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			Chapter 1


			Welcome to Hell, all ye damned and demented. Please keep moving. Welcome to Hell, all ye damned and demented. Please keep moving . . . 


			The repeating message began seconds after I reached the top of the red stone platform, hammering the morning air and making me jump even though I’d known it was coming. The tips of my fingers tingled as razor-sharp talons began to poke through the skin, and I tasted blood as fangs momentarily slid over my teeth.


			Cinder laughed. “Exciting, huh?” 


			Her voice was nearly drowned out by the blaring announcement and the expectant chatter of the Arrival Day crowd packed into the streets below us. But I could read her lips easily enough. Even if I hadn’t, her body language made clear how pumped up she was. The way her tail, light blue now to match her aqua mane and horns, flicked back and forth, her fingers caressing the shiny black handle of her souljab. 


			“Sure,” I said, rubbing my hands up and down my arms. In another hour, the cavern roof high overhead would be flaming red, heating the air to a comfortable level. Now though, the stone was barely pink—the temperature cold enough that I shivered in my tight leather uniform. Why weren’t the guys’ uniforms as skimpy as the girls’?


			Cinder’s eyes roamed over the other demon spawns waiting with us—no doubt targeting the helpless guy who would fall under the spell of her feminine charms at the after-arrival parties that night. 


			“Fire and brimstone,” she said, spotting her victim. A year or two older than us, he was a Dae’ Ceal like Cinder. His skin was bright yellow, and the mane of fur running from his forehead to the tip of his tail was striped in a showy orange and black. Exactly her kind of guy. Not mine.


			“See anything you like?” she asked. 


			I rolled my eyes, but she was insistent. “I’m serious, Blaze. If you don’t make your move soon, all the interesting guys will be taken.”


			Cinder and I had been roommates at the Demon Training Center for all of three days, and already I could tell she was not going to be good for my self-esteem. I’d known her years before this, but over the last six months, she’d blossomed in ways I could only dream of. Guys flocked to her like fire worms to lava.


			Part of it was genetics. Dae’ Ceal girls were naturally sexier than Dae’ Ungus. Where she was petite and curvy in all the places guys liked, I was tall and angular. She could change the color of her skin and fur to match whatever she wore that day, while my skin and hair were always both bright red. Dae’ Ungus were mostly known for our quick tempers and deadly teeth and talons that appeared whenever we were angry or scared. Great for battle. Not so great for picking up guys.  


			“I don’t know.” I sighed. “Maybe I’ll just stay home and study tonight. Training starts for real next week.” Even as I said the words, I could hear how pathetic they sounded. Fortunately, I didn’t have to hear Cinder’s snarky retort because she was already stalking her prey. Thinking of training reminded me why we were here, and I began studying everything around me, hoping I didn’t screw up my first Arrival.


			To my right, the imposing Immigration Station rose like a stern stone finger pointing high into the air. As a little girl, the arched entryways had always reminded me of a pair of brooding eyes. I’d been terrified of the grimy stained-glass windows depicting figures being dipped into burning oil and hanging from their feet above bubbling lava until my mother explained that the figures in the pictures were evil humes being punished for the terrible things they’d done in life.


			At the other end of the platform, two blackened spots marked the area where the Stygian Transit would deliver its cargo of condemned prisoners. A tall metal fence ran along both sides of the platform, its spikes topped with heads of the disobedient damned. Faded black circles and yellow arrows marked where we would stand, herding the clueless humes into the entrance of the station.


			“Hey, don’t I know you?” a familiar deep voice boomed, and an arm as big as my thigh draped across my shoulder.


			“I don’t think so,” I said, pretending to study his large dark eyes and the broad cheekbones that always made him look like he was about to set off on some amazing adventure. “You’re not the guy who cleans the food stalls, are you?”


			Effortlessly, he lifted me off my hooves and spun me around. “I’ll show you food stalls.”


			“Put me down before one of the trainers sees us,” I squealed, trying to break out of his grip. It was like trying to bend forged steel.


			He set me down with a laugh. “Stop worrying. Most of the trainers are barely awake yet.” 


