my way, I dare you—’
 
   He makes a disgusted noise. “I’m trying to help you. You belong to them now. If they get a hold of you—’
 
   Her snort cuts him off. “We either succeed in setting the souls free or we die and they’ll be punishing us for eternity anyway. Either way, it isn’t going to matter.” 
 
   With that, she places her hand on the top of the fence and leaps over it as fluidly as a deer. In her face her I see undisguised joy in her newly gained mobility.
 
   Then she lands among her foe.
 
   Jo’s fighting style by necessity has always been restrained. Her natural gift for violence simply can’t overcome her injury. Watching her fight in her new form is like glimpsing through the window of what-might-have-been. She’s graceful, even elegant, if the act of disemboweling and dismembering one’s enemies can be called such a thing.
 
   But it’s more than just a physical difference in the way she fights. I kill out of love. Not of my victims, naturally, but my love of the act. 
 
   Jo has always killed out of hate. Before her transformation, that hate has always been checked, a tacit attempt to obey the dictate to love thine enemy. The deaths she dealt were controlled, almost perfunctory.
 
   Her hate is not checked now. It’s as if the dark wings of her soul have unfurled and set her free. She murders and maims with a delightful, hateful glee, gorging herself on the misery of her enemies in a way that is as awesome as it is awful. I see in her clearly what a part of me has always instinctively known was there. Our monsters’ souls have whispered secrets to each other all along, and now, for the first time, they can shout; the thin veneer of “good” and “should” has been thoroughly shattered by her descent to the dark side.
 
   I shake off my trance and hop over the fence—she is still outnumbered five-to-one. Armand hesitates then jumps over after me with a curse. 
 
   There are cracks and pops and screams.
 
   And laughs and blood and vengeance. 
 
   And when it’s over, when we stand over the gory bodies of our victims I see in Jo the same sick delight, the same head-spinning soul-drunkenness that rockets through my blood and I know we are the same. We are the same now, and she understands and I understand. And for a moment I forget that this isn’t really her.
 
   For a moment I don’t care. 
 
   Then, fast as a whip, she turns and smashes open the door in to the garage. She stumbles in the room beyond, throwing on the light and sees something that lights her blood-spattered face with the delight of a child. Armand sends me a look, then we join her to see what our battle has won.
 
   A snow plough.
 
   Rather bigger than Bubba, indeed. The monster could play second cousin to a dump truck. Or a bulldozer.
 
   Jo clambers up the side, hauling open the door and sliding into the driver’s seat. She sweeps her hands along the dash leaving bloody smears, then under the sun visor and into the cup holders, looking for the keys. There are another dozen or so vehicles in the room, vans, for the most part, emblazoned with the school emblem, a work truck with a rack full of tools on the back, and a couple of black town cars. Armand takes off for a small office in the back and kicks down the door, reappearing a few minutes with a key on a little fob, looking smug.
 
   “Looking for this?” He hops onto the step by the driver’s door and dangles it in front of Jo. She tries to snatch it, but he whips it out of reach. “Ah, ah, ah. I’ve got the keys, I get to drive,” he says in a tone calibrated to enrage her.
 
   She glares, promising his death at the earliest convenience. Then that death-glare turns into something far scarier—a sweet, sweet smile. Armand barely has time to register his eminent danger before she slams the door into his gut. He manages to grab on at the last second, so as not to fall, but that brings the keys within reach. Jo plucks them out of his hand and cranks the engine. When he looks like he might try to grab them back, she guns the engine so the beast rocks forward and he has to grab on again.
 
   Jo: 1, Armand: 0.
 
   “Come on, Meda!” she chirps, ignoring Armand’s profanity. She glances at an imaginary watch. “We’re going to be late!”
 
   I climb in to the passenger side, take in her crazed expression and click my seat belt into place. Armand drops to the ground, as if to move around to my side, but Jo stops him.
 
   “No, sit in the middle. Meda needs the window seat.” She ignores his inevitable protest by simply speaking over him, her tone as patronizing as that of a childless uncle to his toddler niece. “I don’t know demon magic, and you can’t do any magic,” she says it nastily. Graff had possessed Armand to check the extent of his magical abilities, but apparently instead of compounding, the demon and Crusader magics cancelled each other out. “Magically, I’m an impotent mule,” Armand had said it lightly, but Jo and I both know was a huge blow.
 
   She faces forward and shifts into gear. “That means Meda’s magic is all we’ve got.” She turns and grins wolfishly at me. “Blast those bastards back to hell.” She guns the engine of the monstrous beast beneath us and it lets out a thunderous roar. The idea of what this hulking mountain of metal is going to do to our enemies fills me with glee. 
 
   Armand grinds his teeth and climbs over me to the center, and Jo can’t resist one last dig. “It’s fitting.” She casts a contemptuous eye over him. “Did you know, sitting in the middle is called ‘riding bitch.’”
 
   Before Armand can let loose retort sitting so obviously on his lips, Jo lets out another joy-filled howl, then mashes on the gas. Armand is tossed back in his seat as we launch forward, blasting through the garage door. 
 
   Her wildness is contagious, and I grin and throw a fist in the air and howl right along with her.
 
   We jolt out on to the gravel road, and Jo cuts sharp, rocking us to the side as she follows the service road that leads into campus. The beast probably could have taken out the pathetic brick-lattice fence, but I’m glad Jo decided not to risk it. Instead, she aims toward a double gate, the pristine white wood brilliant in the moonlight, and rolls through them with a crack.
 
   We pop out behind one of the dorms—the one Zee was staying in before her leg healed enough for her to be reassigned. We can’t see the battlefield yet, only the flash of blue-white Templar magic reflected in the windows of the building ahead.
 
   Then we burst on to the killing fields. 
 
   The Crusaders are gone, abandoning the school to be defended by the enchantments they had taken such care to cast. Demon bodies—and parts of bodies—are scattered all across the field where they stepped on magical landmines. Others are bound by crawling vines of blue magic that sprung from the ground to entangle them. The demons fight wildly, flinging magic at the vines, at the school, but there are no Crusaders left to fight.
 
   None but one. 
 
   Chi stands at the entrance of the school, a sword in each hand, swinging wildly to beat back the demons who made it through the magical obstacle course. In his position at the top of the narrow, brick-walled stairs, he’s able to keep the number of demons who can approach him to a manageable (or at least manageable-ish) three or four.
 
   As I watch, a small, skittish-looking female dives at him from the right while another, a big male, swings from the left. Chi manages to jump onto the brick railing behind him just in time to avoid both. He leaps again—over a sweeping hand—but another demon grabs him on the way down, jerking him off the low wall by his calf. His back slams into the railing on the way down and he disappears under a tangle of demons. 
 
   Jo apparently sees too, and leans forward as if that will somehow make the plough move faster. We’re still on the edges of the field, not close enough for me to cast any spell that could help him. All we can do is pray that Chi can keep himself alive until we get there.
 
   The first demon we come across is too distracted fighting off a magical vine to notice us at first.
 
   “Allabutesque es que talla,” I mutter, clearing our path of Crusader protections so we don’t accidentally explode. The sudden disappearance of the magical vines holding him in place confuses the demon in front of us. By the time he notices us bearing down on him, there’s only the briefest moment for his shock to register before he becomes a flesh and bone road bump. 
 
   “Shield, Meda! Shield!” Jo screams, as we jolt into the heart of the battlefield. I’m already on it and whip it into place just in time. An explosion of fire smacks into the shield, making the brilliant blue bubble of protective magic suddenly appear. Another spell hits us just as we bump over another demon. I look up, straining to hold the spell, trying to find Chi. I don’t see him among the tangle of fighting bodies on the stairs. I look at Jo, frantic, but there’s not much we can do. Casting any kind of spell to help him would mean dropping our shield, which is not an option. Demonic spells hammer it mercilessly, exploding against the brilliant blue bubble in a ceaseless bombardment. As it is, I won’t be able to hold it forever. Already I feel my magical stores depleting. We have to get to him and we have to get out of here.
 
   Then our plough jags to a stop. 
 
   “Go, Jo, go!” I screech. The demons who had run away from our death-mobile moments before are now racing back, realizing we’re stuck.
 
   “You don’t think I’m trying?” she screams, not taking her attention off the dials of the dashboard. The plough whistles and whines, and there’s a crunching sound as it rocks in place. She shifts gears, hauling back and forth, then suddenly we shoot back into motion, just as the first demons reaches us. She gives me a relieved grin. “Demon, stuck in the wheel.”
 
   Armand reaches over and pulls a lever, lowering the plough blade attached the front of the vehicle. He jolts to the side as we go over a bump, the turns a knob with a twist of his wrist. The plough blade rotates forty-five degrees to the right, shunting the demons to the side. We only bounce over the unfortunate few.
 
   When we reach the stairs, the demons waiting their turn to attack Chi scream and try to dive out of the way, but they are packed too tight. We plough—literally—into them in what seems like an explosion of blood and screams
 
   Chi, who had managed at some point to get back to his feet, stares at us, his eyes wide in shock. Jo doesn’t stop, but drives past the stairs, whipping around to the side of the stairs. We only wait a breath before Chi’s blood-covered form leaps over the side and lands on the hood with a thump. Jo wrenches the plough into reverse, and Chi slides backwards, catching himself from falling completely off by bracing his feet on the back of the lowered plough blade. Behind him, demons rain down, trying to make it onto the plough, but Jo’s too fast. Jo wheels us around, backing over demons with a wild abandon, then flips the plough into drive. 
 
   “Back the way we came, Jo,” I grunt out, straining to keep the shield in place under the demons’ barrage. I already cleared that way of Crusader protections and can’t drop the shield long enough to clear another route. I don’t think I’d have the magical strength left to cast the undo spell even if I did drop the shield. It’s all I can do to keep our protections up. I’m holding onto my power by my psychic fingernails.
 
   Jo doesn’t argue and turns the plough again, bouncing back out the way we came. We pass through the broken door, and I just can’t hold it anymore. I don’t know whether I release the shield then black out, or my black out releases the shield.
 
   In any case, the result is the same.
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time I come to, we’d arrived at our old standby—a cheap motel specializing in anonymity and suspicious stains. The battered plough had been abandoned at the entrance to a rabbit hole and our hotel was less than a mile from the passageway’s exit. Not ideal, but there wasn’t much they could do while I was unconscious, and anyway, we don’t plan to stay long. Chi had the sense to toss on a bug-out bag while the Crusaders were evacuating so we at least had some cash and the basics.
 
   As the cleanest, Armand is making a clothes-and-food run while the rest of us wash off demonic visceral fluid. Chi and Jo called dibs on the two showers first, so by the time I come out of the bathroom, the two of them are standing together at the doorway between the adjoining rooms we rented, dressed in nothing but towels and, in Chi’s case, bandages, while we wait for Armand to return with clean clothes. Jo leans into Chi, and he bends over her, their faces close enough to leave no doubt as to what I’ve stumbled upon. I debate a nice, loud cough then remember I’ve never really honored other people’s privacy and eavesdrop instead. The cough is always an option if things get too graphic—I’m a snoop, not a perv.
 
   “Oh, come on, Chi, this might be our only chance,” she purrs. Jo purrs. Yech.
 
   “But it’s not, Jo. We’ll have plenty of time.”
 
   “Chi, we could die tomorrow.” When this doesn’t move him, she makes an exasperated noise and shakes her head. “And I’m not going where you’re going. Not anymore.”
 
   “You will, Jo.” It sounds like a decree. “We’ll fix this.”
 
   She gives up on the seduction and laughs. “How can you possibly think that? How can you be so blindly heroic? So stupidly, blindly heroic?” She waves her hands. “Look around—we’re losing. We’ve been losing. And we’re about to do the most dangerous thing we’ve ever done—and really, given the last year, that’s really saying something.” Then she gives him a sultry smile, her tone almost apologetic, and runs her hand over his chest. “We might as well make the most of the time we have left.”
 
   He doesn’t bite and he doesn’t get angry. Instead he slides his hand into hers and holds it between them, regarding it solemnly. He runs his thumb over her fingers, and doesn’t say anything for a long moment. When he finally does speak, his tone is thoughtful but almost offhand. I’m not deceived. What he’s saying is so important that he hides behind casualness. 
 
   “I know you think I’m naïve. Even when you were more . . . you. Even though you didn’t say so.” He smiles a little. “Well, didn’t say so much.” He meets her eyes. “But I do believe that we will fix this. I believe it because I have to. Because my life, my future, doesn’t make sense without you in it.” There’s a soft, small smile. The kind I should never see but I can’t look away. “It’s not blind heroism, Jo. It’s the opposite: it’s self-preservation.” Then he kisses her slack mouth and nudges her out the door before closing it gently in her face.
 
   She doesn’t move for a long moment. When she turns, she jumps, startled by my presence. She tries to glare, but her eyes are too wide. “Idiot,” she tosses at the closed door before dropping onto the bed next to me.
 
   She exhales. “He can’t come with us, you know.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask, running the scrap of a hand towel through my despicably blonde hair. 
 
   “I can disguise you and Armand once we’re in hell, because you’re Halflings. As long as no one touches you, we should be fine.” She waves at his closed door. “I can’t do anything with him. If anyone recognizes him . . .” she trails off, not really needing to explain.
 
   “There’s no way he’ll stay behind.”
 
   She gives me a slant-eyed look. “He will if we knock him unconscious and stash him in a closet somewhere.”
 
   “He’d starve to death.”
 
   She rolls her eyes at my deliberate obtuseness. “Just until we’re on the other side, obviously. He can’t follow without a demon, remember? That was kinda the whole point of this whole thing.” She waves at herself. 
 
   “Well, if you think it’s for the best.” I shrug. Chi’s a good fighter, but if things go well, there shouldn’t be any fighting. Plus, I kinda like him alive, and I’m unsure of his ability to pretend to be evil. 
 
   Jo’s tone turns wheedling. “Well, you see, I swore not to attack him . . .” She stretches out her still-scarred arms. “So you’ll need to do it.”
 
   Ah. “Er, Jo, I can’t.”
 
   She sits up stiffly. “Can’t or won’t?”
 
   “No, seriously, can’t.”
 
   Her eyes stay narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘can’t’?”
 
   “Well, I, ah, kinda promised I wouldn’t knock him senseless for his own good.”
 
   “Seriously?” Jo is too bewildered at first to be angry. I nod sheepishly. 
 
   “But it was just a promise, not a promise-promise.” She waves at her arms hopefully.
 
   I shake my head. “I gave my word. Some of us don’t get to use the old I-sold-my-soul-to-the-devil excuse.”
 
   She sighs in disgust, then brightens for a second. “I don’t suppose Armand . . .?”
 
   “Gee, for you?”
 
   “Good point.” She sighs again.
 
   I pat her hand. “I’m sorry I can’t beat your boyfriend senseless.”
 
   That drags a smile out of her. “Whatever else are friends for?”
 
   Armand interrupts us with pizza boxes and bags of supplies. Jo and I dress quickly while Armand takes some clothes to Chi. He comes back and drops a pizza box on the bed next to us, drawing up the room’s only chair.
 
   “It’s not too late,” Jo says, snagging a piece of pizza. “We can still run away. Forget this madness, let the Crusaders fight their own battles.”
 
   “The demons still have our souls,” Armand says and takes a bite of the pizza, making a face as it burns the roof of his mouth.
 
   “We can get them later.”
 
   He shakes his head. “It’s safer now, while the Crusaders are still alive to help distract them. Not to mention, if we die before they’re free, we’ll be trapped in hell forever.”
 
   Jo laughs. “Who cares?”
 
   “You know nothing,” Armand snarls. His reaction startles me, used as I am to Armand’s ability to keep Jo from getting under his skin. “You haven’t seen the Pit. You don’t know—” He catches himself at the sight of Jo’s victorious smirk. He recomposes himself. “As much as I prefer this new nihilistic lunatic thing you’ve got going on—no, I do, I really prefer it to self-righteous know-it-all—” he holds up a hand to forestall whatever she was going to say, “you have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter anyway,” I cut in, trying to break the tension. “Chi would never go for it.”
 
   “What won’t I go for?” Chi asks, standing in the doorway in his new armor of a plain white T-shirt, an open plaid button up, and jeans. He pads in barefoot and sits cross-legged on the floor while Jo gives me a meaningful look. Ha, she can’t lie to a Crusader.
 
   Armand must realize at about the same time I do because he smiles meanly. “I’m afraid I wasn’t listening. Why don’t you tell him, Jo?” He tips his head to the side in polite patience.
 
   She grinds her teeth and glares a promise of revenge.
 
   “About abandoning these two assholes to an eternity in hell.” I say, doing a bit of glaring of my own. “Personally, I think it’s a great plan.”
 
   Chi twines his fingers through Jo’s. “Well you’re right, I wouldn’t go for it.” He smiles beatifically. “They may be assholes, but they’re our assholes.” 
 
   I laugh and the tension is broken for the moment. 
 
   “But seriously,” Chi says. “What won’t I go for?”
 
   Blast, I’d hoped I’d distracted him. Before another battle can break out between Jo and Armand, I volunteer. “Jo doesn’t think you should come with us. It’s too dangerous, she can’t disguise you, and we really don’t need you.”
 
   “Yup, you called it,” he agrees easily. “Not going to happen.”
 
   “Chi,” Jo tugs his attention to her. “You don’t understand what it’s like. You’ll stand out. You’re not, well . . . evil enough.”
 
   He rubs his thumb over the back of her hand. “You’re going.”
 
   Chi only ever sees the good in everyone. How else can you explain the company he keeps? But Jo doesn’t volunteer the personality traits that have recently cropped to the surface. Instead she says simply, “I’m one of them now.”
 
   “I’m not staying behind.”
 
   Jo loses her patience and jerks her hand free. “Dammit, Chi, you’ll die.” Her eyes narrow. “You’ll get us killed, you’ll get me killed,” she says cruelly. “Is that what you want?”
 
   Chi is unperturbed. “Or I’ll save you all. There’s only one way to find out.” He levels his gaze at her. “Jo, we promised each other that we’d never try to exclude the other from danger, that it’d always be the two of us. We’re a team.” The irony is, the pact was Jo’s idea, so he’d never be tempted to baby her because of her leg.
 
   Jo’s eyes slide away, but she doesn’t give up.“Chi—’
 
   I hold my hands to cut off her tirade. “Jo, if you want to slam your head against a brick wall, be my guest, but do it on your own time.” I’m getting tired of my new role of referee. “Armand,” I point like I’m calling on a student in class, “Tell us what we need to know.”
 
   He’s enjoying the fight between Chi and Jo and accepts my topic change with reluctance. “There are doors to hell all over the place, which Jo can lead us through.”
 
   “What do you mean? I thought the doors were in the Acheron?” I ask.
 
   Armand shakes his head. “There are doors to hell in the Acheron, but those aren’t the only ones. Which is a good thing, too, as the Acheron is now guarded heavily thanks to our last visit.” His eyes twinkle mischievously, as if our last trip into the Acheron—when he betrayed me and we both almost died—is some kind of shared joke. The black look I give him in return says “too soon.” “But no, there are doors straight to hell—I mean, getting humans into hell to sell their souls is kind of the whole point. They won’t be anticipating a demon leading Crusaders in. How could they?”
 
   “But what about the devil. Jo says he knows what she was planning.”
 
   Armand sends a troubled look at Jo. “Yes, but it’s not like he—” Armand fishes around, trying to find a way to explain. He actually looks at Jo for help, but she shrugs. Armand starts again. “He’s not human or demon. We say ‘he’ but that’s not right either. He or she or it is this bodiless, sentient being. He’s too big, too eternal, to be contained in our tiny ability to understand. He’s not tied to a time or a place or our petty human plans. He doesn’t . . .” Armand gives up with a helpless little shrug. “He can communicate with us, but he’s not…It’s different.” He finishes lamely.
 
   “Reassuring,” I say.
 
   He half-smiles. “Or it could simply be he knows something we don’t.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “He knows what Jo’s planning and thinks it will fail—to his side’s benefit.”
 
   “Was that supposed to make me feel better?”
 
   Armand just shrugs again. “Do you have a better plan?”
 
   I glare at him, taking out my frustrated impotence on him.
 
