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For Oscar,

thanks for staying by my side during long nights of writing and editing.
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1908

A disembodied eyeball rolled from its former socket, leaving a thin trail of blood along the concrete.

Humming a merry tune, Emily Mavro picked it up and gave it a gentle squish between her thumb and index finger. She placed it at the top of the growing pile of eyeballs on the basement floor beside her left knee. To her right was a stack of freshly picked flowers. Four corpses slouched lay against the wall, gaping mouths and hollowed eye sockets stuffed with flowers. Above them, a message was written in blood: HAPPY BIRTHDAY! The red letters glistened in the dancing candlelight, which forming a semicircle around the bodies.

Sucking in a gasp, Emily placed the last couple flowers in the remaining empty eye socket. She clasped her hands and grinned, admiring her work.

“Zalem,” she said, “I am ready!”

The door above the stairs opened, and daylight flooded into the dark basement. She smoothed her black, lacy dress and rose to greet her brother. As he approached her, the door swung shut behind his back, the light shrinking to a mere sliver above the top step. The sleeves of his black button-down shirt were rolled to his elbows, his hands tucked in his trouser pockets. His broad shoulders and pale face remained unfazed by the stench of corpses and stale blood and the rest of the grotesque sight.

Once he made it to the bottom step, Emily picked up the stack of flowers and held them out to Zalem. “Happy birthday!”

When his gaze fell upon the flowers, Zalem frowned. “Those were Mother's favorite flowers. She told you not to pick them.”

Emily scowled. “Well, perhaps she should be home more often to monitor me. They will die before she comes home, anyway.” Her shoulders drooped with her expression. “You do not like my art?” She sighed, tossing the flowers on the lap of one of the corpses. “I was working on this all morning for you.”

At the sight of Emily's pout, Zalem softened. He clasped her hands in his, squeezing her dainty fingers. “Of course I like it. I love it!”

Emily peeked up at him and blushed. “Do you mean that?”

He cocked his head, his thick black bangs shifting away from his stunning green eyes. “Would I lie to you?”

Emily trembled with excitement. “I love you, Zalem!” With a delighted squeal, she gestured toward the round wooden table in the center of the room. A single candle was placed between two teapots with matching teacups. Four chairs were placed around the table, though two were already occupied by fluffy teddy bears.

“Come!” Emily said. “Let us celebrate your birthday over our favorite teas!”

Returning to her happy humming, she skipped to the table and poured herself a cup of tea from one teapot. She used the other to pour her brother's drink, a thicker red liquid.

But Zalem remained by the corpses. He stuffed his hands in his pants pockets and sighed. “You were always so creative, Emily. It's a shame you've given up on your art.”

Emily froze. The table and tea set vanished in a cloud of black smoke. She stared down at her palms. They were covered in blood.

“I know you miss this,” Zalem went on. “This peaceful life you've been seeking with your new friends? It isn't you.”

She spun around to face Zalem and gasped to find his face mere inches from hers. The smoke rose to their waists, enveloping them in darkness. Seizing her wrist, he grinned, baring his sharp fangs. He raised her arm to eye-level, blood dripping from her dozens of slits around her forearm.

“No matter what you say, no matter where you go,” Zalem whispered, blood trickling from the corners of his lips, “this darkness will never leave you. So let me ask you one more time, would you like to return with me?”

Emily yanked free from his gasp and clenched her teeth. “The darkness may never leave me, but I can leave you,” she spat. “I will never follow you back into it.”

Zalem sighed. “Well, so be it. I won't pursue you any longer. But just in case you’ve forgotten...” He licked the blood from his lips and spread open his jaws. “Let me remind you of the pain you once loved so much.” He grabbed her arm again and twirled her around, pressing his chest against her back. He grabbed her shoulder with his free hand.

His cold breath grazed the side of her neck, and she flinched. Emily wished to break free, but her body froze, forcing her to stare ahead at the girl before her—an angel, her blacked-out eyes oozing dark goo, the same goo pouring from her mouth and staining her white dress.

Zalem’s fangs plunged into the side of her neck. Emily screamed—

And bolted upright in bed.