			Onyx was one of the few guys I was comfortable around. We’d known each other since we were spawnlings. A Dae’ Lorica, he had broad shoulders, thick horns that would one day curl completely around two or three times on the sides of his bald head, and glistening black skin that formed an almost impenetrable armor of thick scales when he got angry. At least two hands taller than me, he looked imposing. But he was actually a sweetheart.


			Unlike Cinder and I, who were primies beginning our first year of training, Onyx was a tert, two years ahead of us. To him, Arrival Days were no big deal.


			“Nervous?” he asked, tugging on the sleeve of my uni to straighten it out and adjusting my souljab holster.


			“Terrified,” I admitted. Of course, I’d seen Arrivals before—it was a holiday event all demons showed up for starting when they were little. But I’d always watched it from the streets below. 


			This would be my first time seeing a hume close up. Even though they hadn’t arrived, the air here was heavy with the smell of their sweat and fear, as if the stone itself was permanently embedded with the rancid odor. “What if I mess up?”


			“You won’t,” Onyx said. “The humes are so scared and confused when they arrive, all you have to do is point them in the right direction and then run like spark ants to a flame.” 


			Easy for him to say. Despite the fact that he carried a simple leather whip instead of a souljab like Cinder and me, he looked more terrifying than the two of us combined. One glance at his bulging muscles and any hume would run in the opposite direction.  


			“Is it really true that they can’t remember why they’ve been sent here?” I asked. It was one of the first things you learned about the humes sent to Hell. But I couldn’t imagine how a bunch of murderers, pervs, and sickos could ever forget the horrible crimes they’d committed.


			“They’re mindless cattle,” Cinder said, strutting back over and twining her tail seductively around one leg as she eyed my friend.


			“It doesn’t matter what they remember,” Onyx said, ignoring her flirtations. “Just herd them off the train and into the immigration building.” Unlike most guys she came on to, he didn’t seem affected by Cinder’s looks in any way. I almost got the feeling he didn’t like her, although they’d only met a couple of times, and there was no reason he shouldn’t.


			“Just stay away from the seraphs,” he said, his face serious. “If a hume struggles at all, stand back. Let the seraphs handle it. Halos are nothing to mess around with.”


			I swallowed, remembering all the stories I’d heard about seraphs and their angel-fire. How it could engulf you in an instant, snuffing you out of existence—or worse, sending you to the horror of an eternity spent in Absolute Zero, a place so vile, even tortured humes were terrified by the thought of being sent there.


			“What do they look like?” I asked. 


			“Like flying pigs with enormous egos and less compassion than a pile of ashes.” Onyx unhooked a pair of shaders from his uni, snapping them open and resting them on his forehead like he’d done it a thousand times.


			I checked my waist pocket to make sure I’d remembered to bring mine. We’d been given the wraparound eye protection on our first day of training along with our uniforms and souljabs. In the past, I hadn’t been able to see past the blindingly white flames that surrounded the seraphs. I was curious to find out if they were really as terrifying as the stories said.


			“Never look directly at them,” Onyx warned. “Halos don’t like us to make direct eye contact with them. And even with these on, their glare can temporarily blind you.”


			“What if—” I started to ask another question, but my words were cut off as the stone platform began trembling under our hooves. 


			“Everyone to your places!” called one of the quartuses who had led us here. 


			In the distance, the roaring of a Stygian train filled the air, and the voices of the crowd below grew louder. My pulse spiked and fangs filled my mouth as my mind went blank. Every instruction I’d been going over a moment before was gone. Where was I supposed to go? What should I be doing?


			Onyx gently squeezed my shoulder and pointed to a black circle a few steps away. “You’ve got this.”


			At his touch, my pulse evened out and my fangs disappeared. “Right.”


			When he was sure I was going to be okay, Onyx started toward his own spot, but he looked back briefly. “Be careful.”


			As I hurried to my circle, going over the instructions in my head, the message seemed to get louder, if that was even possible. In the streets below, demons young and old crowded forward for a better view. A spawnling—horns barely poking out of her curly black hair—waved at me, her eyes wide with anticipation. I wiped my damp palms on my uni and waved back.


			A cold breeze of air so clean it burned my lungs came from the direction of the mountains of Judgment. I pushed my long red hair out of my face, trying to catch a glimpse of motion out beyond the edges of the desert. Everyone craned their necks looking across the River Styx and over the Outer Circles.