   He ignores me. “In any case, I know roughly where the souls are kept . . .”
 
   “Roughly?” Jo interrupts.
 
   “A palace that wraps around the Pit.” Armand looks around for a napkin but can’t find one so licks the pizza grease from his fingers before wiping them on his jeans. He picks up a pen from the nightstand and grabs the hotel bible, and starts to sketch a diagram of hell on the flyleaf. I’m not sure if it’s ironic or appropriate. 
 
   He draws a circle in the middle. “The Pit. It’s the center of hell and where the,” his mouth twists, “real work happens. Where the souls are tortured. He draws another narrow ring around the first. “This is the palace. It’s where zi-Ben lives.” He pauses again, trying to come up with an explanation that would make sense to us. “Like a mayor maybe?”
 
   “The Mayor of Demonville.” It’s ridiculous, but I can’t seem to laugh. 
 
   Armand draws a big blob shape around the rings in the center. “And this is the city, where the demons live, when not in the Pit or stationed in the Acheron.”
 
   “Where’s the devil?” Seems like something I should to know.
 
   Armand doesn’t look up and there’s a pause. “Anywhere. Anywhere you want him to be.”
 
   I glance at Jo, and she also won’t make eye contact. “He was waiting for me.” Her tone is flat. “I went to Baltimore, where I knew there was fighting. The demons found me. They found me so quickly, it’s like they were waiting for me.” Her tone gets colder and her words more brittle. Chi takes her hand again. “I told them what I wanted and they didn’t say anything. I expected taunts or violence, but they didn’t say or do anything. They were like puppets. They escorted me to a door, silent, and just . . . pushed it open.” She trembles then tightens her fist, as if that would stop it. Instead she shakes harder. She jerks her head, either to shake away the terror or in frustration because she can’t, I’m not sure. She looks up. “He was waiting.”
 
   “Did you see the rest of hell?” I ask. 
 
   She blinks a few times. “Just a room. When I was reborn they . . . kept me for a few days.” She smiles mirthlessly. “An initiation, I suppose. I don’t remember much of the trip out.”
 
   “Jo,” Chi says, and I look away to give them a moment of privacy. My gaze lands on Armand who still watches them. Given his and Jo’s relationship, I expect to see disinterest at best, or a sneer at worst. But I don’t see that. I don’t see it at all. If I didn’t know him better I would say it’s sympathy.
 
   He feels my gaze and turns. Whatever the expression was, it’s wiped clean, replaced with a bright smile. He speaks loudly, and, again, if I didn’t know better, I’d suspect it was to provide Jo and Chi with some privacy. “I say we call dibs on this room. Have you seen the other one?”
 
   I knew this was coming, his viewing us as a . . . pair. After the last week, I don’t blame him. I allowed us to get closer than we should. But that is all over; it’s time to draw back the lines. “No.” The word is cold and harsh, my throat still tight from the horrors in Jo’s voice.
 
   “I’d call the style ‘psychedelic nightmare.’” He glances around. “It makes this room’s late-eighties dinge seem downright serene.”
 
   “I meant no, we’re not sharing a room.” My cold tone brings speculation to his eyes but not surprise. 
 
   “We’re not,” he repeats, flat.
 
   “Nothing has changed.”
 
   “So last week was . . .?”
 
   I tip my head. “What did you think it was?”
 
   He pauses, debating his options. “Friendship,” he says. Then, his accent thicker, “Forgiveness.”
 
   I hold his eyes and speak slowly. “That wasn’t me forgiving you. That was me using you.” I shrug with deliberate carelessness.
 
   He rolls his bottom lip, weighing his words. His options. “I see. And now Jo is back . . .”
 
   “Now Jo is back.”
 
   He nods slowly and a muscle tics on the side of his jaw. 
 
   “Nothing has changed,” I say again. “You are here because we need you to release the souls. You are nothing but a means to an end.”
 
   I see what he no doubt prefers I didn’t: the subtle way he rocks back, as if my words have a physical force, the way his breath catches, almost imperceptibly. Little signs that anyone else would probably miss. I notice them all.
 
   I’d like to tell you that I enjoy his pain, that the revenge is sweet. That my harsh words are only the beginning of a scheme to destroy him. But I can’t.
 
   Neither can I tell you that I don’t enjoy it. That I’ve become a better person who doesn’t delight in the pain of her adversary; that I don’t take a dark delight in the piteous cries of what remains of Armand’s pathetic heart. But I can’t say that, either. Instead I rest in the middle, feeling victorious but a bit sick, like a child who’s eaten an entire cake.
 
   “Tell me . . .” He fiddles with a button on the pocket of his cargo pants, then forces his hand still. He looks up, his eyes betraying his vulnerability even before his words do. “What would it take for you to forgive me?” It’s soft, almost a whisper. As if my forgiveness is a bird he’s afraid to startle away.
 
   I eye him, then lean forward until our mouths almost touch. His eyes drift to my lips. I pause, letting the moment hang, letting it draw long, letting him wait. “Die for me, Armand.” My voice is a seductive, violent purr. “Die for me and set me free from our marriage.”
 
   He closes his eyes as if pained. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “And I can’t do forgiveness.” I bend my lips in a smile. “But cheer up. At least I can’t kill you.”
 
   There’s a beat, then he forces a tight smile. “I guess I’ll take what I can get.”
 
   “You always do.”
 
   


  
 

FOURTEEN
 
   We pack up as soon as we wake, a depressingly simple task. We pack food and water in the bug out bag—mostly power bars, fruit leathers and trail mix. Chi also packs some clothes, since Jo can’t just wish his into being like she can for us, and his holy blades.
 
   Jo doesn’t actually know where any of the entrances to hell are, but Armand does. We take a train to Boston, then a cab to a neighborhood that only the supremely optimistic would call “up-and-coming.” Lucky for us, we’re the apex predators of the urban landscape.
 
   Armand leads us down increasingly narrow and empty streets until we reach an alley that, while it looks like all the others—old, narrow, crumbling turn-of-the-century brick buildings on either side—gives off an unmistakably ominous air. Armand doesn’t hesitate, striding into the alley, peering at each recessed door until he finds the one he’s looking for. He stops before  a shabby red door with a small brass doorbell and an incongruously modern sign, white plastic with black typed letters: Everett Bligett, Esq. Attorney-at-Law.
 
   Jo snorts. “Figures.”
 
   “Most people sense the evil,” Armand says, sliding his hands along the red door, caressing it as if its evil vibe is a lover he has long-missed. “But only for a demon will it open into hell.” As if to prove the point, or perhaps to test whether he truly is no longer a demon, he wraps his hand around the old-fashioned brass knob and, after a moment’s hesitation, pushes it open with a shove. Revealed is a dim hallway with dirty molding and a stained indoor-outdoor carpet—not any place I’d ever want to go, but distinctly not hellish. Armand pulls the door closed again and gives Jo a sarcastic little bow indicating it’s her turn. She wipes her hands on her pants, then, realizing how that must look, stops. She grabs the handle and, with an unnecessarily hard twist, pushes it open.
 
   On the other side is no longer the dingy entryway, though it’s hard to tell anything else, as dark as it is. Jo walks through without saying a word, leaving the rest of us to follow.
 
   Once my eyes adjust I see that we’ve stepped into some kind of underground tunnel. We stand on a ledge about six feet wide, not unlike a subway platform, except instead of train tracks the edge drops into a suspiciously squirming river. I look only closely enough to make sure whatever’s in there isn’t going to climb out and get me, then take in the rest of my surroundings, lit only faintly by unevenly spaced lights that dangle in little metal cages. 
 
   The “river” is impassibly wide, but I make out the faint arch of a bridge some distance away. The other side of the river is too dim to make out any details at all. The air has a damp, musty feel, like a grave.
 
   “What are they?” Chi asks standing at the edge of the river and staring into its wriggling depths. The river is so dense with long, shiny bodies, that it’s almost more creature than water. They writhe against each other, striving forward and yet gaining very little ground. It’s like a fisherman’s net that has caught only eels, all fighting uselessly to find their way back to sea.
 
   “They’re souls.” Jo scoops up a wriggling grey mass. She pauses, a blank, distant expression sliding across her face. Then she frowns and crushes the grey mass between her fingers. It squirms, releasing a high-pitched squeal. 
 
   “Jo, stop it!” Chi says, grabbing her arm. “You’re hurting it,” he adds unnecessarily.
 
   She raises a brow. “Tell him what it did,” she says, pitching it to me. It slaps wetly against my chest and, instinctively, I catch it. 
 
   “Just focus on your question and ask it,” she says. “It’s how demons pull information from each other—and our . . . wards,” she says with a sneer at the slimy thing in my hands. “See if you can do it.”
 
   I look at Armand, the question is that true? written in my expression. He gives a brief nod. I look down at the thing in my hands and do as she says.
 
   It happens almost instantly. 
 
   It’s like falling into a ghost’s memory, except not as complete. There’s the moment of disorientation, then I see another place, but it doesn’t swallow me, as it does with the ghosts. Rather than all-consuming, this memory is translucent. It shimmers like a mirage over the grey stone walls of the demon’s lair. But the emotions of the person, I feel them all, as rich and full if I were in the moment.
 
    
 
   We trot down sterile halls, fingering a syringe. A pump of excitement that’s not mine thunders through Our blood. 
 
   We pet the powerful cylinder in Our hands, then catch Ourself. It wouldn’t do to be seen. We lower our hand back to Our side and Our face stiffens. Prim.
 
   It’s a powerful drug. A dangerous drug. 
 
   A drug addict, I wonder. But it doesn’t feel right. The drug isn’t for her, I can feel it. Poison, I understand with sudden clarity.
 
   I note the white, loose, uniform. Scrubs. The white, rubber-soled shoes on my feet. 
 
   A doctor, it comes to me.
 
   Almost there. She’s giddy, almost breathless, with excitement. She turns a sharp corner to the doors to her ward.
 
   It takes me a moment to process the incongruity of suddenly coming face to face with a cartoon character staring back at me. Then I see the sign.
 
   Pediatrics.
 
    
 
   I drop the slimy thing and stomp on it. Hard. “She was a doctor,” I tell Chi. “She murdered children. Made their hearts stop so she could resuscitate them and be a hero.” 
 
   Chi looks at the slimy thing with horror.
 
   “If she could resuscitate them,” I add with another hard stomp. It lets out a high-pitched scream and I lift my foot again.
 
   “Meda, stop.” Chi kicks out, sending my victim skittering back to join the rest of her ilk. His face is grim as he takes in the thousands of doomed souls. “What are they doing here?”
 
   Jo shrugs, scooping up another one. She gets that distant look in her eyes then makes a disgusted face and hurls it back into the river. She scoops to pick up another one. 
 
   “Jo, stop.” Chi puts a hand on her shoulder and pulls her back from the edge. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because . . .” He shakes his head. “All of them might not be evil.” He looks to Armand, as if for help.
 
   “They’re in hell,” is Jo’s caustic response.
 
   Armand shrugs. “Most are. But no, everyone who trades their soul isn’t evil. Case in point.” He nods at Jo. “Sorry, sweetheart, you’re not special.”
 
   She sneers at him.
 
   Armand ignores her and continues. “Sometimes it’s to save someone. A wife, or a child, maybe. Or maybe to undo something terrible, to rid themselves of some guilt that is too bitter to bear. A girl taunts her little sister into taking her horse over a jump that’s too big for her, or a young man watches his wife die in childbirth.”
 
   “And you, Armand?” Jo asks, patronizing. “What poor, sweet innocent did you save with your soul?” She opens her eyes wide in mock sympathy. “Because you’re not really bad, of course, just misunderstood.”
 
   He laughs, a sharp bark of pure amusement. “Oh , Jo, I never thought I’d ever accuse you of naïveté.”
 
   “I guess you missed my sarcasm.”
 
   “I guess you missed mine.” Before Jo can retort, Armand continues, his accent thickening in grim amusement as he recalls some dark memory from his past. “But no, my reasons were far, far, from altruistic.” The gleam in his eyes, the way his fingers curl into claws, makes me shiver. The Hunger lifts its head curiously, a predator catching a scent in the wind.
 
   “Shocker,” Jo says.
 
   His eyes slide to me. “Not disappointed, are you?”
 
    “I’ve always understood you.”
 
   “Yes, you have, haven’t you.” It’s not a question. Armand returns his attention to Chi. “But to answer your question, they’re waiting. Every evil soul that ever lived is trapped here forever. There is no second death, no escape.” The calm, implacable way he says it somehow makes it worse. He catches my shiver and forces a dark smile. “There aren’t nearly enough demons to torture them all. Plus, there’s the world to ruin, Crusaders to murder, spells to learn.” He shakes his head. “As they say, there’s no rest for the wicked.” 
 
   I snort and Jo rolls her eyes.
 
   “This is where all the fresh souls go, waiting their turn. In some cases, again.” He draws a circle with his finger in the air. “It’s a loop.”
 
   Chi shudders, then suddenly looks at Jo, unable to hide his horrified expression. She doesn’t notice. She’s staring down into the river as if mesmerized. She prods a few more with her toe. “Their skin, it’s all nerve endings,” she says, wonderingly. “Their entire body is literally one exposed, raw nerve.” I watch the way they thrash violently against each other and cringe.
 
   Chi wraps his arms around Jo from behind, resting his chin on the top of her head. “It’s okay, Jo. It won’t happen to you. We won’t let it.” But Jo doesn’t seem to hear him. She’s listening to something else entirely.
 
   “The screams,” she whispers and lifts her eyes to mine. “Can you hear them?” She doesn’t wait for a response. Her eyes drift back out across the thousands. “They don’t ever stop screaming.”
 
   Chi pulls her away from the edge, and we walk towards the distant bridge, Armand leading the way. Our feet echo in the hollow cavern despite any attempts to be quiet.
 
   As we near the bridge, three giant ferocious-looking dog’s heads, each easily a story or two high materialize out of the darkness on the other side of the river. Clutched in each of their sharp-toothed maws is a door, ancient by the look of them. Etched into the stone wall above is writing, thousands and thousands of sentences, but in every language ever spoken. The same sentence, probably, though I can’t find one in English so I have no idea what it says. 
 
   Which, I have to imagine, sort of defeats the purpose.
 
   “Cerberus, the three-headed dog guarding the gates of hell,” Jo supplies. Good to know her foray into evil hasn’t had any effect on her nerdiness.
 
   “Yes,” Armand agrees, though it wasn’t a question. “We’re hardly the first non-demons to cross its gates.”
 
   I finally find the English engraving among the many. “One to peace, one to pain, one to wait. Choose,” I read. “Charming.”
 
   “Don’t worry, it doesn’t apply to us,” Armand says. “It’s for them.” He points back to the wriggling masses. “When it’s their turn, they get to choose.”
 
   “One of those doors will really let them have peace?” Chi asks, not bothering to disguise the hope in his voice.
 
   “Sure.” Armand’s words might agree, but his tone suggests otherwise. “It leads right to the surface. They walk out, brand new. Human again.” He shrugs. “Or so it goes. No one ever picks that door.”
 
   “Never?”
 
   “Never. Making poor decisions is rather why they’re here to begin with,” he says drily.
 
   “Then what’s the point?” Chi asks. “Why make them pick if it doesn’t matter?”
 
   Armand looks at the doors, his expression inscrutable. “Because disappointed hope has its own special kind of sting,” he says, his black eyes hard in the dim light. He blinks. “But as we’re not one of them, Jo can pick where we go.”
 
   “If I really got to choose, Chi would be above ground right now,” Jo says with a sullen look at the guilty party. Chi shrugs. It’s not something he hasn’t heard a few hundred times in the last twenty-four hours.
 
   “Jo,” I roll my eyes.
 
   “What? He doesn’t belong—’
 
   “No, no, you’re right. Your passive-aggressive comments are both a good use of our over-abundant time and likely to make Chi change is mind. Carry on, we’ll wait.” I tap my foot and she glares. I turn pointedly away. I miss the days when I got to be the brat. “Tell us how it works, Armand. Will we need a spell?”
 
   “No. Hell is a spell. It’s not a place so much as the combined construct of the demons’ imaginations.” I give him a look that tells him to speak English. He shrugs. “The doors were made for demons; operating it will be second nature.”
 
   I shoot a look at her to see if she’s still sulking. She’s smiling—which is much, much worse.
 
   “Jo . . .” I start, but she cuts me off.
 
   “Disguises first, don’t you think?” she says too brightly, then a look of intense concentration comes over her face. 
 
   A flash of fire flies over my flesh, as if the entire top layer of my skin is being burned away. It’s over before I can even scream, and the breath I took to do so comes out as a gust as I bend, with my hands on my knees. Knees that I can barely see over ginormous boobs.
 
   Ginormous boobs barely covered by hot pink spandex and acres of golden, wavy hair. “The hell?” I jerk upright and look at Armand—his hair is just as offensively blonde, and his face . . .
 
   Jo grins, looking between the two of us. “Awwww,” she says sweetly. “Ken and Barbie.”
 
   I jump at her, but my balance is wildly off; if it weren’t for Chi grabbing my arm, I would have fallen to the ground. He hauls me upright but doesn’t let go.
 
   “Let go, Chi!” 
 
   Instead he wraps his big arms around me to hold me back. “Meda, she’s not herself.”
 
   He has a point, she’s not herself. I have a sneaking suspicion she’s rather more me. “Fine,” I say and jerk my arm from his grip and try to step away, but find myself curiously off-balance. I look down my freakishly long, spindly legs.
 
   Fury. Blind fury. “My heels won’t touch the ground,” I shout and Jo erupts into laughter. I twist to Armand. He’s looking down the front of his pants. “Ken and Barbie, indeed.”
 
   Chi latches back on to my arm just as I lunge again. “Let go, Chi! I’m gonna kill her!” I elbow him in the gut and wrest free. I leap at her but I’m not used to this wildly disproportioned body, and Jo slips easily out of reach, still laughing.
 
   “Meda, stop!” Chi says, grabbing my arm again as I wobble on my toes, trying to gain my balance.
 
   “Oh relax, Chi,” I say, scowling at a cackling Jo. “She’ll just come back.”
 
   “Jo!” Chi says. “Cut it out!”
 
   “You don’t care for that look?” Jo can barely speak she’s grinning so broadly. “Oh, fine then.” She waves her arm and my skin is again covered with the burning flush. I blink, my perspective is off, and I realize I’m taller. I look at my hands, my skin is a golden-tan, and smoother. With a sudden thought my hands jerk to my hair. It’s short—almost shoulder length, and sticks out behind me in a jagged bob. I pull a handful, just long enough for me to see. 
 
   Punk-rock white blond. I know a peace offering when I see one.
 
   I look over at Armand whose skin has darkened to a light brown. His eyes are slightly deeper set, giving him an intense look, and his jaw is covered with a bad-boy stubble. All this is topped with the big-league hair of a Bollywood actor.
 
   “Nice.”
 
   Jo ignores me and snaps her fingers over her head. Her hair flattens, glossy-smooth. Her olive skin darkens to a light brown. Her eyes widen and her nose gets smaller, as does her outfit. Short shorts replace her jeans, revealing two perfectly-formed legs.
 
   “I can’t do anything for you,” Jo’s saying to Chi. “Yet another reason why you shouldn’t come.”
 
   “Guess you’ll just have to protect me then.” He says it lightly, but something about his words, maybe the reminder of the imminent danger, make us all look across the arched bridge and the waiting doors. By silent consensus we start towards them. 
 
   “Remember,” Armand says, just loud enough to be heard over the slapping of our feet on the stone bridge. “A demon can pull the truth if they touch you, so don’t let them touch you. That means don’t fight anyone, don’t bait anyone, don’t accidentally brush up against anyone.” We’d been over this a hundred times, so it’s more chant than instruction. “Get in, free the souls, get out.”
 
   Obviously I don’t need the reminder, but the way he said it makes it sound so simple, so easy. “Get in, free the souls, get out,” I repeat. 
 
   We reach the other side of the bridge and step on to the narrow ledge. There’s a moment as we all catch our breath, all take a moment to think about what we’re about to do. A surreal moment, when I stare up at the hellhound’s open mouth. 
 
   Then with a sudden rush, Jo pushes open the blood-red door and we’re swallowed into hell.
 