Emily's hand shook above her racing heart as she caught her staggered breath. Her satin nightgown clung to her frail body, damp with cold sweat. She peered around at her surroundings: the simple wooden desk topped with a vase of flowers and religious texts to her left, a bookshelf holding a few books on magic beside a statue of the Virgin Mary to her right, and a metal crucifix hanging above a dresser holding the few clothing items she’d brought. Just bland, impersonal decorations, typical for an Eden safe house, not a single tea set or corpse in sight.

She wiped her neck. It was wet—not just from sweat, but from blood. Where two crusty bite holes had scarred her skin for over a hundred years was a fresh, re-opened wound.

Her hand dropped to her lap at the sound of a gentle tap on her bedroom door. It cracked open, and a woman peeked inside. Curly brown hair framed her worried face. “Are you okay?” she whispered. “Did you have another nightmare? I heard you screaming.”

Emily balled a wad of white sheets in her fist. “I am fine, Gretta.”

“You were screaming.” Gretta's plump lips dropped to a frown. “You don't have to worry about anyone hurting you anymore. Sammy and I are here to protect you.”

Emily stared down at the floral rug beside her bed.

Gretta cleared her throat and tightened her fluffy pink robe around her waist. “Breakfast is almost ready. Make sure you have everything packed by ten. Sammy has a meeting at noon and can't be late.”

“I understand.” Emily scooted out of her bed and followed Gretta out to the kitchen.

From the corner of the room, the angel watched her leave, black blood spilling from her blacked-out eyes.

***
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Raindrops drummed the roof of the cobalt blue sedan as it sped down the I-5 North freeway, trickling down the passenger window. Anthony peered out at the tall skyscrapers and graffitied underpasses as they sped by. He held his chin in his palm and rested his elbow against the door, his anxious thoughts drowning out the pop music from the car's stereo. He had forgotten it was on until the driver's sudden breaking jerked him forward.

“Ugh, I hate Seattle traffic!” Olivia groaned, pounding her fist on the steering wheel. Her brow softened when she glanced at Anthony. “Are you nervous about going to Eden headquarters?”

“Jason really hyped it up all week,” Anthony replied, slouching back in his seat. “He made it sound like some kind of magical labyrinth. He said new people get lost there and have to eat their own hair to survive.”

“See, this is why I wanted to be the one to take you,” Olivia said with a chuckle. “He's so full of BS. I'm surprised you managed to stay with him for the past four months without snapping. I can hardly stand twenty minutes of him chatting my ear off.”

“He at least talks to me. Natasha just glares at me like I'm the physical embodiment of burnt toast.”

Olivia laughed. Her airy, melodic voice warmed Anthony's face and melted away his anxiety.

“I missed you,” he said with a shy smile. And your haircut is really cute, he thought, hoping it wasn't too obvious that he was staring at her rich dark hair, which almost brushed her collarbone.

Olivia kept her eyes on the road, but her grin remained. A green tower peaked above the cars, marking the start of a long bridge.

“Are you nervous?” Anthony asked her, glancing at the lake below them. “You finally get to meet your brother today, right?”

“Yeah,” Olivia muttered, her smile fading. “Technically, everyone does. It'll be his first day at headquarters, too.”

Anthony tugged at his gray sweatshirt. “I'm not too under-dressed, am I?” Compared to her neat cardigan and form-fitting skirt, his clothing did feel sloppy.

Olivia shook her head. “I always dress up since my family has a reputation. If anything, you'll blend in better with the rest of the crowd.”

Before Anthony could ask for clarification, they drove past the large W sculpture marking the university entryway. The grassy hills and brick-paved roads swarmed with young adults dressed in baggy flannels and purple sweatshirts, clutching coffee cups and heavy books. A blend of modern and collegiate gothic architecture surrounded them as the car trudged along the road, while students walked in front without a single regard for the approaching vehicle.

“Wait, isn't this UW?” Anthony asked, gazing in awe at the castle-like lecture halls. “Like, the University of Washington?”

“Yup,” Olivia replied. She tapped the steering wheel and groaned. “Ugh, I hate how slowly people walk here! It’s like they want to get hit.” She chuckled. “I think it was Jason that said if a student gets hit by a car on campus, they get free tuition or something.”

