
    
      
        
          
        
      

    






        
          DEMON PRIDE

        

        
        
          DEMON HUNTER SERIES, BOOK 1

          SUNDERVERSE

        

        
          INGRID SEYMOUR

        

        
          Copyright by Ingrid Seymour, 2021.

        

    


  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental. While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      DEMON PRIDE

    

    
      First edition. September 30, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Ingrid Seymour.

    

    
    
      Written by Ingrid Seymour.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Bret


For your giving, joyous soul.

      

    





	
[image: image]


	 
	
[image: image]









[image: image]



Chapter 1
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I didn’t want to just read about demons. I wanted to freaking put an end to one of them, take a Queller in my hands, and slash it right back to hell. Instead, I was in my room, studying at my desk.

With a heavy sigh, I pushed my History of Demons tome aside and slumped in my chair. I lazily extended a hand toward the skull prop sitting on my bookshelf and used my telekinetic powers to levitate it into the air.

“You aren’t giving up already, are you, Lucia?” Jenna asked from her desk.

Jenna Griffin was the owner of the skull, and my roommate at the League of Demon Hunters—LDH, for short. It wasn’t even October yet and she’d already decorated the entire room in a Halloween theme. Her side of the room had tangles of fake spider webs and the silhouette of a witch on a broom hanging from the ceiling. She said she loved celebrating holidays, but that Halloween was her favorite, hence all the decorations. 

We shared a room with two twin beds pushed against the walls, two built-in desks/bookshelf combos, and two tiny closets. We had a window that faced the back of the school, which had a view of a small courtyard that led to Perry St. The courtyard had pretty trees, cement benches, and a wrought iron fence. On both sides, two tall buildings loomed like giants, making the otherwise idyllic courtyard feel claustrophobic.

But that was New York City for you. West Village to be more precise.

Jenna swiveled in her chair to face me. A big tome rested on her legs. She had black chin-length hair and wore horn-rimmed glasses. She was very cute with a heart-shaped face and big wide eyes the color of a summer sky. I liked her well enough. I had two older sisters, and I knew how hard it could be living with other girls, but Jenna was all right. She could stand to be a bit more fun, but I wasn’t going to complain. All she thought about was studying. She was bent on becoming a great demon hunter like her parents and their parents before her. She belonged to one of those families with a demon hunting tradition... unlike me. She was rich as well... also unlike me.

“Honestly,” I said, “I thought this apprenticeship would be more fun, but all we’ve done is go to class after class and read book after book. I want some action! This is excruciating. I had way more fun in high school.”

I grew up in St. Louis and moved to New York last month when I earned one of the coveted spots at the LDH along with a scholarship. My chest bursting with excitement, I’d packed one bag with my favorite clothes and said goodbye to my mom and sisters, gearing up for adventure. I wanted nothing more than to be a demon hunter. It would mean a life full of excitement, prestige, and wealth.

The problem was... I was yet to have a tenth of the fun I’d imagined.

“We have to study,” Jenna said. “This stuff is important. They can’t just send us into the field without preparation.”

“Sure, but we could at least do some practical stuff.”

“We will.”

“Not for eleven more months.”

“We are apprentices. Besides, if we don’t pass the theoretical stuff, we’ll never get to the fun part.” She made air quotes.

Witchlights! Preach much?!

Groaning, I stood up and stretched, gently lowering my hand to deposit the skull back on the shelf. My back popped and I let out a huge yawn. “Let’s go to the kitchen and get something to eat. I’m hungry.”

Jenna shook her head. “Uh-uh, it’s almost midnight. Two hours past curfew. We could get in trouble.”

“Only if we get caught,” I said with a smirk.

Curfew. I had a curfew! Everyone was supposed to be in their room after 10 PM, and I could only go out on Friday and Saturday. This was worse than living with Mom. She’d at least let me stay out until 11 PM on weekdays and 1 AM on weekends—not that I actually stuck to those rules. It was easy sneaking out the window once she went to sleep.

I took Jenna’s book from her lap and set it on her desk. “C’mon.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her along toward the door. She needed to live a little.

She stiffened. “I don’t know, Lucia. I don’t want to get punished.”