   


  
 

FIFTEEN
 
   “Bosch has been here,” are the first words out of my mouth. We’re on a dry, almost desert-like hill. Twisted trees and dry, rustling grasses sprout from the sandy soil in scattered clumps, and below us sprawls a dark city huddled under a toxic yellow sky. Hot dry air howls across the landscape, flinging dust into our faces.
 
   “Who?” Jo asks, blinking at the sudden light after the dark of the tunnel.
 
   “Hieronymus Bosch. The painter,” I answer, too amazed at the vista to rub it in that I know something she doesn’t. There are elements of modernity that weren’t here in the time of Bosch—the cavities of burnt-out cars, nests of electrical wires (one live one, flailing like a fish on the ground, shooting brilliant—and no doubt painful—sparks), buildings towering and teetering drunkenly like nineteenth-century tenements, the misery of compacted humanity no less now that they’re all dead. But the feel of the place, the bleak black and browns, the perverse statuary, the enormous face melting into a hillside, all of it appears in the work of the early sixteenth-century painter. 
 
   But, of course, in his paintings you couldn’t hear the melted face scream.
 
   “There.” Armand points at an enormous, shadowy protrusion dominating the skyline. “That’s where we’re going.” It towers over the surrounding buildings—to the point that until now, I’d thought it was a mountain. But as I squint I can see that the edges are too square, the face too flat. “In the center.”
 
   “Naturally.”
 
   “At least he didn’t say it’s on the opposite side.” Chi, always with the glass half-full. 
 
   “Good point.” 
 
   “It won’t be too hard. Not with her.” He nods at Jo. 
 
   “Can she get us a car?” I ask, studying the urban sprawl.
 
   Armand shakes his head. “Wouldn’t do us any good. Too much traffic.”
 
   “There’s traffic in hell?” I ask, then wave my hand. “Never mind, just heard it in my head. So how will we get through?”
 
   “Demons use magic passageways, like the door. Jo can get us through—we just need to find one.” On that ominous note, Armand starts walking with a determined stride that sends the scree skittering before him. There’s some violent thrashing in a spiny bush to my right, then a squeal that turns into a death-scream. Armand ignores it, but I move warily to the left, then jog to catch up with him. We crunch along for hours, the city growing slowly larger on the horizon—so slowly that the true scale of the place starts to dawn on me.
 
   We finally reach a pitted asphalt road, and see the first other living (well, living-ish) creatures. Streaming along the road are hunched, flesh-colored humanoids. They are mostly bald, dressed in rags with a metal collar around the neck, and devoid of any gender-determining features—thin, hipless, flat-chested, slender-shouldered . Most disturbing is that they don’t have mouths—just smooth flesh where a mouth would be. They avoid us, keeping their eyes downcast and bobbing in terrified servility if they accidentally catch our eye. 
 
   “What . . .?” I don’t have to ask the whole question.
 
   “Souls.” Armand explains with a word. “Humans who are damned to hell or demons who have had their false-life stripped from them.”
 
   “But I thought they were tortured in the Pit?”
 
   “These are servants. Or hobbies.”
 
   I don’t really want to think what that entails.
 
   As we near the demon city, the concentration of souls becomes thicker, not just on the road, but alongside it. Dozens of souls line the sides of the road as if held back by an invisible barrier. Many stand still, appearing catatonic, while others beat against the barrier and make animalistic noises in their throats.
 
   “Exiles.” Armand, again with the one-word explanation. 
 
   I have no idea how long we’ve been walking for. Hell has no night and no day, just the endless poisoned twilight. There is no need for darkness when evil walks during the day and the horrors of your imagination can’t hold a candle to those of hell’s reality. When we do reach the city, it feels abrupt, buildings suddenly rising out of the desert. The outer walls of the buildings fit so closely together they form a wall, any gaps blocked by the clear barrier that keeps out the unwanted souls. Hundreds pound on the walls encasing the city, the mouthless screams combining until it becomes an eerie, wordless roar.
 
   In contrast, inside the city it’s unnaturally quiet. The sidewalks teem with souls, but they rush along silently with their heads down. The only sounds are from the cars packed tightly, as Armand promised, in a never-ending traffic jam. The drivers of the cars lean forward, gripping the steering wheel with a panicked urgency of an expectant father driving his laboring wife to the hospital. The air is thick with exhaust, and acrid.
 
   Up close, the combination of buildings are even more bizarrely mismatched. Some look like caveman-style hovels, others modernistic skyscrapers, and everywhere along the spectrum in between. They’re squeezed together, some even merged as if they’ve grown together, like a tree swallowing a barbed wire fence, in a senseless mess that defies expectation, and, in some cases, gravity and all logic.
 
   “Hell is a joint construct of the demons’ imaginations, and their lives span centuries,” Armand explains in response to my look of wonder. “They’re most comfortable with what they know.” We stand at an intersection with roads sprouting off in all directions like a splayed hand. Armand looks up and down the roads as if trying to get his bearings, then leads us to an out-of-the-way spot, in an alley between two tottering brick building of indeterminate use. He doesn’t join us in the alley, but stands on the sidewalk, the souls passing around him as if he were a rock in a stream, as he looks up and down the street trying to identify landmarks. “It changes constantly. This place is a constant battle of wills, the stronger demons destroying those of weaker and recreating it. I haven’t been back in a . . .” he trails off, squinting into the distance. 
 
   “Problem, O Fearless Leader?” asks Jo.
 
   “It’s been years,” he murmurs, his accent thick in his distraction, as he looks up and down the street. Then he rubs the back of his head and turns to us. “Look, it’ll be faster if we split up.” He holds up a hand to forestall arguments. “Not for long. Everyone take a road and go just a half mile or so. Look for landmarks, anything big and memorable, especially in older styles—they’re usually built by demons who have been here longer. Don’t go far.” He fixes his gaze on Jo. “And stay out of trouble.”
 
   Jo bats a pert who me? with her eyelashes before jogging down a road to our right. Armand looks at me and I shrug before taking the road next to hers. 
 
   Armand said to look for notable buildings, and the problem isn’t that I can’t find one—the problem is that they’re all notable. I mean, if you could dream any building into existence, the rules of physics applying only through the power of nostalgia, you’re unlikely to come up with a municipal building from the 1970s. Spires stab the sky, steel and glass structures arch and bend in improbable configurations. I take mental notes of the biggest, most grotesque, and oldest of the buildings. One, a wide gothic-style building that hunches in the distance, its buttresses splayed wide, like a crouching spider, particularly catches my eye.
 
   I’m the first one back and, patience not being one of my many, many virtues, I decide to check up on Jo. It’s always suspicious when she does what Armand says without an argument. I trot down her road and, when I round a bend and still can’t find her, pick up speed. The never-ending traffic blocks my view of the other side of the road, so I cross, but still can’t find her. I’m starting to get genuinely nervous when I finally see a movement in an alley to the right. It’s notable because instead of the purposeful efficiency of the souls, this person moves furtively. I slow, peering between harried souls. Jo.
 
   I reach her just as she notices my presence. She starts, a too-sweet smile sliding into place. My sigh of relief at finding her quickly turns into something else.
 
   “What did you do?” I demand.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   I look behind her into the alley, and what I see narrows my eyes. “Oh, then I suppose the demon back there just decapitated itself?”
 
   “Weird, right?”
 
   “Jo,” I growl, and she looks repentant for a whole ten seconds before a grin ruins it.
 
   “Oh, come on, Meda,” she wheedles. “Admit it, that was kind of funny.” 
 
   “It was obviously hilarious. That’s not the point! What if someone saw you?”
 
   She waves a careless hand. “No one saw.”
 
   “We’re here to free your soul—’
 
   “For what it’s worth.”
 
   “—not kill demons. What do you mean ‘for what it’s worth’?” My words come out as a hiss as I try to keep my voice down. I grab her arm, pulling her away from the scene of the crime with a couple of furtive glances of my own. Only souls surround us, and they’ve been trained too well to pay attention to any passing violence. I leave Jo standing on the sidewalk and dodge back into the alley and suck the false life out of the demon. The last thing we want is for it to be reborn. I slip back out to join Jo, grabbing her arm to haul her along like a naughty toddler.
 
   “Maybe I don’t want it back?” she asks archly without looking at me. “What if I like playing for the bad guys?” Now she does turn, and the creepy lyrical tone of the Hunger crawls into her voice. “What if I like luring my enemies into lonely alleys and ripping off their unsuspecting heads? What if I want revenge more than I want my soul?”
 
   She stops, forcing me to stop with her. “Meda, they are completely unsuspecting.” Her words fly, whiplash fast in her excitement. “Think of what we could do. Think how many we could get. This, this,” she squeezes her fists, looking for the word, “hate I’ve been swallowing for years, and finally, finally I can have my revenge.” She looks up. “No holds barred, anything I want. I thought you, of all people, would understand.” She searches my eyes, then an impish little smile that is all Jo, despite the unfamiliar features, stretches across her face. “Plus think how much fun we could have.”
 
   The Hunger flaps and purrs, rising to the suggestion in a way I can’t allow myself to. She sees it anyway and her smile stretches further. I shake my head and force my eyes forward, dragging her along with me. “No, Jo. This isn’t you—’
 
   “It is.”
 
   “It’s not.” I stop this time, and take a breath. “Look, I get it. Believe me, I get it. But the Pit scares Armand.”
 
   Jo snorts, but I ignore it.
 
   “You don’t want your soul back today, fine, but eternity is a long time. You have to agree that you might change your mind one day.” Even Bad Jo is rational.
 
   She makes a disgusted noise but lets me pull her along when I start walking again. I suspect this is merely a won-the-battle-not-the-war type situation. To my relief Chi is standing with Armand when we make it back. Armand gives us a cursory look as if to assure himself we’re alive, then continues talking to Chi.
 
   “. . . and it had a giant skull on top, the back part blasted out. You’re sure?” Despite the grisly description he’s giving, Armand doesn’t sound concerned, just thoughtful, so I figure it’s actually some landmark he’s describing and not a corpse. As if to answer my question, he leaves the alley and peers down Chi’s road, squinting and muttering. I leave him to figure out where we’re going and take a granola bar from Chi before leaning against the building to eat.
 
   Something seems to have caught Chi’s attention and he leans forward. A child crouches in the shadows, probably four or five, but it’s impossible to tell given his condition. He’s emaciated, wasted to the point where the knobby bones of his bent knees are the thickest part of his legs. His scrawny form swims in a ragged sweater that hangs past his bottom, the back end of it crusted with filth. He doesn’t wear any pants or, I suspect, underwear—which makes a kind of sense, really. The inhabitants of hell haven’t struck me as the types willing to change a diaper. His eyes are abnormally large and his ears are pointed like those of a bat. He shifts back and forth in his squat, bouncing a little, his wild little eyes fixated on the granola bar in Chi’s hand. 
 
   “There are children here?” Jo asks.
 
   “Hmmm?” Armand asks, still looking up the road. “No. Just halflings.” As if suddenly hearing his own words, he twists with a sharp jerk. He leaps forward, knocking back Chi, who stands with his arm extended offering the little creature his granola bar. At the same time Armand shoves Chi, the child lunges, his pointed teeth snap on the air where Chi’s hand was moments before. Chi drops the granola bar, and the creature dives on it.
 
   “Holy crap!” Chi says, watching the child fall on the granola bar, ripping it apart with his teeth, package and all.
 
   “Careful,” Armand says laconically. “They bite.”
 
   “Holy crap,” Chi repeats again. “He would have ripped my hand off.” He rubs the endangered body part on his pant leg, as if wiping away the close call.
 
   “No good deed goes unpunished,” Jo murmurs, tonelessly. Then her hard eyes move to Chi. “I told you, you shouldn’t have come.”
 
   My attention is still caught by the child. “Halflings?” I murmur, examining the filthy, emaciated wildling. “Where’s its mother?” I’m not being sexist. Demons are forbidden from impregnating humans, so most halflings are the product of demon mothers and human fathers—present company being the obvious exception.
 
   “It’s abandoned.” At his words, I look up in surprise. “What did you expect?” A hard edge has entered Armand’s voice. “Cuddles and Saturday morning cartoons? I told you demons don’t make terribly good mothers.” He looks at the child with a loathing that is unjustified. I mean, we’ve all wanted to bite Chi for his stupidity at one time or another. But Armand looks at the creature as if he hates it, hates its weakness, hates its neediness.
 
   Hates what it reminds him of.
 
   A sick realization curdles in my stomach. “Are all Halflings raised like this?” But Armand knows what I’m truly asking. Where you raised like this?
 
   I remember Armand’s stories of his childhood, of his freedom to do anything he wished. I remember how he had never spoken of his mother; I remember the envy I had felt over the lack of rules he had as a child. I look at the scrawny child. Envy.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   No one speaks for a moment, and I look up. Chi is looking at Armand. He, too, must have realized what I just did, because in his eyes is unmistakable compassion. Then I realize to my horror that the same expression is on my face.
 
   Compassion. There’s no room for compassion, not between Armand and me. He is my enemy, whatever his childhood may have been like. I can’t trust him; he is evil, a monster.
 
   What would you have been like, raised like that?
 
   I shake the thoughts away with a fury, casting about for a change of subject. “What’s with the ears?” 
 
   Armand shrugs. “The demons have a sense of humor.” His tone suggests he doesn’t find it funny. I wince. I suppose he wouldn’t. We’re looking at the living image of his own childhood. 
 
   I open my mouth to try to change the subject yet again, but Armand does it for me. He looks as if he feels as uncomfortable as I do about what was just revealed. “Come on, I think I’ve figured out where we are.” With that he strides from the alley, the rest of us following suit.
 
   Fortunately the landscape of hell provides a pretty great distraction. Hell is equal parts terrifying and, at least to my darker half, fascinating. For the first few hours I can’t help ask questions such as “Is that building . . . bleeding?” “Did that doorway just eat that soul?” “Is that what I think it is?” And, “There are minivans in hell?” but eventually I get as tired of listening to Armand say “yes” as I suspect he is of saying it (except for the minivan question, that got an “obviously’), and lapse into silence. It’s probably better that way, for as we move inward the souls thin and we see more demons on the street. Most look as if they’re going somewhere, some lead beautiful men or women, the collars on their necks revealing them to be souls and I remember what Armand said about “hobbies.” Some demons sit clustered on the street corners abusing passing souls and baiting other demons. By silent agreement, we walk by them quickly and return any taunts with stony aloofness.
 
   Armand leaves us again waiting on a corner while he goes ahead to figure out which way we should go next. I kick a couple of pebbles, then snarl and lunge at a soul just for fun.
 
   “Now look what you did,” Jo says, and I assume she’s talking to me, but instead she’s waving back behind us. I squint into the shadows of a decrepit building. I don’t see anything at first, but then large eyes peep around the corner. Large eyes and big, pointy ears. 
 
   “You fed it, and now it’s following us,” Jo says to Chi, putting her hands on her hips.
 
   “Yeah,” Chi says with a big smile. “I think he likes us.”
 
   “Chi,” I say, interrupting the impending fight. “Granola bar me.”
 
   “Errrr.”
 
   “It means, pass me a granola bar.”
 
   “Yeah, well . . .”
 
   Something in his voice draws Jo’s attention. 
 
   “It’s like this . . .” Chi starts, but he doesn’t need to finish.
 
   Jo rolls her eyes and makes a disgusted noise. “You gave it all our food, didn’t you?”
 
   Chi doesn’t deny it but has the grace to look a little sheepish. “Look at him—he’s starving. He’s just a kid, Jo.”
 
   “It’s a demon.”
 
   “Half.”
 
   “It’s still a monster.”
 
   “Hey,” I protest. “Says the demon.”
 
   Jo rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Jo,” Chi says. “It’s not its fault.” Without waiting for a response, Chi turns to the shadows. “Come on, little guy.” He waves, ducking down so they’re about the same height. “It’s okay.”
 
   Jo grabs his arm. “It already tried to eat your hand, remember?” That reminder does make Chi tuck his hand back. Jo pushes her advantage. “We’re trying to save the world, maybe let’s focus on that.” 
 
   Armand reappears at the top of the hill and waves towards us to follow him. Chi still looks unsure, but when Jo tugs his arm, he comes away, though he does cast a wistful look behind him. 
 
   After hours of walking, our fearful, watchful pace has long since faded to a trudge, so when I see Armand bouncing on the balls of his feet, I know it’s good news. I’m not disappointed. Armand points the way he presumably just came from. “If I’m right, there’s a door about a mile or so that will take us all the—’
 
   Suddenly there’s a huge surge in motion ahead. The milling, silent crowd is suddenly heaving with motion, racing towards us. The air is filled with pounding footsteps high-pitched groans and squeals. The first few souls race past us, their eyes wide and the skin where their mouths should be are stretched in taught, flesh-colored ribs as they scream wordlessly. Car doors slam as souls fling themselves from their cars, then stagger to their feet, without ever bothering to look to see what’s coming.
 
   I’ve seen enough horror movies to know that this is bad.
 
   A piercing howl fills the air followed by the leathery flap of wings. I have just enough time to look to the sky when a horrific beast appears between the tall buildings ahead. It rears, its black, snake-like body pulling up to survey its prey. The thing has to be at least three stories high, but it’s impossible to tell with the way it undulates, the back end seeming to dissipate into smoke. Its fanged mouth splits into an almost smile and it lets out another scream—a scream that is answered by several more sibling-cries behind it. It dives forward just as another half-dozen creatures flap into view, each wildly different—one red, with a bulky, lion-like body but with a reptilian head, one I would describe as “classically dragon” with huge, powerful hindquarters and claws as long as my arm, another colored like a coral snake. It’s like some children’s terrifying storybook come to life.
 
   The monsters zip towards us, roaring and screaming, and diving down to snap up the terrified souls that flee ahead of them, still making their mouth-less screams.
 
   “Shit,” Armand says, stealing the word from my mind. “Nightmares,” he says, in realization rather than to me. “Nightmares!” he shouts, this time to us, as if it explains more than what I’ve already deduced from the appearance of terrifying flying monsters of death and hysterical, fleeing hordes. “Back!” he waves, but we’re already dodging into the shadows of the nearest building. His eyes dart around until they land on a building half a block towards the monster. Its out-of-place beauty, an elegant red-brick manse, establishes it as a demon hang-out as much as the souls uselessly pounding on the clear barrier, their fear of the monsters outweighing even their fear of the demons. He grabs Jo by the arm and points towards the closest entrance, stairs leading toward a basement. “Get us in,” he shouts and shoves her into the pounding stream of souls. She doesn’t hesitate, but races towards the destination, her perfect legs propelling her through the crowd. I don’t need to be told to follow, but jump hot on her heels. 
 
   The bulk of the souls fleeing the monsters reaches us while we’re still a half-dozen yards from our destination and ploughing through them slows us down. I stiff-arm and elbow them out of the way with the viciousness of the wannabe-riche at a designer-tag sale. There’s a loud thump then the screech and crash of crushed metal somewhere behind me and the ground vibrates. I risk a look over my shoulder and the shock of what I see almost makes me stumble.
 
   Armand and Chi are no longer behind us. 
 
   I slam on the brakes, using a couple of souls as bounce pads to spin me around. Souls pour around me, their fear of the monster not completely overriding their fear of me. Even in their panic they avoid touching me.
 
   The stupid, son-of-a— It only takes a glance understand what happened. Instead of running after us, Chi cut back to save the bat-boy demon bastard. I should have known, I should have known. The black beast has Chi pinned down against the building near the alley where we last saw the kid. It strikes snake-like as Chi dives and rolls, barely escaping death. The monster snaps again, and Chi leaps to avoid it, but this time the monster lashes its tail from the other direction, smashing its meaty, scale-covered length into Chi’s skull in a head-on collision. Chi flies backwards, his holy blade flying from his hand, as I start running. I’m going to be too late. Far, far too late.
 
   Then there’s a flash of movement in front of Chi and the monster rears with a scream, shaking its head wildly. Armand has jumped to the rescue and has done something to the dragon’s eye. He grabs Chi, but before he can drag his dead weight to safety, the monster recovers enough to sweep his snake-like tail into Chi and Armand, sending them flying. Armand rolls to his feet and again leaps at the monster then slides through its legs, drawing its attention away from Chi. 
 