“Hold up, your headquarters is here? On campus?”

“Yep.”

“How?” Anthony continued to gape at the grandiose buildings, struggling to imagine a secret group of exorcists crammed into a classroom. “Wouldn’t someone notice?”

“Not really,” Olivia said with a shrug. “There’s so many people here, so much going on, it’s not like everyone knows all the things going on at a given time.” She glanced at his skeptical expression and added, “Okay, we’re not really on campus. For the most part, we’re below it.”

The car rolled into a parking garage and spiraled downward several levels. The spots emptied as they progressed, until they reached the fifth floor where only three other cars were stationed.

“This is where I usually park,” Olivia explained, turning off the engine. “We have a few entrances, but this one is rarely ever busy. It makes it easier to go in and out.”

Anthony just stared at her as he exited the car, his brow wrinkled with curiosity and uncertainty. He followed her to a metal door, a square black card scanner beside the rusty handle. From her cardigan pocket, Olivia withdrew what appeared to be an ID card—Anthony caught a quick glimpse of her photo—and she tapped it against the card reader.

With a short beep and a click, the door unlocked. Olivia stashed her card and opened the door, revealing a cement staircase leading downward. Turning on her phone’s flashlight, Olivia cocked her head toward the stairs and led the way.

With each step, the air became thicker and warmer. Anthony tugged at his sweatshirt collar, already damp with sweat. The stench of rusted metal and gas grew stronger with the rising heat. Somehow, Olivia appeared unaffected as she continued down the stairs at a brisk pace until they reached another steel door with a card reading pad.

“Now comes the fun part,” Olivia said with a chuckle, which made Anthony more insecure about his apparent exhaustion. She tapped her ID card again—another confirming beep.

Expecting more stairs on the other side, Anthony was surprised when Olivia opened the door and revealed that to not be the case. He wasn’t quite relieved, however. A long, narrow corridor lay before him, suffocatingly hot and crammed on each side with rows of metal pipes of varying sizes and colors.

“Try not to touch the pipes,” Olivia said, side-stepping her way down the path. “They can get pretty hot.”

“You don’t say?” Anthony followed her sideways to avoid touching any of the surrounding metal. “It’s like a hundred degrees down here! Do you guys seriously have to go through all this every time you come to headquarters?”

“Pretty much, yeah. Unless you take the path beneath the hospital, but it’s honestly easier to get lost there, so I don’t recommend it for newcomers.”

“I’d prefer getting lost in a hospital than walking through pipe hell.” He sucked in his breath as they turned a corner, then another as the road split into multiple paths. It already seemed hard enough to remember his way through here, causing him to rethink his opinion. “How much farther until we get there?”

“Not much,” Olivia replied. “This is nothing. UW has several miles of underground tunnels. We only use a couple.”

“And no one’s figured out Eden’s down here?” Anthony asked, though he doubted any student would bother exploring this far once he finished his question.

“Not during my lifetime. Even if someone magically made it past all the security checks, we’d just wipe their memory.” She stopped at a metal chain-linked gate. A numeric lock was secured to the handle. After punching in a series of numbers, she opened the gate. “Don’t worry, we always escort newcomers through the tunnels until they know the way. I’ll probably be the one with you most of the time.”

“Thank God,” Anthony muttered. The gate shut behind him as he followed her past it.

The end of the tunnel was coming into sight. One final metal door awaited them just a few yards away.

“And here we are!” Olivia announced once they approached the door. “Ready to see what all the hype is about?”

“If there isn’t a bucket of ice water on the other side, I quit,” Anthony said half-joking, wiping his brow with his sleeve.

Olivia grinned and tapped her card on the reader. “Only one way to find out.”
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Chapter 2 ​
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Emily rested her head against the window of Sam’s SUV, staring out at the adjacent lines of cars. A man’s voice on the radio muttered something about an accident causing traffic on the freeway, and Sam was grumbling about being late for the meeting he couldn’t be late for, but all Emily could focus on was her latest nightmare replaying in her mind: Zalem’s cold yet soothing voice, beckoning her back to the darkness. The familiar rush of his fangs breaking her flesh. She shut her eyes and sighed.