I ignored her. “Hmm, I’m thinking French bread with a lot of mayo, tomatoes, lettuce, a pound of that deli meat and cheese they like to buy, and a cold glass of chocolate milk.”

“That does sound tempting.” Jenna’s stomach growled and her eyes grew dreamy as she probably imagined a twelve-foot-long sandwich.

“We’ll go, make our sandwiches really quick, and bring them here. No one will notice us.”

She nodded, her straight hair swinging around her face, but then she frowned and peered at her clothes, then back at mine. She was wearing a flannel pajama set. It was black with a pattern of orange pumpkins and purple ribbons. I was still dressed in a pair of ripped jeans, black converse, and a baggy gray hoodie. My dark brown hair was up in a high ponytail.

“Maybe I should change?” she asked.

“Nah, don’t worry about it. No one will see you.”

I pulled her along.

“Wait!” She ran back and blew out her pumpkin spice candle. “Wouldn’t want to burn the place down.”

The place was known as “Striker Hall,” named after Konrad Striker, the founding father of the LDH over three hundred years ago. According to our History of Demon Hunting tome, he was the best demon hunter to ever live. During his lifetime, he quelled over five hundred demons and exorcised almost as many. Striker Hall was a colonial five-story building, occupied most of the block, and boasted a two hundred thousand square foot floor plan with a grand hall, staircases galore, lecture halls, training rooms, kitchens, and even secret passages—not that I’d encountered any. It was a cool building, for sure. Aside from being a school, it was also LDH’s  main headquarters. There were annexes in other cities, but this was where it all began.

I carefully opened the door and peered into the dimly lit hall. Though our teachers could’ve used magic to make sure we stayed in our rooms, they went by the honor system instead. I’d been out past curfew several times already and it had been as easy as child’s play. A few student monitors prowled the halls, but they were easy to evade.

Jenna and I walked quietly down the hall. She looked pale and terrified as we made our way past our classmates’ rooms. Their doors were closed and most had their lights out already.

Such an obedient bunch. Replace obedient with “bo-riiiiing.”

“Maybe we should go back,” Jenna whispered as we reached the end of the hall and entered an ample common room lined with bookshelves and furnished with comfortable chairs and sofas.

“Nah,” I said. “There’s no one around.”

We crossed the common room and exited on the other side into another long corridor. I took a right.

Jenna grabbed my sleeve. “The kitchen is this way.”

“This is a shortcut,” I lied.

She frowned but didn’t argue and continued following me. Around the bend, we reached the massive double doors that led into the teachers’ lounge. I turned the knob and popped my head in.

“What are you doing?!” Jenna hissed.

“Have you ever seen Konrad Striker’s Queller?” I asked.

She shook her head, her eyes wide with panic. “I haven’t, but we shouldn’t go in there. Let’s get back to our room.”

“We’ll just be in and out,” I said. “Don’t you want to lay eyes on the greatest demon hunter’s sword? The very same one he used to quell all those demons.”

“Yes, but...”

“No buts. C’mon.” I shoved her into the room before she could protest again. I had secret plans of making her my partner in crime. She just had to gain a little bit of confidence, and I didn’t mind helping her along. She was definitely book-smart but lacked in the bravery department.

Jenna stumbled into the room and pressed a hand to her mouth just as a squeak escaped her. I closed the door behind us and faced the room. The area was twice as big as our common room and furnished with expensive sofas and chairs, all of them made with leather and carved wood.  Plush rugs created separate sitting areas perfect for our stuffy teachers to sit around and complain about us. Several ornate antique lamps illuminated the space with warm light, leaving the corners swathed in darkness.

I glanced around looking for the Queller. I’d heard several students say this was where they kept it. Quellers were forged in heavenly fire then blessed by priests, ministers, rabbis, Tibetan lamas, and all manner of religious figures. When held with intent, they glowed with blessed power that could banish demons back to their realm.

There were several bookcases and glass-encased pedestals housing artifacts, but nothing that looked like a sword. I walked further into the room, Jenna staying close to me. She walked with her shoulders hunched over, and her eyes roving around the room as if she expected a horde of demons to spring from the floorboards.