   Meanwhile, the pain of smacking the pavement seems to have roused Chi. He’s pushed himself to his knees by the time I reach him. I finish the job, hauling him to his feet. I look up to see Jo coming through the crowd and I literally toss a dizzy Chi into her arms before diving after Armand. On the way I pick up a piece of splintered car and hurl it at the monster’s head. It misses, but it has to lunge out of the way long enough for me join Armand behind a grey minivan. He’s pressed against its side, panting and blinking like he’s trying to clear his head. His shirt is ripped, as is the knee of his pants, and he’s bleeding profusely from a gash on his forehead.
 
   “What were you two thinking?” It comes rather more high-pitched and screechy than I intend. I rip off my shirt and wad it against his wound. While he holds it to his head, I sneak a peek at the monster. He stalks us, flipping cars looking for us.
 
   “Chi. It was all Chi. And anyway.” Armand’s grin looks a bit like a grimace. The blood from his head wound has run all the way down his face and outlines his teeth in red. “You did say to die for you.”
 
   “Technically you were dying for Chi.”
 
   “No. Technically I was saving Chi. He wouldn’t celebrate my death.”
 
   “You’re not even dead, so it’s moot, isn’t it?” I sneak another peak and a car comes whizzing at me and I duck.
 
   We’ve been spotted.
 
   “Time to go.” I grab Armand by the arm. He comes to his feet a bit wobblier than I’d prefer for someone who has to out run a giant monster. No time to think about it, though, and I jerk him by the arm, launching our bodies away from the car just as the beast swipes it with an enormous claw, sending it careening down the street, bouncing off other cars and wiping out fleeing souls as if they were bowling pins. My dive was off balance, hauling Armand as I was, and I have to release him so we can catch our balance. I manage to keep my feet, and am relieved to see Armand has also. No words are needed—we run like hell toward the underground entrance of the demon manse.
 
   Behind us, the beast bellows its rage. 
 
   As we near the building, Jo and Chi materialize from behind a flipped car, where they’ve been waiting for us. I don’t slow and surpass a still-woozy Chi, catching up to Jo just as we reach the barrier that is keeping the souls from entering our destination. Jo flings out her hands without breaking stride and she leaps down the stairs with me on her heels. She runs—wham—into a door, and I slam into her just as she turns the knob. Chi rams into me, then Armand into him, and we all crash through the doorway to land on the floor in a heap. I was knocked sideways and spun to land on my ass, staring back out the door we just came through—where the dragon still hunts us. It lets out a blood-curdling scream and dives towards us. I kick wildly with my feet, trying to back-pedal away from the door, just as it smashes its enormous head into the door frame, snapping and screaming its frustration as it shoves its snout through the hole, its snapping jaws a mere yard from my feet. It batters the door frame with its head, and the wood begins to crack and give under the assault. I scream some colorful amalgamation of every swear word I know in an embarrassingly high pitch as I shove backwards, crablike.
 
   Behind me I hear a tinkling laugh. The noise is so incongruous, it works like a slap, waking me to my surroundings. 
 
   I twist, looking behind me—and find a room full of demons, lounging, drinks in hand. The laugh comes from an overdressed demon in a black sequined mini-dress, but it sets off—or maybe it’s my incredulous look that does it—a wave of laughter from the other dozen or so demons in the room. I try to scrape together a bit of dignity, but the monster at the door chooses that moment to snap again, and I let out a little yelp as I leap to my feet.
 
   The laughs turn into roars. The delicate flower of my dignity can only take so much abuse.
 
   “Newbs, eh?” the demon in the sequin dress asks with the practiced condescension of a lifelong bully. Her pale skin is in stark contrast to her dark dress, short black hair, and Goth-colored mouth. The black and white-ness of her, her heart-shaped face, cupid-bow lips and thin, overly-arched eyebrows make her look like she stepped out of a silent movie. 
 
   She quirks one of those 1920s eyebrows now. “It can’t hurt you, you know.” She slides a smirk at her audience, then twiddles long fingers made longer by her excessive fingernails. She mutters something and the snap-happy monster behind us howls in agony. Gusts of wind billow through the door as it flaps its wings in a mad attempt to escape whatever excruciating punishment was dealt by the demon’s lazy finger-flick.
 
   Jo steps forward, post-fight adrenaline evident in her elevated breathing and flushed cheeks. “I find it best to assume the unknown is dangerous,” Jo says, her uber-sweet tone in no way belying the bellicose nature of her response. “Safer that way.” She takes a smooth, predatory step forward. She eyes the assembled demons with the rapacious gleam of a post-weigh-in wrestler standing before a buffet. 
 
   I snap out a hand and grab her by the forearm. “Jo,” I say warningly. “Down girl.” My eyes flick to the other dozen or so demons watching the impending fight with varying levels of interest. I feel like the proverbial cat in a room full of rocking chairs.
 
   “Uh, guys,” Chi says, looking out the door at a scene that could be Tokyo during a Godzilla movie. “I think we might want to hang out here for a little bit.” 
 
   Crap.
 
   “Oh, come on, Meda.” Jo waves a hand toward her antagonizer, not keeping her voice down at all. “Look at her—we could totally take her.” The other woman hisses, and Jo baits her with an obnoxious grin and takes a stutter-step forward to get in the demon’s face. I grab her arm.
 
   “No. Bad Jo. Bad. Sit.” I point at an out-of-the-way barstool.
 
   She snarls, but at least it’s at me. I shove her toward the short side of the L-shaped bar. I push her into the seat closest to the wall, taking the stool beside her. Armand and Chi work their way towards us, but they’re bigger—particularly Chi—and don’t have Jo’s apparent rabidity to clear them a path.
 
   “Oh, come on, Meda,” Jo whispers seductively, her eyes on her nemesis. “Since when are you such a stickler?”
 
   “Trust me, Jo, no one misses the days when I was the irresponsibly violent one more than I do.”
 
   She laughs, a huskier sound than I remember, malevolent delight replacing her old bitter sarcasm.
 
   I scout the room. The main part of the bar is long and narrow and done in warm, burled woods and brass, or maybe gold, as it’s not like cost is an issue. The large panels of art built into the walls are geometric renderings of pouty-mouthed women and skyscrapers. It has all the obvious traits of an art-deco speakeasy, but like everything in hell, it’s just a little off, a little twisted. The room is cockeyed, wider at the back than the front. The walls undulate, with shadowed nooks, or maybe even entire rooms branching off the main portion, that I can’t see from where I stand. The ceiling is at uneven heights. The brass embellishments that run down the bar splay and sink organically into the grid-patterned floor, like roots, or hands sunk into soft clay. 
 
   Plus, there are the less subtle clues, like the soul strapped to the wall being used as a living dartboard.
 
   Chi and Armand are on the long side of the bar, only about five feet away, but having a hard time making it around the corner of the bar without touching anyone. The 1920s horror star slides sinuously in Chi’s way, leaning against the bar. She juts out her hip, emphasizing her outrageous curves, and blocking his path.
 
   We’re close enough to hear their conversation, but the demon considerately speaks up to make sure. “Pretty, pretty skin you’ve picked out.” She reaches out as if to run her long, claw-like nails down the side of Chi’s face.
 
   Chi pulls back slightly, putting himself just out of reach, and shoots a glance at where I have Jo forcibly pinned to her stool. “Er, thank you.”
 
   The demon leaves her fingers suspended between them, and says, without bothering to look at us. “You’re not with her, are you?” 
 
   “Uhhhh,” Chi says, vaguely panicked.
 
   “He’s mine actually.” Armand squeezes between the bar and a demon, and smacks Chi on the butt. He then slings his arm around Chi’s neck. 
 
   Chi gives Armand an affronted look and it occurs to me that Chi’s upbringing in a fanatical religious cult in a small, rural town may not have prepared him to handle a man-on-man ass-grab. I brace myself as I wait to see if Chi can pull off the deception.
 
   “You know how I feel about PDA,” Chi says, completely, effing, deadpan. Only the realization that it would mean certain death keeps me from laughing out loud. 
 
   Armand gives the demon a look like what can you do? and drops his arm from Chi’s shoulders. 
 
   The demon looks disappointed, probably more over losing a toy to rile Jo with than the loss of Chi. With everyone able to change their appearance at will, it’s not like there’s a shortage of hot guys. “Pity,” she says with a pretty pout. “Unless you like to share?” she asks Armand.
 
   “Hey, I’m not some piece of meat,” Chi protests, holding up his hands. “I’m a living breathing human.” They both look at him. “Er, figuratively speaking,” he adds quickly.
 
   I dart a look at the door. The screaming outside has died down, or at least moved off a bit. Between Jo’s newly-embraced violent streak and Chi’s long-standing Chi-ness, I think I’d rather face the dragons. I grab Jo’s upper arm and propel her from the stool. I catch Armand’s eye and jerk my head towards the door. A short nod lets me know he’s on the same page, and he says something to Chi, who looks at us and takes a couple of careful steps back the way he came.
 
   Of course there’s no way for us to get out of the bar without passing by the demon chick. She does not disappoint, and leans in as we try to pass. “You look like you think you’re leaving.” The words contain a silky threat.
 
   Jo rises to the bait. “And you look like an asshole.” I squeeze her arm in warning. “What?” she says to me, “I thought we were stating the obvious.”
 
   “I’m trying to avoid a fight,” I say primly.
 
   “Why?” Jo asks at the same time the demon says, “I’m not,” and slides her foot into our path. I’m off balance from pulling Jo, and frankly, I’m not expecting something quite so juvenile from someone who’s had a hundred years to perfect her torture techniques, and I stumble trying to avoid contact. The demon throws back her head and laughs uproariously. Smelling blood in the water, her lackeys follow suit.
 
   Screw it. 
 
   “Have it your way, then.” My hand whips out, I wrap it around the demon’s arched throat and rip out her larynx. Her eyes are still widened in complete shock when she drops to the ground.
 
   As I said, my dignity is a delicate flower. It can only take so much abuse.
 
   


  
 

SIXTEEN
 
   “Yesssssss,” Jo says, at the same time Armand groans and the room erupts into shouts and curses, demons leaping to their feet.
 
   “But . . .” sputters a tall blonde woman to the left.
 
   “What? Friend of yours?” I toss down the missing piece of the still-twitching corpse. The Hunger erupts from its cage, unfurling through my blood, and I bring my hand to my mouth, licking off the blood with the deliberate spite of a naughty cat.
 
   “You can’t—’
 
   “Can’t what?” I ask with a dangerous little smile. 
 
   “Kill your own,” another demon, an overly-jacked body builder type, fills in for her. Though he looks clownish in proportion, his face and tone are hard.
 
   “Oh, sweetie.” My voice is a caress. Behind me I hear Armand say my name warningly, but I ignore him. “I can do anything I want. Want to see?” Beside me Jo cackles. The demons, however, are not weak little humans to be cowed by a little bit of throat ripping. They were surprised by my audacity, but not the violence. The blonde shifts into a crouch and the vibe in the room clicks into anticipatory maliciousness. 
 
   “When zi-Ben finds out, it’s going to make what I’m about to do seem like a gentle massage,” she threatens with a pointed finger, bravely close to my face.
 
   “I guess that means we can’t leave any witnesses.”
 
   Armand tosses his jacket on to the bar with a dramatic sigh and steps next to me. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”
 
   I grin at him. He tries not to grin back and fails. Chi pulls a knife from his pack, his other one somewhere on the pavement outside and shrugs. He’s always ready to roll with the punches—especially the literal ones.
 
   Demons can’t use weapons, so the sight of his weapon elicits some confusion, but the realization that we may be more than we seem comes far too late.
 
   Without turning my head from Armand, I fling my magic like a whip. It digs into a half-dozen of the closest demons, ripping the false life from their flesh like razor wire. I jerk, pulling their false life towards me. It weaves, black and snakelike, from their shrieking bodies. Above ground with the dragons, with who knows how many witnesses, I was leery of using Crusader magic.
 
   Down here, that’s not going to be a problem.
 
   The blonde demon dives for Jo, and Armand and Chi don’t hesitate to jump into the fray. I hold my six in immobile agony while Armand ends them efficiently. As he takes out the last one, I swing my arm, sucking another three demons into my spell. I arch my back, pulling the beautiful dark magic into me, sucking it into my core. When Armand slices the false life to a brutal stop, I don’t cast another spell. The Hunger lapped from the river of death as it poured through me; now it wants to bathe in it.
 
   Chi grapples with a dark-haired demon, her back to me, and I leap at her. I grab her around the neck and jerk her from his grip with a loud crack. We have just enough time to share a bloodthirsty grin before we part, by unspoken agreement going opposite directions, to find more foe. 
 
   Blood splashes, bones snap. A searing gash opens on my forearm in a moment of carelessness, but the injury only makes it better; it adds the sharp sting of pain to the pleasure, turns mere violence into hot vengeance. 
 
   I see Jo, moving, dancing, fluid. The hate that always bubbled beneath the surface erupting to the surface, pouring into the bar in red-hot rivers of blood.
 
   It’s over too soon.
 
   “Well,” says Armand, standing amidst the wreckage. “That was an . . . interesting decision.” He sounds critical but I can see the electric hum under his skin, a combination of adrenaline and something darker. Something that sings. I grin at him, the drying blood pulling my skin. The Hunger roars in my ears, making me feel powerful. Invincible. 
 
   Jo swipes a hand down her forearm, swiping off a fistful of goo. It hits the floor with a wet plop. “Ew.”
 
   That ruins the mood.
 
   Armand turns towards her. “You can hardly complain when this is your fault.” I roll my eyes and ignore their bickering in favor of prowling among the bodies and making sure they are, in fact, all bodies. 
 
   Aha! Got one . . .
 
   Armand’s raised voice interrupts my pleasant diversions. “. . . I’m not saying you’re at the very top of the list of people whose opinion I don’t give a shit about, I’m just saying don’t look down if you’re afraid of heights.”
 
   “I wish we were somewhere high right now—I’d shove you off!”
 
   “You know, I think being a demon really suits you. It lets us see who you really are.”
 
   “That’s a great idea.” Something about Jo’s tone, its cat-with-cream quality, catches my attention. I turn just as she grabs his arm. “Let’s see who you really are.” Her eyes glaze, and I realize she’s pulling his memories from him, just as we did from the eel-like souls. Armand’s eyes widen, and he jerks from her grasp but it’s too late. Jo’s face holds all the delight of a child’s on Christmas morning. Before Armand can even protest, not that it would make any difference if he did, Jo jerks her arm across her body with a dramatic swish. Using his memories as a guide, she changes his halfling’s body into what it would have been had he never been able to alter his looks at will, or had he never been reborn as a Crusader.
 
   I’ve known almost since the night we met that Armand’s appearance was false, that it is nothing more than a beautiful demonic construct, a pretty lie. I can’t help but admit I’m curious as to his true appearance. I anticipate a softer jaw, shorter lashes, a gut. Maybe he really is blonde. 
 
   The reality I could not have anticipated at all.
 
   His hair disappears, revealing skin the mottled red-and-white of an old burn. A fissure of scar tissue as thick as my wrist erupts on his cheek bone and dives down his neck into his shirt. The top of one ear disappears, also his eyebrows, his left eyelid. He gives a short gasp as one leg shrivels and he fights to catch his balance. His body hunches, one shoulder higher than the other, twisted in some old injury. 
 
   For a moment, a blessed moment, I don’t understand what I’m seeing; I don’t recognize my once-friend, my almost-lover in this twisted creature. For that long minute of confused silence the horror of understanding is held at bay.
 
   Then his eyes meet mine. They meet mine and I can’t. I can’t breathe, I can’t believe, I can’t hide from the truth of his horrific past, written in ridges of scar tissue, present in the absence of his limbs.
 
   Jo’s the first to recover. “Better than even I expected,” she says, her voice pitiless. Armand looks up, his eyes burning with hate, but he makes no move to come at her. I’m not sure he can. As he stands there, I notice more, missing fingers, the white crisscross of whip marks, the divot of what looks like a bite taken out of his forearm, the wizened hand at the end speaking of destroyed tendons. He sees me looking and tucks his hand against his chest, looking sharply away. And I’m glad, I’m so glad he looked away, because in his eyes, in his hate, I still see him.
 
   And I’m glad because Jo’s simple spell did more than strip him of his disguise; for the briefest second it stripped me of mine. 
 
   “Not so charming now, is he?” Jo asks, her voice fat with satisfaction.
 
   I use her cruel words like a rope to pull me from emotions I’d rather not feel into those that are much more comfortable. “Neither are you.” 
 
   In the face of my frigid rage, her smile falters, and she looks to me then to Chi. He, too, is watching her, not Armand. Chi’s expression is at once shock, confusion and disappointment. Like he’s not quite sure who he’s looking at. 
 
   “Jo,” he says, full of reproach. He gives his head a little shake.
 
   Her chin jerks up a bit. “That’s right,” she says, her tone mocking “You’ve always ‘kinda liked Armand,’ haven’t you?” Her voice lacks apology, but neither can she hold his gaze. She turns back to Armand. “But I suppose you can’t stay this way. No demon would ever look so grotesque.” She says it with deliberate cruelty. “Pretty faces make prettier lies, don’t they? That’s why the demons use them. Sugar surrounding the bitter pill.” When she jerks her hand again, Armand is transformed yet again. He straightens; she makes him taller, more muscular than before, with fairer skin. Dark hair covers his head, but short this time. His dark lashes return, but his facial structure is different, more square as opposed to his previous urbane-prettiness. He looks like the rugged hero on the cover of a romance novel, except he wears a thin red T-shirt decorated with a snarling bear and jeans rather than a chest-revealing ruffled pirate shirt and pantaloons. 
 
   He doesn’t meet my eyes, instead fastening his furious gaze on Jo. His hands clench into fists, his newly formed mouth shaped into a snarl. I open my mouth, but don’t have a clue what to say, so instead I take Jo’s arm. I have to clear my throat before I speak. “Come on, Jo, we need fresh disguises, too.” I tug her away from Armand, into one of the shadowed nooks, but his eyes follow us. Chi puts a big hand on Armand’s shoulder and says something I can’t hear. Armand nods and, after one more pat, Chi disappears out of sight into the main room, no doubt to strip the demon corpses of their false life. 
 
   Searing pain all over my body calls my attention away from the guys, and I look back at Jo to see that she has remade herself as a fine-boned woman with mahogany skin and a shaved head (a decision I suspect was influenced by the bloody, bare patch of scalp she earned moments earlier during the fight). My blond locks turn red and I feel the metal curve of a lip ring, but there’s no mirror for further inspection, and I’m more interested in escaping our crime scene than admiring my superficial beauty. 
 
   Once done, I strip the false life from the demon corpses in our alcove. Armand still won’t look at me, or Jo for that matter, but he walks with us into the other room to find Chi. Chi’s not in the main room when we enter, but more worrisome—neither is the soul that was pinned to the dartboard. Jo notices at the same time I do.
 
   “Chi!” she calls, jumping over bodies. 
 
   Chi sticks his head in the doorway. “What?”
 
   “Where’s the soul?”
 
   He looks sheepish for about a half-second, then hardens his jaw. “I set him . . . er, it . . . free.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “We couldn’t just leave him there.” 
 
   “Of course we couldn’t.” I suspect Chi meant it in a humanitarian sense: “We couldn’t leave him there” as in, not strapped-to-wall-shot-through-with-darts. Jo’s agreement is more in a no-live-witnesses kind of way. “But . . .”
 
   “And we couldn’t kill it if we wanted to,” Chi says, stalwart in the face of her rising fury.
 
   “No, but we could have made sure it didn’t talk.”
 
   “It didn’t have a mouth. It can’t talk.”
 
   “You know what I mean!”
 
   “I do, Jo,” Chi agrees sharply, taking us all by surprise. “But it was the right thing to do. It doesn’t need to be caged, or turned into a roach, or terrified into not betraying us, or any of the other creative ways you could think of to keep it quiet.”
 
   That Chi’s freeing of the soul was a deliberate attempt to protect it from Jo’s cruelty and not just his happy-go-lucky naivety is again the wind fluttering the curious curtain over Chi’s depths. He has seen something in Jo and now we all see something in him. Jo blinks, as if someone unexpectedly turned on a light, then shakes her head. “You can’t do the right thing here, Chi. It’s not . . . it doesn’t belong.”
 