I will never be free from you.

When someone grabbed her foot, Emily’s eyes snapped open.

Gretta released Emily’s foot from her grasp. “I’m sorry,” she said, turning to face her from the passenger’s seat. “Just wanted to see if you were doing okay. You weren’t answering me.”

“I was lost in my thoughts, sorry,” Emily mumbled, smoothing the velvet skirt of her black dress as she sat up straight.

Gretta’s soft face wrinkled with concern. “You’ve been awfully quiet all morning.”

“I am always quiet.”

“You’re nervous about going to Eden, aren’t you?” Gretta continued to stare at Emily, waiting for some sort of reaction. “It’s okay to be nervous.”

Emily crossed her arms. “Is this why you wanted my attention?”

Gretta faced forward in her seat. “We have a quick stop to make before Eden. Erika just texted me about an incident at a bar and needs me and Sammy to handle it.”

“Which will only make us even more late to the meeting,” Sam grumbled. He slammed his fist on top of his steering wheel. “Out of all our exorcists, I don’t understand why she needs us to handle her grunt work. It’s like she’s trying to make me look bad.”

“She just knows we’re on the way, that’s all,” Gretta said, rubbing his shoulder. “It’s only five minutes away from our path, it’s fine.”

Emily sat up straighter. “What is this meeting that is so important?”

The car inched forward, only for Sam to have to break after less than five feet of movement. He groaned. “It’s with our new leader. For the first time in twenty years, we finally get to meet the former leader’s son and your friend Olivia’s older brother, Spencer Mavro.”

***
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Sitting at a metal desk was a woman, who stared at Anthony through triangular glasses as sharp as her jagged pixie-cut and crisp suit. Men in Kevlar armor stood at each corner of the empty, cement room, armed with what appeared to be machine guns, though Anthony had a feeling they were loaded with some sort of demon-killing bullets.

“Welcome, Miss Olivia,” the woman said, her long thin lips stretching to a grin. “Is this the new kiddo?”

Anthony arched an eyebrow and glanced at Olivia. He couldn’t remember the last time someone called him “kiddo.”

“Yes, this is Anthony Olsen,” Olivia said. She reached into her purse and withdrew a blue folder. “Jason already helped him fill out his personnel page online and gave me his file.”

“Excellent.” The woman’s red nails clicked against her keyboard. That and her computer monitor were the only items on her desk. “You can just leave that on my desk for now.”

One of the men approached, pulling a metal detecting wand from his belt. Though his eyes were concealed behind sunglasses, Anthony could tell he was the one being addressed by the man. “Empty your pockets.”

“Uh, yeah.” Anthony pulled out his phone and wallet from his jeans. He set them on top of his folder, and the man proceeded to scan him from head to toe. Even though he knew he was free of anything suspicious, Anthony held his breath.

A click chirped from the metal door behind the woman. “You’re all set.”

“Great, thanks!” Olivia cocked her head. “Let’s go.”

“Uh, right.” Anthony took a nervous glance at the guards as he stuffed his belongings back in his pockets, then followed Olivia to the door.

What appeared on the other side was yet another hallway, albeit more clinical. After crawling through the dark tunnels, the white tile floors and clean walls were blinding. Light blue doors lined both sides, with signs reading Medical Wing and Research Labs marking the various twists and turns. Every passerby seemed to know Olivia, their faces lighting up with smiles and happy greetings.

I guess it makes sense since her family is in charge, Anthony thought, blushing as a young man gave her a quick hello and hug when their paths met. He noticed the man, like everyone else around, was dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt. Once the man was out of earshot, Anthony whispered, “I thought you said I'd blend in.”

“You will with the other students,” Olivia said. “Most people here are admin staff. You’ll notice that’s not the case on campus when people are going to classes.”

“The classes are actually in the college buildings?” Anthony asked, following her down a hall labeled Housing Services.

“For the older students, yes,” Olivia replied. “Like I said, there’s so many people walking around the campus, no one notices. Even some of the younger kids that do school here have classes and activities on campus, since they easily just look like a day camp or something. But most of the youth programs are here underground to keep the kids safe.”