Fat chance. We had been taught that the building stood on hallowed ground, and no demon could ever manifest within its walls. The only way they could come in was inside of a host’s body, someone they’d possessed, except everyone got tested before entering. The only demons that roamed these halls were our teachers, who seemed to delight in our torture.

I leaned closer to peer inside one of the glass-encased pedestals. It contained several round pendants with shiny jewels set in the middle. Some had sapphires, others emeralds, topazes, diamonds, and more. 

“These look like that pendant you wear.” I read the label under one of them. “Martin Price’s Periapt.” Now that I thought about it, I’d seen several teachers and students wearing them. “What are they?”

Jenna glared at me. “What are they?” she echoed incredulously. “Haven’t you been studying?”

Oh, shit.

“Um, yeah. Sure. I just forgot.”

She narrowed her eyes, clearly not buying my lie.

I moved on, peering all around for signs of Striker’s Queller. After a few minutes of searching, I stopped, hands on my hips. “It’s not here.”

“I guess not. C’mon, let’s go.”

I shrugged, resigned to the limited excitement of getting a midnight snack. We turned and headed back the way we’d come, and that was when I saw it, mounted on the wall right above the door.

“There it is!” I exclaimed, pointing at the sword.

Jenna glanced up, startled for a moment, then whispered in awe. “So cool.”

I had to agree. The sword was really something. The blade shone silver, and a large red jewel was inlaid in an intricate cross-guard. Supple leather covered the grip, and the round pommel was polished to a shine. It hung from a couple of hooks, its matching leather scabbard right below it.

“One day, I’ll get a Queller like that,” I said.

“Yeah,” Jenna said. “Except without the jewel and carved details. They don’t make them like that anymore.”

I rolled my eyes. Jenna called herself a realist, but really, a better name would be party pooper. Besides, her parents had money and could probably buy her a similar sword. Maybe she was just referring to me. I certainly couldn’t afford anything like it. I did my best not to take it as a jab at me.

“I’d love to hold it.” I lifted a hand toward the sword, my fingers itching with my telekinetic powers.

“Don’t you dare!” Jenna gripped my wrist and dragged me out of the room, surprising me. She rarely acted so resolutely. On the other side of the double doors, she released me, glaring up at me like an angry mother hen. She was 5’4”, four inches shorter than me. But at that moment, that didn’t matter. She looked hella intimidating.

“You have no respect for anything, Lucia,” she said. “I can’t believe it.”

“I wasn’t going to touch it. I was just kidding.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Chill out, Jenna. C’mon, let’s go get our sandwich.”

“No, I’m going back, and you should do the same.” She turned on her heel and angrily stomped down the hall. Though her dramatic exit was spoiled by the way she kept glancing around in fear of being discovered.

I was about to head toward the kitchen when I thought I heard voices. I held my breath and listened. Curious, I turned and walked in their direction. The voices grew louder, and I realized I recognized them. I stopped at the balustrade of a wrap-around balcony that overlooked the grand foyer below and hid behind a thick column.

Three people were talking in a circle. I recognized two of them: Josephine LeBeau and Darrold Grant. The former was Striker Hall’s director, and the latter was the most accomplished demon hunter of our time. Nothing like Konrad Striker, but he intended to unseat him as the record holder for the most demons quelled. I’d heard him say it myself when he came to speak in our Demonology class.

Arrogant dick! I didn’t like him at all.

I thought I recognized the other person. He was a third-year apprentice that had substituted for one of our teachers a couple of weeks ago. He was a proper boy who always wore a white shirt and tie. Now, though, he was pale and agitated, his dirty blond hair in disarray, his eyes wide as if he’d seen Lucifer himself.

“Calm down, Jones,” LeBeau said in her calm, lightly accented voice. “Explain it from the beginning.” The director was in her mid-forties. She had short brown hair, which she slicked back in a practical way. She was French, about 5’8”, and pretty fit for her age. Her serene manner inspired trust and respect.

Jones took a deep breath and shook himself. “I’m sorry, Madame LeBeau.”

“Go on,” Grant urged with a healthy dose of irritation he didn’t try to conceal.