   His voice gentles, the previous bite all but forgotten. “You can do the right thing everywhere, Jo. That’s why it’s the right thing.”
 
   “Well, it was stupid,” she responds, but her tone is weak, like someone who lost their train of thought and finishes their sentence by rote.
 
   “Probably,” he agrees, holding her gaze. “But that doesn’t change anything.” He releases her from his gaze and nods at us. “We ready to go?”
 
   We duck out into the ill daylight. We can hear the roar of the beasts in the distance, and the responding mouthless screams of the tormented souls, but, mercifully, our destination is in the opposite direction. The street is scattered with destroyed cars and broken bodies of the hapless, but the surviving souls are picking themselves up and creeping from their hiding places to resume their tasks. Their faces reveal only resignation as they step indifferently over the bodies of their less fortunate comrades.
 
   Without a word, Armand leads us back up the hill then takes a left. Jo and Chi fall behind, either so Jo can yell at Chi some more or Chi can yell at Jo, I’m not sure, not that I really care. I wouldn’t mind screaming at both of them until their heads pop off. If nothing else, it might relieve my uncomfortable emotions. 
 
   As Armand said, you can’t un-know things, and knowing things can change you, whether you want them to or not.
 
   “Armand . . .” I’m not quite sure what to say. An apology feels right, but I’m not sure why. I’m not in the practice of apologizing for things that aren’t my fault—or for things that are, for that matter. So instead, I ask, “What happened?”
 
   He squints as he looks down the street. The yellow light gives his skin a sickly pallor. His voice is emotionless. “What do you think happened?” 
 
   When we met, we compared our upbringings, how controlling my mother was, how limited my freedom, and how his childhood was the opposite. How he could do as like, how he had no rules, how he grew up learning the art of pain. “But you said . . .”
 
   He smiles mirthlessly. “I know what I said. And before you say it, I didn’t lie. My every wicked whim was satisfied.” His jaw flexes. “But so were theirs.” He looks at me finally and his eyes burn, reiterating the story carved in ridges of scar tissue. “And I was a child among monsters.”
 
   I open my mouth to speak but it’s as dry as the landscape.
 
   “Still want your honesty?” The dead smile is back. 
 
   “I—I’m sorry.” Well, damn.
 
   “I don’t want your pity,” he snarls. He drags his mouth into a vicious smile, his eyes lit with a furious light. “Do you know what I traded my soul for? Come, can’t you guess?” 
 
   I can’t guess, but the Hunger can. It senses the bloody theme of the as-yet untold story and gives a giddy little shudder in anticipation. 
 
   “Revenge,” he says succinctly. “The demons who tortured me, the ones who made me their special pet, became my pets in return.” The sick smile is still in place. “They taught me everything they knew about pain, about terror.” He leans in. “If their screams were any indication, the student surpassed the masters.” He pulls back. “So don’t pity me. I don’t want your pity.” He turns sharply and starts down the road again, leaving me standing there. “Pity them.”
 
   Ahead, a bizarre structure arcs over the wide road. A towered and turreted stone building on the left shoots upward then bends over the road where it clashes with a modern-looking disaster made of glass and steel. Where they meet, the castle-looking structure bulges, swelling around the glass. It looks like Hogwarts is attempting to devour London’s Shard. 
 
   Armand seems to have wrestled his fury under control, and his words come out clipped, almost emotionless. “These two have been dueling it out for decades,” he says in response to my open-mouthed stare. “Convenient for us.” As we walk beneath it, it creaks ominously and a sprinkle of glass tinkles on the pavement to the left. Armand slows after two more blocks, then cuts down an alley. At its end is an aged door, weathered wood with long, decorative wrought-iron hinges. As we get closer, I notice that instead of forming some abstract filigree or stylized flora, the hinges are enormous splayed hands. The palm is small, delicate, but the fingers are long and knobby, topped with claw-length nails. As I watch one outreached finger lifts and strokes the door like a lover. No door has ever screamed DO NOT ENTER as loudly as this one.
 
   “Go ahead,” Armand nods to Jo without looking at her. “Open it.”
 
   If Jo feels any similar reservations to mine, her face doesn’t betray them. She stalks forward and, with a wrench, pulls it open.
 
   


  
 

SEVENTEEN
 
   We step into a busy hall, cavernous, and constructed of blue-black marble. Along the wall to either side are more doors like ours, with people stepping through them. The outer walls curve over us to join into entwined twisted fingers over our head. Grasped in the tangled nest of their knobby fingers is an enormous chandelier that looks like a purple octopus with its tentacles splayed wide. Sharp shards of glass protrude from the walls in sparkling clusters, like quarts from a cave wall, except deadly. The crowds is more formally dressed than we saw in the city and move with purpose towards a set of arched doors across the hall, giving the room the feel of a train terminal, one with its older elegance still maintained, like Paddington Station, or Grand Central. Except, of course, evil. 
 
   A man materializes in the doorway behind us, and halts just short of running into us, before slipping to the side. He’s beautiful, of course, with the fine-drawn features of an aristocrat. He wears a black satin tux and top hat, but without a shirt underneath, revealing a smooth, muscular chest. Instead of a bow tie, however, peeping between the lapels of his jacket is the rough black of an iron collar.
 
   “A soul?” I look closer and see more collars, carefully, slightly exposed. Understated, but always apparent, if you knew what to look for. 
 
   “This is a party for the souls who managed to claw their way to the top. The ones capable of ingratiating themselves to the demons. Souls who have done things, terrible things . . .” Armand shudders slightly. “Well, demons are hard to impress, and most people would squirm, even those who live here, to do what it takes to succeed.” He slants a sideways look at a woman with a sleek, sidling walk that screams predator. “In the real world they were wolves among sheep, and they did the sort of things that landed them here. Here they are wolves among wolves . . .” He lets the thought trail, then ends it with a shrug. “Watch yourself.” 
 
   “Because I had other plans,” I mutter, eyeing the river of enemies pouring around me. We move towards the big doors. Growing louder as we approach the door is the sound of distant music, sharp laughter, and clinking glasses. 
 
   We step through the doorways and the source of the noise becomes immediately apparent. We stand in a large room, like a foyer, with hallways and staircases spinning off in every direction. Immediately to our left, however, the foyer opens into a ballroom. I can’t see the entire length of it, but it’s at least the size of a football field. The ceiling soars skyward, arching into a dome many stories above us. The very center of the dome is glass, revealing a circular patch of yellow sky like a loathsome eyeball looking down on us all. Musicians from different eras play in different corners, and, at the entrance, they clash in a discordant jumble that hurts my ears. All around us demons and the chosen souls who made it to the top dance wildly, writhing and screaming, splashing the drinks clasped in their hands. Androgynous mouthless souls who aren’t so lucky slide between the partygoers carrying platters of food and drink. Their eyes are downcast in a hopeless effort to avoid becoming the focus of the fickle amusement of the trashed demons and monstrous souls.
 
   “Welcome to the Politician’s Ball,” Armand says, not without irony. 
 
   “The Politician’s Ball?”
 
   His mouth bends in a mirthless smile. “Of course. Who else would you expect to succeed in hell?”
 
   Jo tosses an arm around my shoulders and opens her mouth, but before she can speak a gong clashes painfully loud and the music grinds to a jarring halt. Jo’s arm tightens on my shoulder and she nods at a grand staircase that wraps the length of the room from either direction, meeting in the center to lead down to the dance floor. At the landing where the two staircases join, there stands the most terrifying creature I have ever seen. 
 
   His face is a mass of living, writhing red and black raised tattoos that look like worms wriggling under his flesh. Horns erupt from his skull in a wreath about his crown, the yellow-brown color of rotten teeth. His eyes are solid black and his body, held unnaturally still, is muscular beyond all sense and reason. 
 
   This then, was where the popular images devils came from.
 
   But it is more than just his appearance that makes him horrible. It is the darkness in him, as if he swallows light itself, sucks it towards him and devours it like a black hole. He breathes in suddenly, a hissing, rasping sound, and I feel my very soul lean toward him, and I know, I know, that he is tasting my emotions and those of everyone in the room. The walls shudder with that terrible inhalation. Beside me, Jo gasps.
 
   My father, my nemesis to date, is nothing. Nothing but a petty, pretty prince compared to this. Laughable that I ever feared him. Until this moment, fear is not an emotion I really understood.
 
   When he speaks, it is a voice filled with echoes. A voice that is deep and layered and packed with such malevolence that I can’t help but tremble.
 
   “Welcome.”
 
   One word, but it is enough to turn my innards to jelly. 
 
   “Zi-Ben,” Armand explains, his accent thick, and I know I am not the only one affected. “The ruler here.”
 
   “I gathered,” I say faintly, lacking the courage to imbue it with the sarcasm I intended. Did I really once laugh at the idea of the Mayor of Demonville?
 
   After a dramatic pause, Zi-Ben takes the arm of a withered beauty. She doesn’t flinch when he touches her, but I do. Her eyes, a startling blue, look dead. He escorts her down the stairs and, wordlessly, the crowd splits like water before a ship’s keel, as he takes her onto the dance floor. The woman, a soul by the jeweled choker at her neck, has large sunken eyes and full lips perched between hollow cheeks. Her blonde hair is elaborately arranged in a style that would be at home in the court of Marie Antoinette’s, but the hair is so thin from malnourishment it reveals her shiny scalp.
 
   Her head hangs cocked, limp on a spindly neck. The pale fingers of one hand tangle in the full skirt of her black mesh gown, but she doesn’t lift it up. Her other hand rests in zi-Ben’s hand. The band nearest to the staircase strikes up and zi-Ben whisks her around the floor as if waltzing with the belle of the ball rather than dragging a barely-living corpse. 
 
   I stare with a sick fascination, inexplicably drawn to the odd couple. As they sweep by, her eyes flick to mine, as if I’d called her name. Her eyes are bottomless, fathomless. The places she has gone, the things she has done, every clawing step she’s taken to reach her current heights carved out a bit more of her soul. I see nothing there, nothing but a howling emptiness. She blinks, and the vision disappears, the blue orbs nothing but the beautiful eyes of a dead china doll.
 
   “Meda, come on,” Jo hisses and I snap to attention. She tugs me away from the scene to a corner where Chi and Armand wait.
 
   “We should split up, search as fast as possible,” Armand says, voice low and eyes shifting to make sure we’re not overheard. “We’ll meet back here, periodically.”
 
   “What exactly are we looking for?” Chi asks.
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “No idea?” Jo demands.
 
   “There are thousands of souls locked up.” Armand doesn’t bother hide his exasperation. “It’s not exactly going to be inconspicuous. I think you’ll know it when you see it.”
 
   Jo looks like she’d like to return his sarcasm in kind, but, in a rare display of self-restraint, manages to contain it. 
 
   I’m leery of separating, but I don’t see an alternative. The building is enormous. Roughly circular, with the Pit at its center, the surrounding building is acres thick and many stories high, with the same hellish architectural style of an Acheron—built to frustrate, confuse and generally piss people off. Rationally I understand that the longer we’re here the more likely we are to get caught, and realistically, even the four of us together don’t stand a chance in a fight against the hundreds of demons, maybe thousands, surrounding us. 
 
   Still, as I start up the stairs to my assigned quadrant, I am filled with a misgiving as strong as when zi-Ben appeared on the stairs.
 
   The building is the main administrative building, and the center portion contains the Pit—the day job (if there was an actual day and night) of the demons present—so with all those demons in addition to those sneaking from the party to find some privacy, there are plenty of demons roaming the halls. I put on the kind of expression that says bother-me-and-die and stomp through the place like I own it.
 
   I meander through hallways, opening doors, poking in corridors. I remember the way back by blindly memorizing turns as my sense of direction is quickly confounded by the twists, turns and elevation changes that could only be crafted by a creature of hell.
 
   I pull open a rounded door, and the howl and heat coming from the other side is so sudden that if I wasn’t holding onto the handle I would have fallen backwards. It takes only a moment to realize what I’ve stumbled upon.
 
   The Pit.
 
   In front of me is a wide thoroughfare. I’m sure it is rounded around the circle that is the Pit, but the Pit is so large, the curve so gradual, that it appears almost straight. On the far side are arches, like those of an ancient coliseum, providing a view of the scene below. The glow of hellish fire flashes from whatever lies below; the infamous scent of brimstone burns my nostrils.
 
   All along the walkway are demons, walking with purpose, all headed somewhere. It’s a ramp I now see. Reporting to work, maybe?
 
   Unable to stop myself, I creep towards the light, curious to see what torments hell visits on the most unfortunate of its damned. I have half a mind to take notes. I work through the crowd, until I reach the edge and bend, peering through the arch.
 
   I stand on the edge of hundreds of thousands of eternities, all spent beautifully broken, destroyed, only to be brought back and destroyed again. The horror of it flashes in a sticky slideshow of blood and heartbreak, agonies perfectly calibrated for the victim at hand, each one perfectly suited to each individual screaming, crying, cowering soul.
 
   I won’t tell you what I see. My mind won’t go there; it can’t grasp the details without recoiling in horror. I can only say that it’s more horrifying than my imagination, more terrifying than I can find the words to explain. 
 
   I can say only that my heart breaks and I am not an empathetic creature. I delight in what makes other people retch, and yet my stomach rebels.
 
   I hate comfortably, destroy easily, drink vengeance like the sweetest wine, and yet I cannot accept, cannot keep in my memory the things I see and continue in any semblance of sanity. 
 
   I certainly can’t describe it to an innocent such as you.
 
   For an entirely different reason, I won’t describe my reaction to it. The delicate flower of my dignity, you will recall.
 
   I don’t remember pulling away, I don’t remember wiping my mouth on my sleeve, but a streak of vomit tells a tale. I do remember pressing my back against the solid stone of the archway, warm from the fires below, knowing I should get up. I remember watching demons stride by, wondering how they stand it, then noticing how they keep their eyes straight ahead. A few cast low, furtive glances in my direction, catching sight of my limp, outstretched leg maybe, but not one looks directly towards me. Not one risks catching a glimpse between the fiery arches.
 
   That way leads to madness.
 
   I do remember running like hell when I could. Racing back down to the comfort of the crowded ballroom. I need the sharp practicality of Jo’s no-nonsense comfort, to scrub my brain with Chi’s infuriating goodness or feel the false security of Armand’s arms. I stand at the edge of the ballroom, too raw to even look in the direction of zi-Ben, searching the room for a familiar face, and it’s not long until I find one.
 
   Dear old dad.
 
   


  
 

EIGHTEEN
 
   It can’t be. The form in front of me is like him, but not. I swear it was his eyes, but his nose is swollen, obviously broken, and he’s is dressed in rags. His posture is bent, chains drape his wrists—hardly the arrogant asshole I remember. He carries a serving platter and my eyes fly to his neck. No collar. Still a demon, then.
 
   A demon who has been punished, perhaps, for letting a prized captive escape?
 
   He turns away before I can be certain, and I creep closer, watching. As a prey animal sensing a predator’s gaze, he looks up suddenly.
 
   It’s him. Oh, yes, it’s him.
 
   He has no reaction to seeing me, but he wouldn’t. Not in this skin. It doesn’t matter, though, he doesn’t need to know it’s me to sense the danger. Not in a place like this. He turns, trying to be subtle, and slides through the crowd, keeping low. He doesn’t move quickly, I assume so as not to draw attention to his flight. Then I see the manacles around his ankles.
 
   I drop back, letting him think he escaped. Then I follow. 
 
   Turns out the opportunity for revenge is as good as the comforting company of friends for erasing bad memories. Maybe better. 
 
   The Hunger, which was surprisingly quiet in the pit, awakens with the sharp sting of pins and needles.
 
   My father picks up his pace, shuffling as fast as he can, the chains dragging against the stone. Blood seeps from his ankles, leaving a dim smear on a floor that has no doubt seen worse. 
 
   A plan is taking shape, and my fingers itch, bending into claws. The Hunger swells, casting its avid eye on our prey. 
 
   Patience, I stroke the Hunger with the word and it arches like a greedy cat. Patience. We have things to do first. Torture is only a part of what I plan; as Armand so aptly explained, hell is more than physical pain. It is a place where mental vulnerability is as powerful—no, more so—than the physical. Where one’s memories are wielded like weapons.
 
   There are no secrets in hell.
 
   And my father’s secrets are ones I’ve wanted for a very long time. I can pull his memories from him, rip them from his brain. I can know everything.
 
   I watch his weak, bloody shuffle and I am overcome not with familial affection, but the buzz of anticipation.
 
   Perhaps I am my father’s daughter after all.
 
   He turns a corner down a hallway that, even from here, I can tell is dimly lit. The blackness of its entrance is a dark smudge against the wall of the well-lit corridor I inhabit, a dark mouth swallowing dear daddy into disaster. 
 
   Sure enough I turn the corner, and find him alone. He must hear the shhht-shhht of my feet on the stone floor as I creep up behind him but he doesn’t turn. He flinches, his shoulders climbing high around a neck that has turned red in apprehension. Being crept up on by someone with ill intentions is apparently not new for my father, and it occurs to me that coming to this corridor was not an act of stupidity but rather an attempt to avoid an audience. 
 
   I reach out, slowly at first, then snatch at the bare flesh of his arm, wrapping my hand just above the bloody manacles. Unable to pretend anymore, he spins, incapable of stopping himself from trying to pull away, though he must know from experience that it’s pointless.
 
   He doesn’t recognize me. Not in my new skin, not with the chains draining him of his demon magic. He cringes, waiting for my attack, but I don’t want to hurt him.
 
   Not yet, anyway. 
 
   For now, I want something only he can give me. One touch and I can force the truth from him. One touch, and I can compel him to tell me everything I’ve ever wanted to know. I don’t so much think a question as I feel it. It comes out in one, desperately-wanting word.
 
   Mom.
 
   His memory doesn’t come upon me gently. It’s not the soft, sudden appearance of a shadow world around me. Maybe because of the desperation behind my question, or maybe because of my fear of what I’m about to see, but I don’t sift through his memories—I careen through them. I am swallowed by them, tossed in them like they’re a churning surf during a storm. I spin wildly, then suddenly the world stills, the rush pauses, the past comes into focus, and there she is.
 
   Was. There she was. 
 
   It’s not real. Not anymore. And yet my heart seizes at the sight of her. 
 
   The room, a prison cell, is one I recognize. I’d been confined there—or, rather, one near it—myself this past year. The walls are mere bars, providing no privacy. The floors are polished, cockeyed black tiles that reflect the dim blue lights and the movements of anyone in the room, making it difficult to see where an enemy is coming from. She is alone in the dungeon, a bright spot of pale skin and a ragged-but-bright t-shirt in a dark room.
 
   My mother is young. So young, I’m struck with it. Everything that happened to her happened when she was no older than me. Kidnapped, tortured, impregnated. In a year, she will be a mother. Her youthful face is still smooth, lacking the lines that will carve themselves into her skin with every smile, every frown, over the next decade-and-a-half. But though she looks more like a classmate than anyone’s parent, in her high cheekbones, in her curls, in her yellow-brown eyes, I see my mom. 
 
   Then my shock, my emotions, my memories are swallowed by zi-Hilo’s. It’s only a glimpse, barely a blink of time. He doesn’t remember everything that happened that day. There was only one inexplicably notable moment.
 
   The first time he sees her. Flashing golden eyes, flushed cheeks, profanity that would make a sailor blush.
 
   He laughs, delighted. Why, he can’t say. She is screaming the most horrid things, but he can only laugh.
 
   Then the rushing sensation swallows me again as I tumble through time. The room dissolves and reforms around me. We're no longer in the dungeon—her room now has damp-looking stone walls—but it is still obviously a cell. My mother sits on the bed, cradling her arm protectively behind her bent legs, her back pressed against the wall. Zi-Hilo sits on the only chair, medical supplies and a bowl of brown liquid crowded on the small table next to him. I have no idea how much time has passed, but my mother looks thinner, her cheekbones and collarbones jutting in stark relief. Her t-shirt and jeans have been replaced with the white sacking of a witch prepared for the stake. I try not to look at the rust-colored stains.
 