Anthony gulped. “You mean demons attack people while they’re at school?”

Olivia chuckled. “Not necessarily. It’s a big campus to just let kids roam free. You get the occasional non-demonic weirdos creeping around sometimes, y’know?” She stopped in front of a door, labeled Housing Customer Service. “Alright, let’s get the key to your place. I was told you’re one of the lucky ones who actually gets to stay in a safe home.”

“Where else do people stay?”

Before Olivia could answer, a sing-songy shriek of “Livvy!” echoed through the hall.

“Oh God.” Olivia hid her face in her hands.

Erika ran as fast as she could in her heels toward her sister and wrapped her in a squeezing embrace. “Livvy, you’re here!”

“I told you not to call me that,” Olivia muttered.

“But now that we finally live together, we have so much sisterly bonding to catch up on!” Erika nuzzled her forehead against her sister’s and giggled. “How can we bond without nicknames?”

“Uh, hey, Erika.” Anthony waved awkwardly, hoping to distract Erika from Olivia. “It’s been a while.”

Erika smirked, still hugging Olivia. “That’s Miss Erika, don’t forget! Now that I’m officially one of your bosses, you’ll have to address me with utmost respect.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be in a meeting with Jason and Sam right now?” Olivia asked, struggling to wriggle free.

“It’s on hold at the moment, so I figured I’d chase you guys down instead.”

“Why is it on hold? What happened?”

“Oh, no one told you?” Erika’s expression hardened and her arms dropped to her sides. “Sam’s not even here yet. He had an incident to deal with.”

Anthony stiffened. Emily is with them. “What do you mean, incident? Are they okay?”

Erika crossed her arms and leaned against the door. “If they’re not, they will be. Spence just left to assist.”

“Spence as in Spencer, our brother?” Olivia asked, her eyes widening. She looked from Anthony to Olivia. “B-but he’s sick, isn’t he? He’s been locked up for the past twenty years, he can’t—”

“Relax, Sis,” Erika cut in with a laugh. “What do you think he’s been doing all that time?”

***
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The soles of Sam and Gretta’s boots clomped against the wood floor of The Old Miner’s Pub as they followed a middle-aged woman past rows of empty booths and tables. With her hands folded behind her back, Emily trailed behind, gazing at her reflection in the mirror behind the wooden bar counter—even as her reflection seemed to stare back at her.

Advertisements for anti-depressant medication echoed from the three TVs placed in various corners of the walls, which were covered in pink floral wallpaper. Portraits of the original bar owner and his family in pioneer clothing hung above booths, as if to watch over the current customers of their establishment.

“It’s just down this way,” the woman huffed, her voice hoarse with what sounded like several decades of cigarette smoke. Leading them to the basement stairs, she reached into her black waist apron and pulled out her phone. She turned on the flashlight, illuminating the cement room beneath them. “The power in here stopped working this morning. That’s when I knew I couldn’t come down here without you guys.”

“You did the right thing, Maggie,” Gretta said. “We’re happy to help.”

Emily wrinkled her nose. As if the stench of the woman’s breath wasn’t putrid enough, the basement itself reeked of decay and corrosion.

Sam and Gretta pulled their phones out of their trench coat pockets and turned on the flashlights. Surveying the bare walls, Sam furrowed his brow. “I see the crucifixes we gave you from our last exorcism have been removed. Whose idea was that?”

“Well, we were having poltergeist activity again back in June,” Maggie said, crossing her bulky arms. “Before I could even call you guys about it, another group of psychics came to us first and said the spirits were angered by the crucifixes and told us to take them down. They said they’d help us calm the spirits for free, so I didn’t argue.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Gretta said, her light scanning over the nails in the wall where the crosses once hung. “Simon and Matt did that exorcism, if I remember correctly, and that was at least two years ago now. With their skills, I can’t imagine something went wrong, especially if it’s just now happening after all this time.”

“There’s a lot of quack psychics and exorcists out there,” Sam said. “You should’ve just called us first.”