He was about the same age as LeBeau, but that was where the similarities stopped. His blond hair was always coiffed in a style too young for his age, and his arrogant manner inspired nothing but the desire to give him a solid kick in the ass. He was some rich, New York asshole who walked around as if he owned the place. His prying eyes darted up. I pulled back, holding my breath, praying he hadn’t noticed me.

“A report just came in,” Jones started, measuring his words. “It’s from the lookouts at Grand Central Station.”

Grand Central Station was one of those places that always teamed with demons. From what I’d learned in class, Lucifer’s subjects didn’t cross over to our realm often. Most never did, and those that managed it broke out once every decade or century or whatever. So when they returned, they tended to revisit familiar places.

I peeked around the column carefully. Grant had gone back to scowling at Jones.

“Um,” Jones hesitated. “The lookouts believe they’ve just spotted a level B demon.” He finished, looking as if he was about to pee himself from a combination of fear and excitement.

“Level B,” Grant echoed, a huge smile spreading across his face.

Wow! That was nothing to sneeze at.

Demons were classified from A to G. Lucifer was level A, so a level B demon was nothing to sneeze at.

“Any idea what demon?” LeBeau asked.

Jones seemed to shiver before saying. “They believe it might be Drevan.”

“Drevan?!” Both LeBeau and Grant echoed at the same time.

Drevan? I wondered who the hell that was to make LeBeau and Grant look so surprised. There were many infamous demons. I remembered Lucifer, of course, and Azazel because they were fallen angels. Also Asmodeus because he was a prince of hell and represented one of the seven deadly sins—lust or something—but most of the names the teachers mentioned in class disappeared from my mind as soon as I left the classroom. I never had a good memory for that kind of thing.

Grant’s smile grew wider. He looked like a Walmart shopper who’d just heard about a sale on the clearance aisle. He was salivating.

“I will take care of him,” he announced.

“I think we’d better bring a full team,” LeBeau said.

Grant’s smile died a sudden death. “No need. I can take care of him on my own.”

LeBeau grunted skeptically. “This is Drevan we’re talking about. He’s no trifling matter. If he’s here, it can’t be a good sign. It probably has something to do with the increase in demon activity we’ve been seeing lately.”

Grant inclined his head and smiled politely. “Of course, Director.”

“May I accompany you, Madame Director?” Jones asked, practically trembling on the spot.

“No,” LeBeau said emphatically. “Do make sure to assemble Demon Hunters Wong, McBride, Gillespie, and Cruz.”

Jones and Grant both deflated. The people LeBeau had named were all seasoned demon hunters. Wong was my Demonology teacher, and he had some stories to tell. Jones couldn’t hold a candle to them and Grant didn’t want them as competition.

Whoever this Drevan was, he sounded like a big shot. I pulled away from the balustrade and tip-toed backward into the hall. A crazy idea started to take shape inside that irrational corner of my brain.

What if I quelled this Drevan? A first-year apprentice besting the likes of Grant and LeBeau? That would definitely get me out of all the boring lessons. Or at the least it would help me get to the practical stuff a lot faster. Wouldn’t that be nice? Maybe one of the teachers would even pick me as their protégé. All my classmates had been talking about that. The spots were few and coveted.

But it was a ridiculous idea, there was no way I could actually quell a demon, was there? Much less a high-level one. Still, maybe I could learn something—a lot more than what I was learning from my teachers and their boring tomes.

My heart started pounding, and adrenaline sent a thrill of energy into every corner of my body, and I knew. I had to go. I hadn’t felt this excited since I’d broken into the principal’s office last year to switch his hairpiece adhesive for something less sticky, a stunt that had paid off when he was scolding us during a speech and his fake hair slid off to the side of his head. He’d gone on for ten full minutes without noticing while we tried not to die from repressing our laughter. It was Coach Sullivan who’d finally lost it and gave it away.

I ran down the corridor, back the way I’d come. There was a fire escape at the back of the building that I could use to get out. Then I could take the subway to Grand Central Station. I would be there in no time.

As I crossed in front of the teachers’ lounge, another brilliant idea assaulted me. I skidded to a stop, my heart pounding faster than ever.

A small voice in the back of my head tried to make itself heard.