   “What did you trade it for?” she asks, watching him with unreadable eyes.
 
   He reaches out for her arm, a bandage in his other hand. He’s been treating her for months, but still she hesitates before holding out her arm for him to wrap. “Oh, so we’re going to be civil this morning?”
 
   “I make no promises,” she says tartly.
 
   He snorts.
 
   After a long pause, she tries again. “So? Your soul. What did you trade it for?” She winces as he pulls the bandage tight, then pins it in place. He doesn’t release her hand, but continues to hold it, inspecting her damaged fingers. He’s treated enough Crusaders to know that it’s probably pointless to try and treat them this long after her last interrogation. Sure enough, the delicate bones had already knitted together crooked. He told those idiots—he shakes his head. Ah, well, they’ll be broken again. He’d fix them next time.
 
   “Well?” she demands, tugging her hand from his. He holds it a moment longer before letting go.
 
   “It’s a secret.”
 
   “’There are no secrets in hell,’” she quotes.
 
   “Only between its residents—and you, my dear, are only a guest. Unless you’ve changed your mind, hmmm?”
 
   She glares at him, and he grins just to irritate her.
 
   “Fine, don’t tell me.”
 
   “Whew. So glad I have your permission,” he mocks.
 
   “Ass.”
 
   “Shrew.”
 
   She snorts, then laughs. “Oh, come on, tell me.”
 
   “It’s not the kind of thing you tell a prisoner,” he says loftily then passes her the bowl from the table. “Now eat.”
 
   “So I’m healthy enough to torture again?” she looks at her crooked fingers. “I think I’ll pass.”
 
   “You can’t hold out forever.”
 
   Her determined little smile isn’t one he recognizes. 
 
   Yet.
 
   Again the disorienting sensation as I plunge through time. I'm dropped into the same room and a whirling pool of emotions not my own.
 
   He hides his sudden inexplicable panic behind anger. “Dammit, eat or, or—’
 
   “Or you’ll what?” The weak, wry question is the first thing she’s said to him in days, and it startles him for all it is barely audible. A rush of pleasure floods him at the sound of her voice. “You’ll torture me?”
 
   And, of course, she would use her dying breath to mock him.
 
   She doesn’t turn from the wall. “Pardon me if that threat has lost a bit of its edge.” She actually tries to laugh, but it sounds more like a strangled cough. When she’s able to catch her breath, she continues. “You’ll have to find some new leverage, I’m afraid.”
 
   He growls and tosses the bowl on to the table, slopping the soup over the side. She has a point.
 
   At the clatter of the bowl hitting the table, she finally turns her head. The movement is so slow and pained, he wonders if she’s been facing the wall out of spite or the inability to move. “You’re terrible at this, you know. Playing nursemaid.” 
 
   “It’s not like I had a choice. I don’t get to pick my assignments; they just send me wherever the hell they want.”
 
   “That must be terrible for you.” She’s mocking him again, but he can’t make himself care. He’s just grateful that a little of her old vim was back. 
 
   But not enough.
 
   As if his thoughts of her weakness calls it, she exhales and seems to shrink into the covers of her cot. Her eyes flutter closed, brown lashes stark against the pale blue skin under her sunken eyes. He can’t help it; he takes her hand in his. At the touch her eyes open. 
 
   “Just taking your pulse.” Lie.
 
   It beats as quickly and as faintly as the wings of a butterfly. Her soul bidding to make its escape. 
 
   His hand tightens on her wrist. “You must eat,” he says again. “At least drink.” He doesn’t care for the note of pleading he hears in his own voice.
 
   “I don’t think so,” she says, almost gently. 
 
   “Dammit, Mary—’
 
   “Mary,” she repeats on a sigh. “You’ve never used my name.”
 
   “I didn’t—I mean—what the hell does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Nothing.” The word fades away.
 
   “Mine’s Hilo,” he says, seized with a sudden panic. “My name. It’s Hilo.”
 
   “Hilo,” she exhales the word slowly, and something about the way she says it makes his hand tighten on hers. She doesn’t open her eyes.
 
   He’s losing her. He can feel it. He grasps for something, anything. What was it she had said? “Leverage.”
 
   Her eyes open at the word.
 
   “Leverage. You said I need new leverage. What do you want?”
 
   “You have to ask?” Wry again, a twitch that hasn’t the strength to become a smile.
 
   “I can’t set you free.”
 
   She’s silent. She’s silent for so long he fears he really has lost her. Then finally, so faintly he has to lean down to hear, she answers. He realizes he never did let go of her hand. He still doesn’t. “The sun,” she whispers. “I’d like to see the sun one last time.”
 
   “If I show you the sun, you’ll eat?”
 
   He waits, his cheek next to hers so he will hear her response, no matter how faint. But no words come, just the rasp of a shallow breath across dry lips.
 
   “Dammit, Mary.” Indecision tears through him. “Dammit.” He scoops her into his arms.
 
   And so the creature of darkness gives his prisoner the sun.
 
   Now he realizes he was played. Now he realizes that she wanted him to pity her, to fear losing her. To feel like a hero when she wrapped her frail arms around him, tipped her head back to bask in the sun and laughed. Now he realizes she never more intended to die that day than he did. It was all a ruse, a hoax. 
 
   But he didn’t know that then. He knew nothing then. 
 
   The next day he took over her torture, if sunlight and painted-on bruises can be called such a thing.
 
   The room re-forms, but this time they sit on the bed together. His head is lowered.
 
   “I had a little girl, once. She was . . .” He can’t find the words. “And when she . . .” Those too, he can’t find. The bright memories had faded in the dark. But he remembers the pain. The panic. Those emotions belong here. “Then she got sick, and it was all my fault, don’t you see? I was a doctor. I’d brought it home.” 
 
   A small, crooked hand wraps around his.
 
   “What was I to do? Tell me, what was I to do?”
 
   Her answer is a kiss, a kiss that starts soft and sweet, but doesn’t stay that way. A kiss that offers comfort but ends up taking so much more.
 
   Then it’s gone. I am swept out of that memory and into another one, one that flickers in and out of existence so quickly that I can only catch a glimpse of an audience chamber and zi-Ben, brilliantly red, seated on a black throne. But the emotion in that moment is so strong it makes me gasp.
 
   Blinding terror. But he hides it. He must.
 
   Then it’s gone, the darkness of that one reforming into an explosion of light, like a match bursting into flame. I close my eyes against the sudden, brilliant sun. When I open them, blinking, I find green clearing surrounded by trees. Birds chirp and I can hear the faint drone of distant cars. My parents stand together at its center, and at her side are a couple packs—a backpack and a duffle bag.
 
   “Why are you crying?” he asks.
 
   “I’m not,” she denies instantly.
 
   He swipes his finger across her cheek, catching a tear. He rubs it between his fingers, as if it is some curious thing. He quirks a brow at her.
 
   She swallows and blinks, the sun bright after her months below. She looks around as if she still can’t believe she is free, as if it’s some demon trick, a mirage that will disappear in a moment of inattention. “I’m just . . .” Words seem to fail her.
 
   “Just what?”
 
   She looks up at him, blinking hard to clear her too-shiny eyes. She searches his face, to find what, he hasn’t a clue. “I’m just . . .” but again she can’t find the words. Then, suddenly, as if she can’t stop herself, she grabs him by the lapels, pulling his head down to hers and kisses him. It’s violent, as are all things between them, always edged with the sharp sting of rage, of hate. He doesn’t mind. To the contrary, he understands. There’s a part of her that would always hate parts of him. But it doesn’t matter. Not enough, anyway. Because there are other parts, other parts of him that call to her.
 
   And he can make up for those holes in her affection. Because nothing in him hated anything in her. They might be enemies, but it wasn’t his war.
 
   But this kiss feels different from the others they shared. It’s still violent, but it isn’t angry. It’s hungry. Desperate. He almost breaks the kiss to bellow in triumphant victory.
 
   When her lips leave his, she doesn’t release him. She presses her forehead against his chest and their soft breaths are loud in the bright quiet of the countryside.
 
   “Grateful,” she says, but he hasn’t a clue what she’s talking about. She must see it in his face. “I’m just . . . grateful.”
 
   He grins and he sees something flicker in her expression, a slight flinch as if his smile, too, is too bright for her dim-accustomed eyes. “I think I like grateful,” he says. She tries to glare in response but misses. 
 
   He leans in and kisses her again. “Wait for me,” he whispers against her mouth, his fingers tangle in her curls. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He steals one more kiss. Her lips cling to his and he tastes the saltiness of her tears. “Wait for me.”
 
   She doesn’t answer; she can’t seem to speak with the lump in her throat. She nods, her face still pressed against his.
 
   He can’t understand. He’s never felt less like crying in his life—or afterlife. He wants to howl his glee, laugh his delight. But this is just one more of her little mysteries, one more puzzle to unravel over the coming years. He contains himself to one more grin before turning on his heel. He has to get back, to cover their tracks. If they so much as suspected . . . He turns his thoughts from fear to planning. If he is clever, if everything goes perfectly . . . He casts one more look at her, standing, so small and forlorn-looking in the sunny clearing. She reaches out a shaking hand, cupped as if trying to fill it with sunlight, with freedom. Then she opens her hand, splaying her fingers. He can’t see the crooked joints from here but he knows they’re there. Then she presses her hand against her abdomen and takes a big breath, whether because she’s overcome with joy or panic, he can’t tell.
 
   “Wait for me!” he shouts, and she looks up sharply, dropping her hand. It’s not what he wants to say; it in no way encapsulates the emotions of the moment, but it’s all his tongue can find. Had he known they would be the last words they’d ever share, he might have tried harder. 
 
   But then, had he known what was coming, the message would have been entirely different.
 
   When the scene dissolves, nothing replaces it. I am left in darkness.
 
   Her last words were lies. She was not grateful.
 
   She did not wait.
 
   He is a fool.
 
   “Meda.” 
 
   My name, spoken in shock, rips me from the thrashing pool of his memories. I blink; my hand is wrapped around his forearm with crushing force. I release his arm so suddenly he collapses, cradling it to his chest. The image is so reminiscent of a few moments ago, when my mother . . .
 
   No, years ago, not moments. Almost twenty years. This is not that man, I tell myself. It’s not a man at all, but a monster. Whatever humanity was once there had long since been drained from the frail figure before me. Or maybe not drained, but twisted, warped into something bitter and hateful.
 
   This monster who has tried to condemn my soul to hell, who has tried to kill me and my friends. I should crush his skull between my hands and toss him into the Pit myself.
 
   But I can’t. I don’t move. He cowers before me, waiting. Beneath his swollen nose his face is a mask of defiance. He knows what’s coming; he’s ready for it.
 
   And yet I don’t move. I stand, staring at my hands, and in them, I see hers, except without her crooked knuckles. Crooked knuckles that were never broken again.
 
   I see the hand she placed on her belly. Joy or panic, he couldn’t tell her emotion at the time, but I can. It was both.
 
   I see the tears she cried when she said goodbye. I see the remorse, years later, when she warned me of the hurt that can be caused by a lover’s betrayal. I don’t know how deep her feelings for him went, how much was real and how much a ploy. I highly doubt she truly ever understood herself. Some things are so mired in grey they become indistinguishable from their surroundings, buried in a blinding fog. Unknowable.
 
   If she hadn’t been pregnant, would she have stayed with him?
 
   But what about Luke? Faithful Luke, who spent a lifetime waiting for a girl who would never come home. The saddest part is that it’s moot. All of it, utterly pointless. She was so loved and she spent her life completely alone.
 
   But she wasn’t alone, was she? She had me. She loved me and I loved her. And I know that she would want. 
 
   She would want mercy for zi-Hilo.
 
   If I kill him now, if I strip him of his false life, he descends into the Pit to be tortured for all eternity. If—no, when—we free the souls he will have a chance for redemption, just like Jo. Like Armand. I doubt he will be redeemed; he’s too twisted, too bitter. If there had been a spark of humanity in him at my conception, it has long since blown out. 
 
   My mother was the breath that first turned that spark into a flame, then she was the gust that extinguished it.
 
   So I don’t know that he will ever redeem his soul and, frankly, I don’t care. But it suddenly feels too . . . final, for me to be the one to decide. His memories have made it impossible for me to see him as a cardboard cut-out of evil. The zi-Hilo I’ve known is only one small sliver of who he is, a single ring in the tree of his life. If redemption was possible when my mother was with him, would his soul have been saved?
 
   The answer makes me uncomfortable.
 
   It makes me think of the dozen times in my own life when, if it had ended, I would have not fared too well in the cosmic court of justice. Despite the common saying, people can change, for good or evil. I’ve done it. Zi-Hilo has done it. If I kill him now, there’s no hope for him.
 
   And while I don’t care, while a bloodthirsty part of me screams for his eternal misery, that’s not what my mother would want. Not for him.
 
   Dum spiro spero, the Crusader’s motto drifts unexpectedly across my mind. In life, hope.
 
   “Kill me already,” he snarls, sensing my hesitation. He lunges at me and I swat him away like a fly.
 
   “No.” I’m not sure who’s more shocked. “It’s not what she would want.”
 
   His shock is quickly replaced by fury. “She’ll get no comfort from me!” He screams and flies at me again, cursing and screaming. I catch him and he flails, fighting me like a wild animal. He gets a grip on my arm and his demon’s claws are still sharp enough to draw blood as he rakes them across my skin. He howls in triumph until he catches my eye and finds nothing there but pity. This incenses him still more, but he’s too weak to do anything about it. I grab him again, pinioning his arms hard against his body so he can’t scratch me again. 
 
   Deep philosophical realizations aside, leaving him alive does present a practical problem—what the hell do I do with him? 
 
   I grab the chain between his manacles and twist it around, shortening his range of motion while he struggles futilely. I gag him with a bit of my shirt, cursing Jo’s decision to make my outfit so skimpy, then tuck him under my arm like the world’s most ridiculous football and set off to find a likely closet. Stashing him and hoping he remains unfound until we finish our mission is the best I can come up with. Fortunately hell is the kind of place where toting around a bound, struggling victim is not an uncommon sight. I add an or-you’ll-be-next to my don’t-bother-me face just to be safe.
 
   Eventually I come across a small door beneath a staircase with a thick black key jutting promisingly from the lock. I jerk it open to reveal a tiny cupboard. There’s another captive already bound up in there, a blonde female demon who starts flailing and mmppphh, mmmmmphhh-ing from beneath her own gag when she sees us, but beggars can’t be choosers. I toss Dad in, dusting my palms.
 
   I go to close the door, then pause. Instead of leaving, I reach down and tug his gag from his mouth. He glares at me then turns his head pointedly away.
 
   “What was her name?” I ask, not quite sure why I care. He stills but doesn’t answer. “Your daughter, I mean.” Still nothing. “My . . . sister.”
 
   I wait, but his only response is a sullen silence. I gag him again and leave, locking the door behind me.
 
    
 
    
 
   I fight the urge to hurry back to the ballroom and instead redouble my efforts to find the captive souls—my ill-advised plan to keep Dad alive has made speed even more imperative. As I search through more and more hallways, finding more rooms, then more hallways with more rooms, the futility of what we’re attempting starts to settle in. I jerk open one small, plain door, only a few feet tall, that looks like it would lead into eaves or storage. I almost scream when it opens instead into a hallway long enough to fit in at Versailles. But I keep going, keep jerking open handles, because what else do you do when your best friend is faced with an eternity in the Pit? A lack of options can be a fierce motivator.
 
   Finally I work my way back towards the ballroom hoping someone else had more luck. The party has become more raucous in my absence. The laughter is louder and harsher; the movements of the dancers are more frenetic. The bands from different eras seem to be battling for supremacy, and the jangle of clashing music is even louder than before. I stand on my toes, peering through the crowd and find Jo almost instantly, her distinctive curly, wild-woman hair sticking out above the crowd.
 
   I see it and I know. 
 
   I know even before every door in the room simultaneously slams shut, the music ending in the same reverberating BOOM of the closing doors, leaving us in sudden, deafening silence. 
 
   I know it before I see that zi-Ben himself is at Jo’s side. 
 
   I know it before everyone in the room steps back to clear a path between me and the dais, revealing Chi’s struggling form pinned the ground and Armand seated calmly on the steps next to him. He, of course, recognizes the futility of struggling.
 
   As do I, for that matter, and stand still when two demons step forward to take my arms.
 
   I know all of this simply by seeing Jo’s wild curls because it means she is no longer in disguise.
 
   “Soooo . . .” I say, forcing a courageous bluster. “Not going well, eh?”
 
   


  
 

NINETEEN
 
   The room is silent. The demons all hold unnaturally still, wax figures as creepy as any ever found in Madame Tussaud’s. 
 
   Zi-Ben cocks his head, his solid black eyes unblinking. He flicks his tongue, snake-like, and inhales as he pulls it back into his mouth. As before, my soul leans towards him, sucked into him, pulled by the black hole left by his absent humanity. Even the Hunger squeals and cowers, digging in its claws into my mind like a cat being forced into a bathtub. Zi-Ben is the bogeyman under every bed, the monster in every closet, the villain at the end of every video game.
 
   “You are afraid.” Each word falls slow and heavy, like the pound of a sludge hammer. He sucks in another gasp of air, his fanged mouth gaping in relish. “You are afraid,” he says again, and this time the meaning of the words makes it through the screaming red panic that consumes me. 
 
   He is also, apparently, Captain Fucking Obvious.
 
   He laughs sharply, and the force of it almost knocks me to my knees. Jo, closer than I, does collapse—or would have, if zi-Ben didn’t have a large claw wrapped around her upper arm. At her sudden fall, he doesn’t so much as sway, her weight as meaningless to him as a butterfly’s. 
 
   When the demon returned Jo to her original form, he didn’t bother to change her outfit, and she still wears the high-waisted shorty-shorts revealing her twisted, crippled leg to all. She looks like the girl I’ve always known. Armand, too, is how I’m accustomed to see him.
 
   These are the faces zi-Ben wants me to see twisted in agony, not those of strangers.
 
   “Yeeeeessss,” zi-Ben’s long, hissing exhale causes a shudder down my spine. 
 
   I take refuge in my usual standby when faced with petrifying terror—utterly baseless bravado. “How did you know?” I ask, aiming for more sass than I feel. Any would be good. 
 
   Zi-Ben grins, a twisted, gap-mouthed monstrosity that is more about revealing his pointed teeth than giving the impression of any happiness. He grips Jo’s arm and shoves her forward. Off-balance, she again almost falls, but his grip keeps her upright. She doesn’t say anything and he shakes her again like a dog with a toy.  He obviously wants something from her, but she keeps her mouth grimly closed. Then suddenly her back arches and she shudders. A scream is forced through her clenched jaw. I pull uselessly against my captors grip, but it’s pointless.
 
   “I’ll tell her,” Jo finally cries out, her voice cracking, and I realize he’s compelling the truth from her. “I’ll tell her,” she snarls again and her voice contains all the fearless contempt I was aiming for. She jerks her arm, but he doesn’t release it. She looks at me. “I told him.”
 
   “What?” I look at Armand for explanation or maybe confirmation. He looks back, shrugging helplessly, and I shake my head as if I don’t believe it. I look at Chi, then. I can’t see his face but his struggles have stilled. That he’s no longer fighting scares me more than anything he could have said.
 
   “Surprised?” Jo’s appallingly blasé response.
 
   “You think?”
 
   Her lips thin and her chin jerks up. “Think of what we came here to do, Meda. Just think of it. Think of what it would mean if we succeed.” She sounds calm and rational, but there’s a creeping edge of hysteria. “Yes, we decrease the demons army, but we are also giving the demons the chance to get out of hell. To maybe go to heaven. They get to walk out of this.” She waves at the hell around us. “Their false life suddenly real. They get a do-over.”
 
   And it becomes utterly, perfectly clear.
 
   “Me,” Jo barks a violent laugh. “Me. I, Joanna Beauregard, came to let demons into heaven.” Her laughter ends abruptly. “And for what?” she demands. “What do I get out of it?”
 
   “Your soul,” I point out, but that only brings back that ugly laugh.
 
   “There are other ways—easier ways—to get my soul back. Turning in one Meda Melange for example.” Her mouth kicks up in a smile that is almost apologetic. “I get my soul back and the rest of these bastards rot in hell for all eternity. Win-win.”
 