As he made his way into the room, he panned his flashlight around the room. Tables and chairs were toppled over, and broken glass was scattered about the basement’s bar. Had it not been for the broken bottle of wine beside one of the bar stools, it would appear as if blood was spilt. A large white circle was drawn in salt at one end of the room. Across from it was a triangle, also formed with salt. Three purple candles lay at each tip of the triangle, their wicks burnt to black stumps.

“This looks more like a demon summoning than an exorcism,” Sam said.

“Last week, when things started up again,” Maggie said, “I came in to open one afternoon and found broken glasses all over the floor. One of the night shift gals said she saw a tall shadow figure on these steps the night before. Then the next night, the psychics came in. There were about four or five of them, men and women. They’ve been coming down to the basement every day since, saying they were doing cleansing rituals, but the activity has only been increasing.” She sighed and tucked a blond curl behind her ear. “Every day, I’m cleaning up broken bottles, moving furniture back to where it belongs. Our night staff are afraid to stay after the customers clear out. I’m not sure what that group did last night, but this is the biggest mess I’ve seen yet.”

“Astaroth,” Emily said, leaning against the stairs railing as she stood on the bottom steps.

“What’s that?” Gretta said, looking her way.

Emily pointed to the ceiling above the triangle. Gretta directed her flashlight to reveal a star sigil painted in red above the triangle, and on the walls beside it.

“That is the sigil of Astaroth, Great Duke of Hell,” Emily said, approaching the circle. “He is said to work closely with Lucifer and Beelzebub. He is mentioned as both a male demon and female goddess in several texts, grimoires, and even the Bible.” She glanced at Sam. “Of course, you knew that.”

Sam didn’t respond and narrowed his eyes.

Emily sighed and placed her hands on her hips. “Clearly, these psychics were just trying to summon him. They probably were coming here before they even contacted you about the crucifixes. They likely started off by summoning something small to stir up the chaos to get some leeway in using this place for their schemes. He is one of the most powerful demons, so they probably wanted to choose somewhere their summoning would go unnoticed. Given that this bar has been around for over a century, and is known for having a ghost or two, it would be easy to pass off any residual effects as continued poltergeist activity.”

“And how do you know so much about demons?” Sam asked her.

Emily blinked. “Do you not? It is important to know your enemy if you want any chance at winning.”

Sam grunted and looked at Maggie. “Do you know if these people had any success with their invocation?”

Maggie shrugged, her lips flapping a few times before any audible sound escaped. “I have no idea, and didn’t want to find out until you guys got here.”

“Who exactly were these psychics?” Gretta asked, holding her chin as she stared down at the triangle.

“Oh, gosh, I don’t know.” Maggie rubbed her stubby fingers across her forehead. “The main guy was probably around your age. His name... I think it was Larry. Logan?”

Gretta locked eyes with the woman. “Was it Laurence?”

“Bingo!”

Gretta jumped at the sound of the familiar man’s voice. On the steps stood the silhouette of an adult man. As the man descended, Sam reached into his coat, lingering on his cross tucked away in his pocket. From his pea coat and slacks, he appeared to be an average civilian, but Astaroth’s sigil, hanging from his silver necklace, suggested otherwise.

“When you said you called Eden this morning, I didn’t realize you managed to snag the little Mavro brat, too,” Laurence said, sneering at Gretta, Sam, and Emily. He held the silver ring on his index finger below his nose. “Well done, Maggie.”

Emily narrowed her eyes.

“What are you doing here, Laurence?” Sam growled. He withdrew his cross and waved his hand over the top, causing a blade to extend. “What are you plotting?”

“Please, brother,” Laurence said with a chuckle, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “I’m sure we’re after the same information. My methods just happen to be a bit more unconventional than yours.”

“You set us up!” Gretta exclaimed, gritting her teeth. She glared at Maggie, who smirked in return. “You work for him?”

“Only as of last night, when we made our contract,” Maggie said.

The rotting stench grew stronger. Emily raised her silver cross on her necklace to just below her nose. “That contract was not with Maggie.” She turned to Gretta and Sam. “Quick, hold something silver under your nose! It will protect you from Astaroth’s stench.”