Don’t do it, Lucia. Don’t do it.

But I’d never listened to that voice. I wasn’t my older sister, Daniella, who only ever did reasonable stuff. Or my middle sister, Toni, who did the right thing half of the time. Nope, I wasn’t anything like either of them—at least according to Mom, who once said my middle name should have been “Screw-up.” Admittedly, when she said that, I’d just tried to flush my failed hair extensions down the toilet. 

I shrugged. This was no time to prove my mother wrong. She wasn’t even here.

Cautiously, I entered the teachers’ lounge again. It was still empty and inviting. I shut the door, whirled, and glanced up at Striker’s Queller.

“Come to mama,” I said, wiggling my fingers toward it.

The sword lifted from its hooks as I used my telekinetic powers to bring it down from its perch. I had inherited my powers from my mother’s side of the family. She was a Skew, which was what Stales—people without powers—called us. All of my siblings, two sisters and a brother, were also Skews. Daniella was a healer, Toni a tracker and a werewolf—long story—and Leo a mage.

The weapon slowly descended in my direction. When I wrapped my fingers around the hilt, a jolt of electricity passed through me.

Damn!

I shuddered, a strange feeling washing over me. The Queller felt just right between my fingers, like it belonged there, like it should be mine. 

A smile stretched my lips as I held the sword in both hands and slashed at the air. We had been practicing in our Quelling class, the only fun time during days that dragged like slimy slugs. I was far from an expert, and we used wooden swords, but I was the best out of all the first-year students. I would at least be able to hold my own if it came to it. Not that I thought it would.

I was just going there to watch and learn.

Quickly, I got the scabbard down from the wall and sheathed the sword. Next, I took off my hoodie, fastened the scabbard’s leather straps around my torso, and ran out of the teachers’ lounge, re-stuffing my arms through the hoodie’s sleeves.

I needed to hurry if I was to get to Grand Central Station in time to witness the action. 
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Chapter 2
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I took the subway to Grand Central Station at St. Christopher Station and arrived twenty minutes later. As I entered the majestic building, I glanced to the left and right of the main concourse, unsure of where to go. The place was huge and Jones hadn’t provided any details on the exact location of the demon. Keeping my eyes peeled for any signs of unusual activity, I walked toward the stairs that led to the balcony level. At this time, there were very few people walking around and the large area echoed with their steps as they lazily moved around.

I stuffed my hands in my pockets, my hoodie thrown over my head to hide the hilt of the sword tucked underneath it, then casually strolled up the stairs. The four-faced clock above the information booth read 12:23 AM. I carefully scanned every person. A demon could look like anyone, Skew or Stale, it didn’t matter. So I had to pay close attention.

A guy about my age sat on the floor, his head reclined against the wall, headphones over his ears. His eyes were closed, and he seemed to be asleep. A gray-haired lady, wearing orthopedic shoes, a mid-calf wool skirt, and thick pantyhose, shuffled toward a bench, dragging a wheeled suitcase behind her. It looked like the perfect disguise for a demon. Who would suspect a little old lady? I put her at the top of my suspect list.

I surveyed my surroundings, wondering where LeBeau and the others were. Maybe they’d already come and gone and I’d missed all the action. Damn, that would be my luck. Except, it might take them some time to assemble the team. That might’ve delayed them.

A man dressed in a long trench coat stood by a payphone, angrily mashing numbers. Had he ever heard of cell phones? Why would anyone want to deal with that old dinosaur? I hadn’t known they still existed.

Steps sounded ahead of me. A woman in a pencil skirt, white top, and high heels had just come out of the restroom. She was gingerly carrying a delicate white box, holding it with both hands. She looked like some sort of an office worker, and I imagined that at the beginning of the day she’d looked well put together. Now, though, she looked as if she’d gone all MMA on her coworkers. Her ponytail was a mess, half of her blouse was hanging out of the skirt, and huge circles underlined her eyes. Poor sucker. I bet her life was a nightmare, with some asshole boss telling her she’d be prettier if she smiled and to make her skirts shorter if she wanted a promotion.