			“Eye protection on!” the quartus yelled. I took out my shaders and pulled them over my eyes.


			“Ready?” Cinder yelled, her words jerked away by the wind from the approaching vehicle.


			“I hope so,” I said, my voice shaking a little.


			“Weapons out!”


			I unclipped my souljab and pulled it from the holster on my belt. Only a stride or two from where the Stygian would stop, Onyx nodded, uncoiling his whip and cracking it above his head.


			“Prepare for arrival!”


			A thunderous roar filled the air. The wind increased until I had to lean into it to stay upright. Even with the shaders on, bits of dust, sand, and trash battered my eyes. 


			“There it is!” someone screamed. I squinted toward the mountains. For a moment I couldn’t make out anything. Then I spotted a long blur of white racing toward us at an impossible speed. 


			An audible ahhh came from the crowd as the train flew through the air on shining silver tracks that appeared magically before it. I braced my hooves, expecting to be shaken by the contact as the Stygian approached, but the first car linked with the edge of the stone platform so gently, I wouldn’t have known it had happened if I hadn’t been watching.


			From this vantage point, it looked much bigger—at least twenty hands tall and wide enough that eight full-grown demons could stand side-by-side before it. The train gleamed a spotless white that looked out of place in Hell—without a trace of sulfur dust or the black ash that filled the air here. 


			I’d been told it could hold over two thousand humes, but normally the number was more like one or two hundred. There were no windows. I imagined they didn’t want the passengers to see where they were going until they were already here.


			The train’s roar dropped to a low purr, and cut out completely as the front bumped against the platform. I took a deep breath to steady myself. For a moment, the Stygian Transit sat unmoving. Everyone grew silent—even the message stopped blasting temporarily. The entire front slid open like the mouth of some huge beast, and a burst of light flared from inside, so intense I could feel its heat from all the way back where Cinder and I were standing.


			I dropped my eyes at once, dazzling afterimages floating across my vision. As the seraphs stepped onto the platform, the message started up again. I sneaked a brief glance at the other demon spawns. All of them had their heads lowered like mine. None of them looked directly at the shimmering figures who positioned themselves around the Stygian.


			Squinting, I peeked toward the nearest of the seraphs. I could only stand to look for a second or two before my eyes began to water. Even in those two seconds, I couldn’t make out much. It was like trying to stare straight into a pool of boiling lava, only ten times brighter.


			They were broad-shouldered and taller than Onyx. Brilliant white light flowed up and down their luminescent bodies and circled around their heads like liquid fire. Their faces were so bright, it was impossible to make out any features. Golden wings rose from their backs, and each of them held a long, curved angel-fire sword before them in both hands.


			It felt like I was in the presence of living jewels, and it was all I could do to keep from kneeling before them. Even Cinder—who claimed she couldn’t care less about Halos—seemed in awe of the powerful figures. They looked so regal, so majestic. A sense of authority radiated from them. If one of them commanded me to jump off the platform, I would probably do it without hesitation.


			As soon as the seraphs took up their positions, a line of shambling creatures began making its way out of the Stygian. After the glory of the seraphs, the humes made my stomach curdle. Even through the dark lenses of the shaders, I could tell they were dismal things, weak and soft-looking. 


			Dressed in dull gray coveralls, they exited the train with shuffling, awkward steps and stared dumbly around. Like a flock of ignorant sheep, they muddled about the end of the platform and would probably have fallen off the edge if the nearest demon spawns hadn’t begun driving them forward with lashes and shocks from their souljabs.


			“Follow the arrows!” Onyx shouted at a man with stringy yellow hair. The man looked up, his eyes lost and afraid, but one crack of Onyx’s whip and he quickly ran toward the next arrow.


			“Get going!” A tert I thought I recognized prodded his souljab at a woman with wrinkly tan skin the color of old potatoes. She yelped and stumbled forward as blue fire ran up one leg.


			“Damned ones, damned ones, damned ones,” chanted the demons in the street below. A few of them hurled rocks or pieces of brick over the fence. Slowly, the humes began getting the idea, queuing up behind each other as we forced them toward the Immigration Station.


			“Women on the right! Men on the left!” I called out, trying to make myself heard over the noise of the crowd. I waved my souljab at the humes while not getting close enough to let any of them touch me.