With a guttural cry, Maggie threw back her head, dark green smoke clouds spewing from her mouth. Sam lifted his left knuckles under his nose, where he wore several rings. Laurence backed away, watching Maggie’s body twitch with a devious grin. An emerald viper emerged from her throat, its triangular head rising above the smoke. Maggie grabbed it and pulled the rest of its body out of her mouth as it issued a menacing hiss.

“Alright, Eden rats, I give you two options,” Laurence said. “Either reveal Zalem Mavro’s whereabouts to me and receive a quick death, or refuse and be destroyed by Astaroth, who will find Zalem for me.”

“Even if we knew, we’d never tell you,” Sam said.

Laurence shrugged. “Have it your way.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Astaroth, destroy those two, but leave the Mavro girl unharmed. I’m sure she’ll still be of some use to us with Zalem.”

“Wait!” Gretta cried, her voice strained as she struggled to breathe. Though she held her silver necklace below her nose, the stench of the green smoke was unbearable.

But as Laurence walked up the steps, Maggie leapt in front of the stairs. Smoke continued escaping through her gritted teeth, and her eyes had rolled back in her skull. The snake lunged at Gretta, its fangs bared and ready to strike. Ducking beneath the snake, Gretta waved her hand above her wooden cross to extend the blade. She swung the sword as she jumped back up, slicing the snake in half and melted it into a puddle of green goo.

Maggie snarled, her hand wet from the splashback. Before Gretta could take another swing at her, another viper shot from Maggie’s throat. Tossing aside his cross, Sam pushed Gretta out of the snake’s path and held out his hand. An umbrella of white light shot from Sam’s left palm, repelling the viper. Dropping her necklace, Gretta caught her balance by grasping onto a nearby table, though she soon fell to her knees in a coughing fit. She reached for her necklace, her hands shaking, but Astaroth’s unbearable stench had already done its damage. Vomit splattered through her fingers, onto her lap.

“Gretta!” Sam squatted beside her, his light shield dimming.

Gasping for breath, Gretta fell onto her side, eyelids fluttering as they struggled to stay open.

Maggie crawled on top of the bar, ready to pounce. Sam jumped away and snatched his sword just in time as Maggie sprang at him.

Emily peered at the stairs. Laurence had made it past the top and was out of sight. While Maggie was distracted fighting Sam, Emily snuck behind the bar counter and snatched two bottles of liquor. She ran to the triangle painted onto the floor and smashed the top of one of the bottles against a nearby table. Clear liquor and glass spilled to the floor, but the others still were too busy to notice. Emily splashed liquor onto the sigil on the wall and the triangle, then tossed the bottle to the ceiling to hit the top sigil. She threw the other bottle at the remaining sigil, causing glass and liquor to shatter upon it, then hurried to Sam, careful to dodge his sword.

“Sam, I need a lighter,” she said, ducking as the snake lunged her way.

Sam grunted, slashing Maggie’s right arm clean off her elbow. Black blood spilled from her severed limb, green smoke rising from her wounded flesh. She hissed and stumbled back into a table, her eyes glowing a ferocious red, but she wasn’t stunned for long. A scaled black claw grew in her human arm’s place, with nails sharp enough to slice through bones.

Sam rummaged through his pocket and tossed Emily his lighter. “You better not cause more trouble.”

“Thanks,” Emily said, catching the lighter.

She dashed back to the sigil on the wall and clicked the lighter on. The second the tiny flame licked the wall, fire engulfed the sigil. Like falling dominoes, the flames danced across the trails of booze from the broken bottles and swallowed the remaining sigils. The shrill ring of the fire alarm echoed through the basement.

"Astaroth, you are no longer bound by contract!" Emily shouted over the alarm. "Be free!"

Maggie turned to Emily and growled.

"Emily, what the hell?" Sam exclaimed.

Maggie charged toward Emily as the flames around her continued to spread over the tables and chairs. Emily reached under the skirt of her black dress and unsheathed the knife strapped to her thigh.

Bracing herself, she pointed it to Maggie, now one step away from pouncing—until Sam's sword plunged through her chest.