I finished climbing the steps and reclined against the railing, still watching the woman. She would be a good disguise for a demon, too—the look was convincing. I was about to turn away from her when I noticed a guy sitting on the bench she was approaching.

He hadn’t been there before. That bench had been empty.

I walked across the landing for a better look. The woman took a seat next to him, which was odd. No sensible female would sit next to a stranger at a moment like this. The place was too empty. It was asking for trouble.

The guy wore a black suit with a white shirt and a thin tie. He sat ramrod straight, staring unblinkingly at the wall. Even from this distance, I could sense his confidence in the way he held himself, his chin slightly lifted, his legs apart, totally manspreading. Though at this time, it didn’t matter since, up to a couple of seconds ago, he’d had the entire bench all to himself.

The woman set her white box on the bench, between her and the man. She started digging in her purse, then froze and sharply stared at the man, as if noticing him for the first time. For a moment, she looked as if she might freak out, but then her eyes scanned him from head to toe, and a lazy smile slowly spread over her lips.

She ran a hand over her hair, tucking loose strands behind her ears. Setting her purse aside, she angled her body in the man’s direction.

She spoke, and her voice echoed clearly throughout the cavernous space. “I’m very hungry,” she said. “I haven’t had dinner.”

Huh? Was this her pickup line? Was she like asking the man to dinner or something? Or hoping he would invite her?

He didn’t respond, didn’t even glance in her direction.

Undeterred, she scooted closer to the man, pushing the white box as she went. “It’s my daughter’s birthday. Marble cake with butterscotch icing is my favorite.” She peered up at him, pleadingly, as if he had the answer to all her verbal nonsense. Seriously, this lady needed a shrink.

“Do you think she would be mad at me if I...?” Her eyes fell to the box, and she licked her lips as she caressed its top.

The man stood up, looking annoyed, then deigned to glance in her direction. “You deserve some happiness, too, Cora,” he said in a deep voice that seemed to rake up my skin, sending a shiver all over my body.

That voice... It had the force of a falling hammer, the rumble of rocks falling down a mountain, the creaking of an ancient tree.

Drevan! This was Drevan. I was sure of it. I could feel it in my blood, like searing heat building inside of my veins.

His head snapped in my direction and his gaze met mine. It was like liquid gold with fire at its core, and it made me feel as if I had been stripped down, flailed with a whip until nothing was left but my bare bones. I should have run. Every cell in my body was telling me to flee, but I couldn’t move.

Just as quickly as his gaze had locked me into place, it released me. Casually, with one hand in his pocket, he strolled away from the woman. She smiled up at him, gratefully, then opened the box to reveal a round cake covered in cream-colored icing piped with elaborate flowers.

Giggling maniacally, the woman dug both hands into the cake, scooped two large pieces, and started shoving them into her mouth. Her eyes fluttered in pleasure as she pushed more into her face, smearing it all over. Clumps rolled down her blouse and fell on her lap. In a matter of seconds, she had destroyed the cake. Tears slid down her cheeks as she kept giggling and struggling to swallow.

Dread crept up my back like a furry-legged spider. I didn’t know why the sight of the woman made me feel cold inside. It wasn’t as if she was killing herself or someone else. She was just eating cake and making a mess on the floor. It was no great sin, was it?

Still, that look in her eyes. The fixed smile and tears combined. She’d bought that cake for her daughter, who was probably waiting at home for mommy to get back, peeking from behind her covers when she should be asleep. There was probably no one else in the world who mattered more to this woman than her daughter, and yet a few simple words and she became unhinged.

Some demons had the power to tempt people, to dig deep and find out a person’s most secret desires, to make them give in and revel in their sins and weaknesses. It was their job to taint their victims’ souls so that the Celestial Beacon couldn’t shine through them, condemning them to an eternity in hell.

But I’d thought it would be a lot harder than this. It couldn’t be this easy. He hadn’t even approached her. She had volunteered everything at the mere sight of him.

Almost unable to take my eyes away from the train wreck that was the woman, I forced myself to follow Drevan’s trajectory as he lazily strolled downstairs. He was whistling a tune that sounded like New York, New York.