   “But Chi . . . Armand . . .”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ve learned a bit about negotiating.” She smiles in true amusement. “You could say I learned at the knee of a master. The Master.” She laughs as if what she said is somehow clever. “And the longer you’ve managed to stay free, the higher your worth has soared.”
 
   “But what about the Crusaders? They have a better chance of winning if the souls are free. You know that.”
 
   “But winning what?” She asks with bitter acrimony. “His war?” She jabs a finger skyward.
 
   “I don’t understand.” My eyes flick to zi-Ben’s hold on her arm. There are no secrets in hell. A demon can’t lie, Jo can’t lie, while he’s touching her . I know that, but I can’t seem to believe that this is the truth either.
 
   She regards me, her expression as sly as a cat’s. “Would you say I’m a smart girl, Meda?”
 
   “The smartest.”
 
   “A ‘know-it-all,’ I think you’ve called me.” 
 
   “Of the first order,” I confirm.
 
   “And yet there are some questions that I never figured out the answer to.” She taps her chin as if considering them now. “Why is the fight so unequal? Why, if we are God’s chosen warriors, are we so left in the cold? Why do the demons get to be reborn over and over again while we’re left to rot? I’m a smart girl, ‘a know-it-all,’” Jo and her damned air-quotes, “so why couldn’t I figure it out?” She answers her own question. “Blind faith. I closed my eyes to the truth.” 
 
   She looks at me, her eyes left in shadows by the light streaming down from the opening in the dome overhead. “Because I didn’t want to know. Because I already knew but didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to believe.” She shakes her head and looks off, her tone taking on an eerie, flat fatalism. When she turns back her eyes are aflame, a neophyte at the altar. “I’ve heard it now, Meda, and it changes everything.”
 
   My voice, when I find it, is a whisper. “What are you talking about?” 
 
   My question brings her sharply back to focus. “When you sell your soul, Meda, you get something. You can’t just give your soul—it’s a contract, not a gift.” 
 
   I shake my head, still not getting it. 
 
   She explains. “I traded mine for answers.”
 
   Jo sold her soul for answers. Not a bomb, not a demon-targeting flame-thrower to bake the shit out of these assholes. An answer. How bloody Jo of her.
 
   “Oh, don’t give me that look. I asked for a whole slew of things first. But he’s not vending machine, he’s a negotiator. He can see what you really want.” She snorts. “And just how cheaply he can get you. He looks into your heart. And do you know what mine screamed? Why? Why do they get to live and live and live, while my friends, my family, rot? Why is it so damn unfair? And do you know what he said, Meda?”
 
   It’s rhetorical, I know, but I shake my head anyway. More out of wondering disbelief than in giving her an answer she doesn’t need. Again my eyes go to zi-Ben’s hold on her arm, to the distant look in his eyes as he watches her memories. What he sees makes him smile.
 
   “Do you remember, the story I told you, about the Templar’s motto? ‘Dum spiro spero.’ She booms the phrase in a faux-noble voice. ‘In life, hope.’ Do you remember how I told you that the Crusaders, their numbers decimated from battle, found it carved on the wall of a temple the demons captured? How it was a sign for us in our darkest moment, a message directly from God telling us there was hope? Telling us to never give up?
 
   “It was a message from God, Meda.” She laughs, the sound so bitter, so hysterical that it makes me flinch. “But it wasn’t for us. It was for them. It was for the demons. They slaughtered dozens of Beacons, dozens of Crusaders, dozens of His army, and he sends them the message. He tells them there is hope.”
 
   I shake my head again, dumb with shock. Zi-Ben’s smile splits into a grin, and his chest moves rapidly, panting in excitement at the memory.
 
   “Do you know what they did to me?” Jo screams. “It took five minutes for the devil to know me like I was the back of his hand. Five minutes.” The force of her scream bends her at the waist. Tears stand in her eyes and her clenched fists tremble. “I was gone for days.”
 
   I start to cry. My tears are sadness; hers are rage.
 
   “And I did it for Him and He loves them. He betrayed us! Do you know why they get to come back from the dead to slaughter more and more of us? I thought it was some demon’s trick. That maybe we could fix that, too, or instead if our first mission failed.” Now she’s laughing at herself, at her naivety. “But He did it. Because He loves them. He loves the demons. He still loves them! After they sold their souls, after they’ve tortured the Templars and Beacons, and countless random innocents, He still loves them! He wants to give them time to change their minds before they’re committed to hell. He wants to give those murdering bastards the ability to be redeemed. They slaughtered my family, bathed in the blood of my friends, and He still loves them.” She looks at me and I see in her expression so much pain, so much bitterness, so much rage that I would have stepped back, had the demons not been holding me in place. The darkness that has taken over her personality since she became a demon becomes suddenly clear. After everything she has sacrificed to His cause she can’t understand how He can forgive her enemies. 
 
   But I do.
 
   I do and it hits me with the force of a train.
 
   Once I would have agreed with Jo. Maybe as recently as an hour ago. But I can’t now. Now I have seen too much good in my enemies, too much evil in my allies. 
 
   I’ve seen too much evil in my friends, even. 
 
   I have seen hell and it’s laughable, like the worst sort of hubris, that I ever felt competent to decide who should be bound there.
 
   I couldn’t condemn my father; I certainly can’t condemn Armand. How could I? I would have been no better—probably a great deal worse—if I’d been raised in hell, the tortured plaything of deprived demons. The destruction I would have wreaked….the destruction my darker side still craves….
 
   It’s this, my own depravity, that makes me unable to condemn others for theirs, that makes me want to believe that no matter what mistakes I make, that there is forgiveness. There is hope.
 
   I want to believe there’s a chance, Armand had said. Even for me.
 
   That’s what rebirth gives the demons: hope. Hope can be a powerful thing. A spark of light in the dark, a star in a black night. An impetus to change, a motivation to transform. Something to lose, something to attain.
 
   Just as the Crusaders are plagued with hate, demons are afflicted with hope. The equal opposite nature of the cosmic game board means no one is above reproach, and no one is below it.
 
   “Us,” I say.
 
   This isn’t what Jo is expecting. “What?”
 
   “Us, Jo. You said He still loves them, but it should be us. You’re one of them now, and he loves you still.” I watch it sort of sink in, her eyes flicker back and forth as she takes it in, as she figures its ramifications. Undeserved love is the single strongest weapon for softening someone’s hard heart. It’s the reason I tried to be good for my mom, even long after she died. It’s the reason I married Armand, for Jo. Because she loved me. The reason I’m here, literally in hell, for her. When someone loves you unconditionally and eternally, no matter what you do . . .
 
   Well, let’s just say, it makes it hard to be an ass.
 
   “It’s not a betrayal, Jo,” I say gently. “It’s an insurrection.” I see my words hit her like bullets and her strength pours out of the holes. She sinks to her knees and zi-Ben lets her go, perhaps content enough with the horrible truths already wrung from her. I take a step forward, but the demons holding me tighten their grip. 
 
   The curtain of her hair hides her face, and she doesn’t speak for a long moment. Her shoulders shake and she takes a shuddering inhale. “I watched them rip out my mother’s throat. Think, Meda. Think about that. They laughed while they did it and I loved her and she bled out and I said good bye and maybe she heard, but maybe she didn’t because she was too busy choking on her own blood.” It’s just hysterical babbling rage by the end. “I hate them, I hate them.” She stops to take a gasping breath. “I. Hate.” She looks up and her fury sets her eyes aflame, at odds with the tears flowing down her cheeks. “And I sold my soul to give them hope.” The words are ugly, her voice raw with the emotion behind them, and yet there’s a hint of pleading under it all. Pleading for me to understand. To forgive.
 
   And I do, of course I do. I can understand her darker impulses as fully and as deeply as if they are my own. I could no more condemn her than I could condemn myself.
 
   She wipes her face with her back of her hand and sniffs, taking control of her emotions. “But I don’t have to help them.” Steel re-enters her voice. “It’s not too late. Instead, you will join us, Meda. I get my soul back, Armand’s, too, because I know how you are. The guys go free, and you and I play for the bad guys. Those were my terms.” She looks at me and there’s a challenge in her expression, a false bravado, as she waits for me to answer.
 
   But there was never a question, not really. Not with Jo’s and, yes, Armand’s, souls in the balance.
 
   “Okay, Jo.” I move forward, and to my surprise, the demons let me go. I take Jo’s arm, pulling her to her feet and into something someone who doesn’t know us might misconstrue as a hug. “Okay.”
 
   Some of Jo’s rigidity leaves her at my words. “Thank you,” she says thickly. 
 
   “Whatever you need, Jo.” I pull back, forcing a smile. “Besides, look around.” I indicate the demon hordes. “It’s not like I have an overabundance of great options.”
 
   What might have been a weak laugh is cut off by zi-Ben. “Good.” The word snakes across the room. How he manages to imbue so much menace into one four-letter word I’ll never know, but I’m forced to lock my knees to keep Jo and me standing.
 
   As if his word is magic, there’s a loud grinding noise and the wall behind us peels back as if it were made of wet clay, creating a tunnel. The tile and stone are bent and twisted as if the once-rigid material now has the consistency of softened butter. It’s carelessly done, with streaks and ridges apparent where the walls were forced out of the way by nothing by zi-Ben’s whim.
 
   Armand and Chi are allowed to join us, Chi breaking free to grab Jo in a fierce hug. Armand moves next to me and the back of his hand brushes mine. 
 
   About fifty of the demons move simultaneously to encircle us, their movements eerily similar and precise, as if there were all merely individual cells of a single organism. With zi-Ben leading the way, we start down the tunnel. The demons don’t physically take hold of us, but we’re forced to keep moving or risk being trampled.
 
   The tunnel slants gradually downwards and, unlike any other hallway in hell, it’s perfectly straight. “It’s good to be the king,” I murmur. No one laughs.
 
   As we tromp downward, a light becomes visible at the end of the tunnel. My feet slow of their own volition, as uninterested in reaching our final destination as the rest of me. Inevitably, we do anyway.
 
   The tunnel opens into a rough-hewn cavern, and I have to close my blinking, tearing eyes; the light is so bright. When my eyes adjust, I see that the entire far wall, which looks like it stretches for ages, is transparent. A magical barrier, holding back thousands of souls. Each one is a ghostly, humanoid shape in varying shades of grey and white. They shift and swim, some energetic, frantic even, in their movements, while others drift, desolate. There’s something about them, a feeling I can’t quite explain, that overcomes me in as I stand in their presence. An otherness that declares them to be something different, something more. As if in each one I can sense the thousands of experiences that make up each one, each of their unique histories, their unique personalities. As if each one is a book, a massive tome filled with hundreds of thousands of words describing their entire lives, their struggles, their petty problems and their large ones. I stare at the back flyleaf. The story is over, but the book has never been closed.
 
   It’s thousands of souls, Armand had said. It’s not exactly going to be inconspicuous.
 
   Too right.
 
   My awe even manages to distract me from the terrifying presence of zi-Ben. At least until he speaks.
 
   “Swear,” he demands. I turn, blinking to find his dim face after the brilliance of the souls, then almost jump out of my skin when I realize how close he’s come. He towers over me, his red-writhing-fleshed face inches from my own. He smells like sweat and terror.
 
   “Swear,” he repeats, leaning in closer.
 
   I flick my eyes back to the souls, fishing for my absent courage. “Let the guys go, first.” 
 
   Too fast for me to respond, zi-Ben reaches out with his clawed hand and brings it, hard, across my forearm. I squeal as my skin parts, hot blood bubbling from the wound and rolling down my arm. At the same time, my friends are grabbed by the waiting demons, held back from coming to my rescue.
 
   “Swear,” he demands again. His hot breath burns my nostrils and my eyes tear.
 
   I tuck my bleeding arm against my chest. “You keep your end first,” I say between gritted teeth.
 
   He narrows his eyes and I almost piss my pants. While cowardice has its benefits—longevity, for one—it has its downsides, too.
 
   Jo jerks in her captor’s arms, trying to limp forward. They don’t allow it. “Let the boys go, release our souls, then she’ll swear.”
 
   Zi-Ben turns his head, snake-like smooth, giving me a reprieve from those black eyes. “I am not a genie to grant wishes.” His eerie, multileveled voice makes my hair stand on end.
 
   “Good,” Jo shoots back, “because I have no intention of rubbing your lamp.” Jo has balls of steel. BALLS. OF. STEEL. 
 
   She jerks again at the restraining arm, and this time it releases her. “You are holding us hostage—her oath is the only leverage we have.” She tips her head. “While I appreciate your faith in our abilities, what is it exactly you’re afraid we’re going to do?” Jo looks incredulously at the dozens of demons surrounding us.
 
   Zi-Ben pauses, considering her words, and I hold my breath. Without taking his eyes off her, he lifts his arm over my head and I flinch. He ignores me and curls his fingers as if picking a ripe peach. A chunk of the ceiling pulls free and slowly sinks to the floor, creating a ramp. The base, where it meets the floor, flattens and spreads out. Indentations of steps appear, uneven and rounded, as if pushed into the ramp by the pressure of giant fingers. At the top, stories high, is the brilliant white of a cloudy sky. A brave autumn-brisk breeze stirs the sulfur of hell’s sour air. 
 
   Zi-Ben waves his hand towards the guys in a manner that, were it done by anyone less terrifying, I would describe as ironic. The demons release Chi and Armand. Chi jumps forward immediately to grab Jo’s arm, taking the pressure off her weak leg, while Armand takes a cautious step towards us and the stair as if he doesn’t quite believe it.
 
   As for me, I stare at that bright patch of sky and it takes all I have not to declare “pirate-code” and tear up those stairs like the whole host of hell is on my heels.
 
   Which, of course, it would be.
 
   “You just expect us to leave,” Chi demands. He sounds more incredulous than angry, though there’s that, too. “To just walk out of here and leave you?”
 
   “Yes.” In contrast, Jo’s voice is as cool and calm as a lake at dawn. “You can’t help us by staying. You’d only give them more hostages.”
 
   Chi has no argument in the face of her implacable logic. He never has. “Jo . . .” Two letters, yet filled with aching depth.
 
   I turn sharply away. I won’t show any weakness, not here, not in front of zi-Ben. Instead I hide behind humor and bluster. I turn my attention to Armand. “What, no heroic offers?”
 
   “That’s not really my thing,” he says, but there’s a question in his voice, one he doesn’t dare say out loud. He wants to know if I have a plan; he wants to know what he should do.
 
   He sees the answer in my eyes and his jaw hardens. He shoots a poisonous glare at Jo behind me. I grab his arm to pull his attention back to me. “Get somewhere safe. Get Chi somewhere safe,” I murmur. “Don’t give them any more leverage.” 
 
   He doesn’t answer, but instead looks up the stairs to the patch of sky. The muscle in the side of his jaw flexes, then he looks back at me, his eyes intense. “You could make it, you know,” his voice is low, barely a murmur. “Leave her. She did this to herself. Follow us,” he pleads. “You’re faster than they are, stronger. Use your magic to distract them, and you could make it.”
 
   “You seriously don’t think that occurred to me?”
 
   His eyes close. “But you’re not going to.”
 
   “Not today,” I say, and my blasé tone almost makes him smile. “Nothing’s over until it’s over. In life, hope. Dum spiro—”
 
   “Do not quote the Crusader’s motto at me right now. Do not.”
 
   “Hey, didn’t you hear? Apparently it’s actually the demons’ motto.”
 
   He shakes his head sharply, but my needling does manage to open his eyes.
 
   “Armand . . .” I swallow, looking for words. I clear my throat and shake off any melancholy. “I’ll see you again. I have to.”
 
   The little flame that always resides just behind his eyes intensifies. He opens his mouth, but I forestall any comment. Humor and bluster. “The Crusader magic, remember?” I murmur as low as I’m able, not wanting to give the demons anything else to use against me. “We’re still married.” 
 
   A wry smile twists his lips. “And here I thought you were being romantic. I should have known better.” His words are sarcastic, but he looks more amused than hurt.
 
   “Hey, I can do romance,” I protest, forcing levity into my voice. “I didn’t feed you to the dragon when I had the chance. That’s romantic.”
 
   “You’re right, I’m sorry. You have the soul of a poet.”
 
   I shrug, but it feels as stiff as the situation warrants. “I get that a lot.”
 
   He looks up the stairs again, then back at me. He opens his mouth again, then closes it, giving his head a little shake.
 
   “Armand…” This is the last time I’m going to see him for a very long time. Possibly forever, given Jo and my precarious position. But still, I don’t tell him I forgive him. I don’t tell him that I have looked into the horror of hell and I understand why he would trade the freedom of a girl he barely knew to escape it. How ridiculous, in fact, I would find it, if he’d done anything else.
 
   I don’t tell him that he’s right, that I could not have been happy knowing he was here being tortured when I could have saved him. I don’t tell him how I framed my terror at the eel-like exposed nerves, the brutal servitude of the souls, and the horrors of the Pit around Jo, but that I always understood that she wasn’t the only one at stake.
 
   I don’t tell him that he was right, that it would have been easier not to have to decide between him or the Crusaders. He was wrong, of course, in taking the decision away from me, but that I can forgive.
 
   I don’t tell him any of that. For one, we don’t have time. And secondly, if we ever meet again—and I plan to see that we do—I’d like a little guilt trip reserved in my back pocket. 
 
   Hey, I’m a Beacon, not a saint.
 
   I also don’t tell him I love him. I’m not that kind of girl and this isn’t that kind of story. Besides, I suspect he already knows.
 
   So I kiss him; I grip him by his shirt and pull his mouth down to mine. It’s lazy and easy and fun and why the hell not. I’m a prisoner eating my last meal; I’ll take lust over vulnerability any day. His large hands slip around the sides of my face, his fingers in my hair, his thumbs stroke across my cheeks. My kiss says see you later because that’s what I hope, and goodbye just in case. 
 
   We break, our faces close together, catching our breath. Our eyes are locked together and his have a suspicious sheen. I want to say something, say anything, but there is something lodged in my throat. Armand suddenly breaks away and lifts up his hands to look at his wrists—for a manacle, I realize. “Just checking,” he says, his familiar crooked grin back in place.
 
   Humor and bluster.
 
   I laugh and I am grateful, so grateful. I hit him gently (for me) and the knot in my throat eases. “Yeah well, try to earn your soul back, while you’re up there, okay? I’d hate to have to stab you in the ass with a pitchfork when you end up back here.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   I grin, showing more teeth than is strictly necessary.
 
   His hand tightens on mine. He looks like he wants to say more, but he doesn’t need to. 
 
   “Go, Armand.”
 
   He nods his head sharply, then looks away. I give him a slight nudge, and he takes a step up the stair. I turn to Chi before I do or say anything stupid.
 
   He hasn’t left Jo yet, their foreheads are pressed together. Jo’s voice, when she speaks, doesn’t sound like Bad Jo, but neither does it sound like old Jo (in no iteration was she ever “Good Jo’). She sounds too weak, too soft. “I’m sorry, Chi. I know this isn’t . . .” She swallows and shakes her head. Her vulnerability takes on a cynical bite, a hard edge. Something to hide behind. She looks away. “I know this isn’t the fairy-tale ending you wanted.”
 
   He nudges up her chin. “Who says this is the end?”
 
   “Idiot,” she says wetly.
 
   “Optimist,” he corrects gently.
 
   She laughs, but it breaks.
 
   “You got this,” he says, pressing his forehead with sudden intensity. “You’ve got this, you hear me?” She doesn’t answer him. Not with words, but then, what would she say? She pushes away from him, balancing on her good leg, and turns sharply away, as if she doesn’t want to look at him. Or can’t.
 
   “Chi,” I say, clearing a tight throat on his name.
 
   It takes him a minute before he takes his gaze off Jo’s back. When he does, he latches onto me with an intensity that is almost frightening. “Meda, I don’t know what Jo’s planning, but she’s planning something. You have to help her.” The urgency of his words apparent in his eyes, his movements, his whole being. “She’s lying, you know that, right? She would never betray the Crusaders. She’s lying.”
 