With an ear-splitting screech, Maggie dropped to her knees, her snakes dissolving in a puff of black smoke. When Sam removed his blade, she fell onto her side and twitched for a moment, whimpering in pain until she could no longer make a single peep.

The blade retracted into Sam’s cross, and he sighed. “What did I say about trouble?”

Emily raised her brow. “What do you mean? We killed the demon.”

Sam gestured to the growing flames behind her. “Setting fire to a historical saloon was not on today’s agenda.”

“But we killed the demon.” She glanced down at Maggie’s bleeding body. “Well, I released him from Laurence’s contract. It is awfully tedious to summon a demon of Astaroth’s rank. If he chooses to make a new contract with him, I at least got us some time.”

The ceiling’s fire sprinkler kicked on, showering both Sam and Emily with brown, sludgy water.

“Disgusting!” Emily cried, covering her head with her arms.

“Ugh, great!” Sam moaned, sliding his soiled glasses from his face. “Now I’m going to be late and dirty!”

Gretta coughed and opened her eyes. Disoriented, she examined the chaos around her, shaking as she propped herself up against the wall. “What’s happening?”

“We need to get out of here,” Sam said, rushing to her side. Emily followed, wrinkling her nose as she squeezed water out of her skirt. Sam wrapped Gretta’s arm over his neck, and he helped her stand.

“Wait, what’s that?” Gretta pointed to Maggie’s unconscious body.

Smoke rose from Maggie’s chest and a scaled, black claw reached out of her open wound. The gash grew longer and wider as another claw protruded. A reptilian beast pulled itself out of Maggie’s body, crawling on all fours toward Sam and Gretta, its spiked tail slithering with every step. It glared at them with hunger in its large yellow eyes. Black bat wings extended from its back, flicking off Maggie’s blood as they stretched open. Pointed ears and horns sprouted from its otherwise crocodilian face, and it displayed two rows of sharp teeth and unleashed a rumbling roar.

“Not that stench again!” Sam groaned, joining the others in raising their metal jewelry to their noses.

Smoke swirled above the beast’s back, materializing to a muscular, humanoid shape. But it wasn’t a human, not with its gray skin, the bat wings on its back, and goat horns above its red eyes. A gold crown of spikes sat on a mop of tangled black hair. In its right hand, it carried a viper. The demon’s sharp nails curled over the snake’s slender, green scales. A fanged sneer spread beneath its hooked nose. It raised its free hand, a ball of black and purple light forming just before its palm.

Sam stepped in front of Gretta and Emily, holding out his cross. He gritted his teeth, releasing the blade.

Shooting from upon the stairs, a ray of white light swallowed the demons. They roared and shrieked, writhing in agony as their bodies combusted. As the light faded, they dissolved into nothing but ash and flame.

Gretta just stared wide-eyed where the demons once stood. “How did...” She trailed off at the sound of approaching footsteps.

A young man made his way down the stairs, his long black coat rippling behind him. Black waves framed his narrow face, cascading past his broad shoulders. The flames glistened in his stunning emerald eyes. His pink, plump lips curled to a warm smile. “Day one with Eden, and I’ve already exorcised a demon. We’re off to a fun start!”

“Sir!” Sam exclaimed. He stashed his cross in his pocket and wiped his muddy hands on his coat. “What are you doing here?”

“I heard you had a last-minute task, so I decided to assist to speed up the process.” The man snapped his slender fingers and all the fire and smoke vanished from the room. The sprinkler shut off and the light bulbs flickered back on. Chuckling to himself, he extended his hand as he approached Emily. “I’ve heard so many exciting tales about you, sweet cousin. It’s great to finally meet you, Emily.”

Emily paused and stared at the man’s rosy cheeks. “And you are?”

“Spencer Mavro,” he said, continuing to hold out his hand. “I know you and my little sister are good friends. I hope we can become the same.”

“Shake his hand,” Sam whispered to Emily. “He’s our new leader.”

But Emily just continued to stare at him.

Gretta cleared her throat. “Sorry, she’s shy. Did you happen to see anyone else in the building?”

“It’s completely empty aside from us,” Spencer said, stuffing his hands in his trouser pockets. “Should there be others?”
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