The man who had been banging the payphone noticed Drevan, abruptly let go of the receiver, and marched toward the demon. He told him something I couldn’t hear, then marched back toward the phone, picked up the receiver, and started smashing it a lot harder. The blows reverberated throughout the large space. Something cracked and change spilled onto the floor, coins rolling everywhere.

Shit!

At this rate, Grand Central Station would be reduced to a pile of ashes by morning. LeBeau and her hunters needed to hurry up. Where the hell were they?

Just as the question entered my head, a small regiment of demon hunters poured in. Their swords glowed with powerful quelling light, ready for anything. The few people present took cover, quickly disappearing out of sight.

I almost cheered. I couldn’t wait to see them in action.
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Chapter 3
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Darrold Grant was at the forefront of the hunters, twirling his sword like some damn majorette at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. He was smiling with glee, wearing his hunter outfit. It consisted of dark blue leather pants with a matching jacket and boots. An emblem with the letters “DH” sat in the middle of the chest. Stripes were sewn on the left shoulder, one per every hundred demons quelled. Grant had three, more than anyone else, even LeBeau. She had two and a half. The jackets were badass. I wanted one. Badly.

Without waiting for instructions from the director, Grant attacked, identifying Drevan in a heartbeat thanks to his Truesight, a type of spell that allowed someone to see demons for what they were. It altered a person’s eyes, letting them see an unmistakable aura around the beasts. It was applied to apprentices when they reached their third year at the league.

As he reached the demon, Grant slashed his sword, cutting nothing but air. Grant blinked, looking around. The other hunters rushed up behind him—four more besides LeBeau.

“Where did he go? Find him!” LeBeau ordered, stepping to the forefront.

The hunters started to scatter, but Drevan reappeared in the middle of the expansive hall. With a hand still in his pants pocket, he struck a casual pose.

“No need,” he said in that deep voice of his, “I’m right here.”

“Surround him!” LeBeau ordered.

Her hunters fanned out, forming a circle around the demon while Drevan watched with a raised eyebrow.

Wait! He was letting them form a Quelling Circle around him? Did he not know anything about demon hunting? Maybe this was his first time in our realm and had no idea that once a group of hunters formed a circle around a demon, he was done for. That... or he wasn’t afraid for some other reason.

Grant stayed a step back—not quite joining the others.

“Hurry, Grant,” LeBeau ordered.

The director’s sword pointed straight at Drevan, the same as the other hunters’. I shifted my position, eager to see how this would unfold. I paid close attention to the way LeBeau stood, her feet slightly apart, her shoulders squared, both hands firmly holding the Queller. Yellowish light shone in the blade of all the hunters, its brilliance increasing as if someone were turning up a knob toward “MAX.”

Drevan stood in the middle as if he didn’t have a care in the world. And maybe he didn’t. He wouldn’t die. He would just get sent back to his home sweet home. His life wasn’t really on the line like that of the hunters that defended our realm from his brethren’s evil doing.

“Grant!” LeBeau shouted as the brilliance from the many Quellers reached a blinding level.

At last, Grant took a step forward, but it wasn’t to join the circle. Instead, he charged in, running between two hunters, belting a battle cry as he went directly at Drevan.

“No!” LeBeau cried out just as light exploded from all the demon hunters’ swords and shot straight toward the demon.

A dazzling blaze converged in the middle of the circle, filling the entire hall with the brilliance of a thousand suns. My eyes stung as if pierced by needles. I covered them and turned my face away, but I wanted to see. I peeked through a crack in my fingers, trying to peer past the slowly diminishing light.

At first, all I saw were a couple of dark shapes, but when the light finally cleared, I found that all the hunters except Grant were sprawled on the floor.

“No,” I gasped in a strangled whisper.

LeBeau was on her back, unmoving, and so were the others. Only Drevan and Grant stood, untouched. I stared in shock. This was all Grant’s fault, and he was fine. How? Of all the hunters, he should’ve been the one on the floor. The bastard only cared about his reputation and breaking Striker’s record. He had caused this mess. Selfish dick!

Grant blinked and glanced around in a daze. No remorse registered in his expression at the sight of the fallen hunters. Instead, he faced the demon and jumped back into action as if nothing had happened. Feigning to the right, he pivoted and stabbed his Queller at Drevan’s middle.