   “She—” Can’t. The word catches on my lips, and I can’t say it. I don’t know if Chi doesn’t recognize what zi-Ben’s hand on her arm meant during her confession, doesn’t understand that he compelled the truth from her, or if he simply refuses to believe it. In the end it doesn’t matter, I want Chi’s love for Jo to escape this hellhole even if she never does. “She always does,” I say instead.
 
   “You have to be ready to help her. Be ready, Meda.” His grip on my hand would be brutal, were I anyone but me.
 
   “Of course,” I agree easily. Then, “Go, Chi.”
 
   He casts one more look at Jo’s turned back. He opens his mouth as if to say something else, then closes it. With a furious purpose he starts up the stairs. Armand had been waiting for him, and he gives me one last look before he turns to walk up the stairs with Chi.
 
   “Armand’s right, you know,” Jo says in a deceptively flat voice as we watch the guys ascend to freedom. “You could make it.” She nods towards zi-Ben. “It’s a test. He wants to see if you’ll choose to abandon your best friend to rot in hell for all eternity and live the rest of your life with the guilt, or stay, and have your humanity stripped a day at a time, while I watch, knowing it’s all my fault.” She looks at me, her eyes dark and bitter.
 
   “Jo, you’re talking to a girl who ate her own mom.” I toss a careless arm around her shoulder. “I’d get over it. Guilt doesn’t keep me here.” I look at her. “But you are my best friend, Jo, and that does. Besides, maybe it won’t be so bad. Less torture and imprisonment than we fear and more like a buddy-cop movie. Just two wicked friends having wacky adventures, ruining the world one vulnerable soul at a time. The Turner and Hooch of evil.”
 
   “Turner and Hooch was about a cop and his dog.”
 
   I pat her on the shoulder. “Precisely.”
 
   She elbows me in the ribs. “I hate you.”
 
   “No you don’t. You love me.” I give her the kind of one-armed hug around the neck that’s practically a headlock. “And I love you, too, pal.” She doesn’t deny it and doesn’t try to fight free of my undignified hold. Instead I feel a quiver go through her. 
 
   “Meda, I—’
 
   “I know, Jo,” I cut her off, forestalling any more mushiness. Both because I hate it, and because this isn’t really the place. “Didn’t I just say so?”
 
   I drop my arm from around her shoulders, and offer it to her to lean on it instead. “Let’s go get your soul back, eh?”
 
   To my surprise, turning away from the stairs, from freedom, is easier than I expect. Facing zi-Ben is not, but then he is one scary-ass dude, and while Jo’s friendship can make freedom less appealing, it doesn’t manage to make slavery more so. 
 
   He’s backlit by the effervescent light of thousands of trapped souls, a black blight against a wall of brilliant white. I have a brief moment of vertigo, a roaring of panic in my ears and I grip Jo’s hand, where it wraps around my arm, tightly. I feel like I’m balanced on a precipice, as if the wrong move will send me tumbling down. But that makes no sense. I’m already down. 
 
   But, it’s not just me on the brink, it sit? It’s everything: the Crusaders, the world. We’re all going down.
 
   Not that it matters, this realization. There’s no move for me to make. We’re surrounded. Even if I were overcome with altruism, I couldn’t smash through the number of protections they must have on the souls before I was destroyed.
 
   Zi-Ben turns to the glowing wall now, his hands uplifted. He begins pulling the protections from the column, stripping them away like blankets, slipping them loose like the skins of blanched tomatoes. He casts them on the floor where they dash and wash over us, magnificent crashing waves of demonic power. 
 
   Suddenly the rushing waves of magic dwindle down to a slinky pool that drifts past our ankles. Zi-Ben hasn’t stopped. He still stands, arms uplifted, but strain is now evident in every line of his grotesque, beastly body. He shoves at the wall, heaves his magic at it, then he suddenly switches, jerking, pulling his magic away. A thick, interwoven web of royal blue magic shimmers in and out of existence at each attack. Zi-Ben is carving, digging a hole through its center, but it’s thick, so strong his progress infinitesimal. Our plan seems suddenly foolish, watching this demon, this ruler of hell, struggle through the spell. That we ever thought, even with my abilities, that I’d be able to undo this demonic spell is laughable. I feel like a failure. Worse, I feel stupid.
 
   “Do you want to know the most ironic part?” Jo asks softly beside me. 
 
   “More ironic than you being responsible for the death of the Crusaders?” Embarrassment makes me mean.
 
   “Yes,” she says, not the least bit insulted. “The ironic part is that I’m not the first Crusader to sell my soul. Did you know that?”
 
   “Fascinating.”
 
   She doesn’t take the hint. “God gave the demons life after life to save them, so it wouldn’t make sense for Him to allow the demons lock their souls up, would it? I mean, surely the all-seeing master of the universe would have foreseen that possibility.”
 
   I don’t answer. I’m burnt out. Hollow. I’m not sure why, really. As I told Armand, it’s not over, for us anyway, and that’s all that’s really concerned me. But still I feel . . . sad. I’ve pressed the big red button and am just waiting for the world to end. Still, I squint, searching for the silver lining, in a world of chaos I am better equipped for survival than most.
 
   “No,” Jo answers her own question. “The demons couldn’t do it themselves. They needed someone else. But who? Who would help the demons?”
 
   She waits for me to answer. When I don’t, she continues. “Someone who hated demons, someone who wanted them to suffer as he has suffered. Someone who lost his family, a wife, a couple of small kids. Someone who couldn’t stand the thought of the demons getting redemption. Someone who lived in blood, whose family died in it. And,” she waves a casual hand at the wall, “naturally it had to be someone with magic.” There’s something in her voice. Something that, despite its forced casualness, pulls my attention away from the destruction of the world. I turn to find her looking at me. She leans in, a feverish gleam in her eye. “Someone like me.”
 
   Realization rises slowly. “A Crusader,” I breathe. “A Crusader cast the original spell.” My eyes dart back to the column of light that zi-Ben struggles against so fiercely. Of course. The demon magic merely protected the spell; it didn’t hold the souls.
 
   “Oh, how he laughed when he told me.” Her words are no longer casual. Her hands clench and unclench, her eyes are unfocused as she remembers. “Why did the demons live forever? We did it to ourselves. Our God made it possible, our Crusader cast the spell. Oh, how he laughed. The greatest trick the devil ever played wasn’t his trick at all.” She turns, gleaming, wicked, winning eyes on me. “Let’s have the last laugh shall we?”
 
   I don’t even look as I do it. I don’t have to. The spell is so simple, so easy I could do it in my sleep. 
 
   “Allabutesque es que talla.”
 
   


  
 

TWENTY
 
   All hell breaks loose. Literally.
 
   The freed soul of every demon in hell pours from captivity with the rush of a shattered million-gallon fish tank. I’m knocked off my feet in the blast, flipping ass over teacup. Up, down, everything loses all meaning as I’m tossed in the brilliant white frenzy of thousands of souls. I can’t hear, I can’t see. I’m trapped in a silent white night.
 
   The only concrete point in my universe is Jo’s hand in mine. My grip is so tight that I feel the pop of her fingers as they snap in mine, but still I don’t let go. We slam into something so solid it can only be a wall, and we’re pinned there as the souls rush around us. Finally, finally, they start to thin and we slide down the wall as the pressure releases. Patches of dark room become visible, but souls still flit and zoom around the room in a frenzy, clouding my view. I land head first and flip to my feet. I pull on Jo’s arm and toss her over my shoulder as she squawks in surprise. The silence of the soul-rush is replaced with shouts and screams and I can barely see through the sweeping masses of billowing white souls. But I don’t need to see everything, I don’t need to understand. My world has focused to a single point, a single goal.
 
   The stairs.
 
   I break into a run, my legs devouring the world in giant leaping steps. I launch myself over demons who haven’t managed to find their feet. I knock demons aside, I smash heads, I rip throats. I do whatever I have to get through the room. I reach the bottom of the stairs and race up them, taking them in bounds. Beneath me the screams and shouts only get louder, but I don’t slow, don’t stop, don’t care. 
 
   Suddenly a force slams into the back of me and I fall hard against the stairs, losing Jo who lands on her butt in front of me. I twist, looking for an attacker but there’s no one. I twist back to Jo, who looks vaguely startled, then looks up delighted, and touches a hand to her chest. “My soul…’
 
   “God, even your soul is an asshole.” I toss her back on my shoulder. I only make it a few more steps before a giant boom sounds behind me and the stairwell shudders, sending me once more too my knees. I manage to keep a hold of Jo and stagger to my feet as she screeches the warning. “Zi-Ben—the stairs—run!”
 
   I force my legs to move as if they were loaded with springs. Behind me another boom rocks the stairs, but I’m expecting it this time and barely slow. The opening is still too far away, at least two, maybe three stories between us and freedom. I push harder, I run harder, and blessedly there’s a break in the attack. I don’t turn to look; I don’t pause to ask why. 
 
   Jo answers anyway. “The demons—the ones who got their souls back,” Jo says, wonderingly, “they’re fighting him. They’re fighting! RUN!”
 
   I take several more leaps, but zi-Ben must have pulled free, or a minion of his has. The stairs ahead, where they attach to the world above, explode in a blinding flurry of shrapnel that forces me to close my eyes. There’s a shudder, then a hesitation, then the sickening feeling of freefall.
 
   I don’t hesitate. I launch Jo towards the gap in the ceiling like a shot put, take two more leaps on the collapsing stair and leap with everything I have. I fly through the air, soaring over chaos, then slam into the opening of the world. I grip the edge just barely. Grit rolls under my hands and I slide back towards the hole, only barely catching myself with the very edge of my fingertips. I dangle over disaster, the roar of battling demons below, but I am unafraid. I am filled with nothing but smug damn victory. 
 
   I am Meda fucking Melange. There is no way in hell I’m letting go.
 
   Still I don’t mind when Jo, Chi and Armand reach over the edge and haul me up.
 
   Hey, just because I don’t need help doesn’t mean I don’t mind a little from my friends every once in a while.
 
   


  
 

EPILOGUE
 
   The world is saved. 
 
   For the moment anyway, and that’s good enough for me.
 
   A huge chunk of demons were redeemed, though we have no idea how many. Instead of becoming human and just walking away, however, they did something we hadn’t anticipated: they fought. Most of the redeemed demons were trapped below. In a cruel twist, by becoming human, they could no longer use the magical passageways to escape. I suspect this is what actually prompted the fighting below. Chi, of course, is convinced it’s the product of newfound righteousness. Regardless, the result is the same: hell has erupted into civil war and the demons are too busy dealing with the rebellion to pay much attention above-ground.
 
   Some demons who were redeemed while above ground rejoined the population but, for the most part, they’re smart enough not to call attention to themselves. Hell isn’t likely to be particularly forgiving of the defectors. As most of the redeemed demons’ contemporaries are long dead, it’s really more a matter of explaining their sudden existence and lack of paperwork to governmental bureaucrats—which probably was responsible for a rash of news stories about uncommonly-attractive amnesiac John and Jane Does. A few redeemed were probably able to return to their families, or at least Chi, the sentimental fool, likes to think so. 
 
   Armand, while his soul was released, still hasn’t actually managed to be redeemed. As Jo pointed out, every “good” thing he did he did for personal gain, either to get his soul back or to win me. He’s trying, of course, as he doesn’t want to burn in hell for all eternity, but doing the right thing out of fear of punishment is not the same as doing it out of goodness. I’m not worried, though—I can say from firsthand experience that if you hang around these knuckleheads long enough, goodness is bound to rub off on you, no matter how much you might resist.
 
   The Crusaders are taking the reprieve from the demons to rebuild. Communities—well-fortified communities this time—are being built to replace all those we have lost. Chi, Jo, Armand and I are part of the crowd rebuilding the Mountain Park community (for the third time). It’s surreal to be surrounded once more by trailers in yet another secluded mountain valley. It’s like the last year didn’t happen, like we have rewound back to beginning of it all.
 
   Even Jo has reverted to the Jo I first met and not in a good way. She’s withdrawn and snappish, though she tries to hide it. When pressed, she smiles too bright and talks too loud, trying to act as jubilant as the rest of the Crusaders—as Chi—but she was never particularly good at real happiness, let alone faking it.
 
   Chi has the patience of a saint and responds to her negativity with obnoxiously overt positivity. He hugs her, spins her around, claps her on the back. “Jo, you saved the world!” “You did this, Jo!”
 
   Jo responds by withdrawing further—and faking it harder.
 
   As for me, I’ve been hoping she’d get over it, to no avail. Impatience wars with my desire to avoid an emotional confrontation. 
 
   It’s dusk and Jo, Chi and I are outside the half-built school. Everyone has to pitch in the building, and, with Crusader healing abilities, a faked injury can’t get you out of it. Of course, it could be worse—Armand’s stuck sequestered with Crusader Puchard who is recording everything he can tell him about hell for posterity. 
 
   Chi, work gloves on his hands, places his fists on his hips and lets out a sigh of satisfaction. He lifts up his hands toward the school. “The future!”
 
   Jo says nothing, merely scoops up more wood scraps to toss into a fire that’s burning in a nearby garbage can. She’s been quiet all afternoon, stewing, and Chi has been uselessly trying to draw her out. He looks at her now. “And it’s all because of you and Meda, Jo.”
 
   “I didn’t build the damn school, Chi.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   She stops, slamming down her pile of wood. “No, I don’t.”
 
   Undaunted, Chi continues. “Can’t a guy be proud of his girlfriend?”
 
   “No he can’t!” She screams it at him. “Stop, just stop it! I don’t want to hear any more how I’m a hero. I don’t want to hear it!” Her voice takes on a hysterical edge. She looks like she wants to say more, but slams her mouth shut and turns, dodging into the partially completed school.
 
   “She didn’t mean it,” Chi says, but even his endless optimism is starting to wear thin. “We just have to give her some time to get over it is all.” It has become a litany.
 
   The hell I will.
 
   I find her on scaffolding on the back side of the school, looking into the woods. I pause, looking at her slumped posture, her damaged leg back in its brace sticking straight out between two of the bars. How can I convince her to confide in me? To tell me what is eating her alive? 
 
   “Jo, what the hell is your problem?” Eh, I don’t do warm and fuzzy. Besides, give me some credit—I wanted to say “fuck.”
 
   She starts. When she sees that Chi isn’t with me she relaxes slightly. She faces back towards the forest and grips the railing of the scaffolding. She doesn’t say anything right away and I join her at the edge of the platform. When the pause draws on long enough that I think she’s not going to answer, she does.
 
   “Chi thinks I lied.”
 
   I raise my eyebrows in question.
 
   “To zi-Ben,” she clarifies. “Chi thinks I somehow beat the demons” compulsion spell, that it was some clever ruse and not the truth.” Her mouth thins. ‘“You did it, Jo! You saved the world!’” Jo quotes him, her tone a bitter approximation of Chi’s effusive happiness. She leans forward on to the railing. I don’t interrupt. I wait, wanting to let the poison flow, hoping that when the putrid self-hate drains away, she might feel better.
 
   “When we made our plans, I really thought I could release the souls. I told myself that I could let them go, if that’s what it took to get my own back.” She pauses then the words start again, with difficulty. “But then we were there in that ballroom, surrounded by them. They were dancing.” She shakes her head violently, but still won’t look at me. “I just couldn’t do it.” Her mouth settles into a grim line as she struggles to force herself to continue.
 
   “I didn’t see it as a betrayal to the Crusaders. I honestly didn’t.” She’s not making excuses, not pleading with me to understand. Her tone is matter-of-fact, if harsh. “It’s the reason I could do it despite my oaths, don’t you see? I felt it was a betrayal to forgive the demons. All the Crusaders they’ve murdered. My parents—” She stops, her throat tightening too much to speak. She shakes her head. “Loopholes.” She uses the same sing-song tone she did when she was a demon, but her tone is biting.
 
   She grips the railing, her knuckles turning white, and it’s a long moment before she speaks. When she does, the words pour from her. “The devil knew. He saw in my heart and he knew I hated too deeply to release the demons’ souls. That’s why he let me go, why he let me return to the Crusaders. He knew from its inception that I wouldn’t go through with freeing the souls. He knew I would try, he knew I would lead you into hell, but he knew I would never be able to make myself save the demons. He knew I would sell you to zi-Ben instead.” There’s no disguising the disgust in her voice. It seeps through her attempt to remain emotionless. 
 
   And there it is. As Armand had said, you can’t go back to not-knowing who you are.
 
   “But you did go through with it.” I place my hand gently on hers, but she pulls it away.
 
   “I almost ended the world.” Her voice thickens. “If it wasn’t for you . . .”
 
   I grab her hand. “But you didn’t,” I say forcefully. “Jo, you can’t spend your life apologizing for the terrible things you almost did. If I did that, I’d never have time to do anything else.”
 
   She forces a smile at my attempt to cheer her up, but I can tell I still haven’t gotten through to her. “Jo, the devil may have thought that you would never release the souls, but our guy,” I point a finger skyward, “always had faith in you.” Her expression doesn’t change but her hand twitches in mine. “Jo, you said yourself. This was my destiny. I’m a Beacon and I just did something that saved all of mankind. I was destined to set the souls free with my kickass magical abilities. It was part of His plan—you were part of His plan—all along.”
 
   At my words her eyes get a suspicious sheen.
 
   “That was always meant to happen. The devil played his cards, God played his, and it was all up to you, up to your free will to determine what would happen to all of mankind. Don’t you get it? It was all up to you and you made the right choice.”
 
   Jo bursts into tears. Hell, I made it worse.
 
   Then she looks up and I see in an instant that they are tears of joy. I press my advantage, widening the little crack of hope into a chasm. “It wasn’t supposed to be easy. It was supposed to be hard as hell. And you did it. You did the right thing.”
 
   She opens her mouth as if to speak, but can’t, so she shakes her head. I pat her back awkwardly. I must have had some horrified expression on my face because when she sees it she sort of snort-chuckles (snortles?) through her tears. She sniffs and wipes her soggy eyes and nose on her sleeve. 
 
   “Thanks, Meda.” She nods at my patting hand. “You can stop that now.”
 
   I pull my hand back with relief.
 
   Jo takes a deep shuddering sigh. “You really think so?” she asks.
 
   “Jo, do you know how many times I’ve almost betrayed the Crusaders? Seriously, I can’t fit the count on both hands. I almost killed you—twice, actually—and Chi a half dozen times.” I hold up the fingers. “I almost stole the Beacon Map—no,” I hold up my hand, forestalling her argument. I had never told her just how close I had come. “I did, Jo. I had every intention of taking it with me when I left with Armand. It was at the last second that I changed my mind. I changed it because you had faith in me.” I had heard her outside my room, telling me that she was sorry and that she trusted me. “Let’s see,” I tap my chin. “I almost joined Armand when we were in the Acheron, trapped by the Crusaders. We were in an underground room and I thought the Crusaders had betrayed me. Oh, I ate my mom. Does that count?” I don’t wait for an answer. “Then there was the time I—’
 
   Jo holds up her hand to stop me and she’s actually laughing now. Real laughter.
 
   “So if you can forgive me, you should be able to forgive yourself, don’t you think?” I get serious, and I study her intently. My voice comes out a bit more plaintive than I intended. “I mean, Jo, if you hate yourself this much for one slip up, what must you think about me?”
 
   She hugs me. “You know what I think about you.”
 
   She releases me and wipes away the residual tears on her cheek. “You’re wrong about one thing, though. It wasn’t your magical abilities that made you a Beacon. Any Crusader could have undone that spell; it wasn’t your magic, Meda, it was you. You could sympathize with the demons. You could forgive them.” She looks at me and her voice is small. “You could forgive me.”
 
   “I won’t forgive you if you start crying again.” 
 
   That causes another snortle. When she stops, she takes another breath and she looks more relaxed than I’ve seen her in months. Maybe ever. “Who would have thought that you would become my conscience?”
 
   I gasp in horror. “Don’t you dare get used to it! I’m the bad cop.” I point at her. “Staid, righteous good cop.” I point at myself. “Mischievous, fun-loving bad cop.”
 
   She grins impishly—which really doesn’t bode well—and tosses an arm around my shoulder. It pulls her off balance a little and her leg brace clangs against the railing. 
 
   “Sure thing, Hooch.”
 
    
 
   THE END
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