I held my breath, suddenly rooting for the demon. 

Drevan easily stepped out of Grant’s way, giving him a sideways glance as the hunter lurched past, carried by his momentum.

“Is that all the League of Demon Hunters has these days?” Drevan asked. “Pathetic.”

“You will pay.” Grant whirled around, the sword twirling above his head. He sliced the Queller downward.

Drevan flickered out of existence just as the sword was about to slice his neck open. He reappeared behind Grant while the hunter glanced around in confusion, looking like a fool.

Almost playfully, Drevan touched the tip of two fingers to the top of the hunter’s head. Grant went utterly still, his hands relaxing, the Queller dropping from his hand, its light dying as it hit the floor with a clatter. Next, he fell to his knees, screaming at the top of his lungs, hands flying to his temples as he bared his throat in a scream. One simple touch, that was all it’d taken and this demon had driven Grant out of his mind.

Drevan surveyed the bodies coolly. In minutes, he’d put every single hunter out of commission. What kind of chaos could a demon like this cause if no one sent him back? My insides turned to water as fear washed over me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed LeBeau’s hand twitch as she tried to reach for her sword. My heart skipped a beat. She was alive. She would get up and stab that awful monster in the back and he would be gone.

Grant face-planted on the floor, his screams reduced to pathetic moans. Drevan scowled at him with a raised eyebrow.

The director slowly, painfully rose to all fours.

Please, please, please, a silent chant went on inside my head.

With a sigh, Drevan turned and faced LeBeau.

No!

“My dear Josephine LeBeau,” Drevan drawled.

She wrapped a trembling hand around the hilt of her Queller and pulled herself to a kneeling position. Drevan strolled closer.

“How low has the league fallen,” he said. “It seems to me you need to select your hunters a little better.” He glanced about, looking unimpressed.

He’s going to kill her. Even from this distance, I could see it in his cold and calculating expression. I shook my head. The only reason I was accepted in the LDH was because LeBeau had intervened, because she was willing to see past my dismal high school grades. She’d convinced the board of admission that I deserved a chance because of my telekinetic abilities. My skills were rare even for Skew standards, and the league liked to form well-rounded teams with a range of abilities. She thought I would be an asset.

I couldn’t let Drevan hurt her.

My determination growing, I threw my hood back and reached for Striker’s Queller. Silently, I unsheathed it, and padding on tiptoes, descended the stairs. Holding my breath, I prayed to all the gods that this asshole demon didn’t have eyes in the back of his head.

Bravely holding the demon’s gaze, LeBeau pushed to her feet and raised her sword. My sword started glowing with intent just as I finished descending the steps and moved past a prone, green-haired hunter. I avoided looking at her face and told myself she wasn’t dead, she was only hurt, and after a few healing spells, she would be all right.

LeBeau lunged forward, her Queller slicing an inch from Drevan’s shoulder as he sidestepped.

“Weak and clumsy,” the demon said. “With a director like you, no wonder the league is this pitiful.”

Drevan stretched a hand toward Grant’s fallen Queller, and the sword flew into his hand, easily and effortlessly.

I stepped closer. I was only fifteen feet away from him. My heart beat so loudly I was sure he would be able to hear it, but he was too distracted with LeBeau to notice anything else.

LeBeau lifted her sword, her arm trembling. The blast had weakened her. Drevan examined Grant’s blade at his leisure. I raised Striker’s Queller, aiming for the demon’s heart. That was when the director noticed me. I sensed her awareness and was afraid she would give away my presence, but she spoke, loud and clear, making sure to draw the demon’s attention to her.

“By the light, you don’t belong here, demon.” She attacked.

Drevan threw a hand up in the air, and LeBeau’s Queller went flying out of her hand. Time seemed to slow as her sword formed an arc across the air, and the demon thrust forward with Grant’s weapon, ready to impale her. But I got there first and sank Striker’s Queller into Drevan’s back. The blade cut through bone and sinew, and its light spidered from the wound toward the rest of his body, infecting him like some sort of virus bent on destruction. The brilliance grew inside of him, and as it overtook him, he exploded.
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