			“Move it! Move it!” Cinder shouted, shocking anyone who didn’t walk fast enough. She seemed to be enjoying herself, but now that I’d seen the humes close up, I couldn’t wait for this to be over. They disgusted me. Most looked old, like dried-up fruit. Their skin and hair were different colors, but they all had a kind of frail, chalky appearance to them, as if they might crumble to dust at any minute.


			I tried to imagine what each had done as they walked past. The man with the dark eyes and crooked nose looked like a murderer. The fat one with the brown teeth, a rapist. I saw a woman with big ears and a scar beneath her lower lip who looked like she probably hurt children. 


			I was so revolted by the sight and smell of them that I didn’t notice the man and woman holding hands until they were almost directly across from me. They were younger than most, walking close together as if they didn’t want to be separated. She rested her head on his shoulder, and he leaned protectively over her.


			“You two!” Cinder shouted. “Move apart! Men on the left. Women on the right.”


			The woman gave Cinder a terrified look, backing away from her glowing souljab. As the couple stepped forward, I realized there was someone between them. A female child who didn’t look any older than five or six. I’d thought the couple were holding each other’s hands, but they were actually gripping the girl’s.


			My throat tightened. This had to be some kind of mistake. What could a child do bad enough to be sent to Hell? I looked around, waiting for someone to realize their error. No one did. I opened my mouth to say something. But what would I say and to whom? Shouldn’t the seraphs have noticed a child had mistakenly entered the Stygian Transit?  


			Cinder leaped forward and struck the male hume on the shoulder with her souljab—fire snapped his head backward. “Keep them going!” she yelled, motioning for me to raise my weapon. 


			I tried to move, but felt frozen by shock. The hume was as young as the spawnling who’d waved at me from the crowd. 


			“I said, break it up!” Cinder growled, trying to yank the three humes apart.


			Finally, I managed to pull myself out of the daze that had been holding me. It wasn’t my place to question. Regardless of their ages, these humes had all been judged. 


			“Keep walking!” I shouted, my mouth dry. As I stepped forward, the girl’s blue eyes gaped in horror. She looked from me to the Immigration Station and jerked her hands free from the two adults. With a terrified wail, she turned and ran back toward the Stygian.


			“Stop!” I grabbed for her and missed. 


			The woman screamed. She pulled away from the man, who tried to hold her back, and chased the girl.


			This was my fault. I should have been paying better attention. Several demon spawns started forward, but I could see that none of them would get there in time. “Come back!” I shouted, racing after the humes to correct my mistake. 


			It was too late. A seraph stepped out of the formation and raised his sword. Angel-fire crackled from the tip. 


			I was trying to avoid the falling blade when something knocked me sideways, and a black shape stopped between me and the seraph.


			The sword whistled through the air. White light flashed, showering everyone in blinding sparks. Onyx collapsed to the platform in a heap. 


			I heard someone screaming—and realized it was me.


		


		

			

			


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			“Stop it!” I howled, fighting and kicking. “Leave him alone.”


			Someone tried to roll me over, and I slashed out with both hands, sure the Halos were going to finish me off the same way they’d killed Onyx. The figure standing above me leaped backward, barely avoiding the razor-sharp talons that had emerged from the tips of my fingers.


			“Get away,” I snarled, baring my fangs. The world had taken on a red haze, but everything looked incredibly sharp and clear. My skin felt tight and cold, my muscles wires of taut energy waiting to uncoil on whatever got in my way.


			“Blaze, it’s over.”


			Even as I recognized Cinder, my body wanted to attack, to rip and shred. I was an arrow nocked, drawn, and ready to fire. Though I knew she was a friend, my Dae’ Ungu instincts made my arms quiver with rage.


			“They. Are. Gone,” Cinder said, keeping her distance.


			I rose to one knee and saw she was right. The seraphs and the Stygian Transit were both gone, along with the humes and most of the other demon spawns, except for a few who were watching from the other side of the platform, whispering to each other and staring at us.


			No, not us. Me. 


			My red eyelids flipped up, and I saw deep furrows gouged in the stone platform. “Did I . . .?”


			“Oh yeah.” Cinder nodded. “You are one crazy-bad demon spawn. All that growling and clawing. I thought you were going to rip my head off for a minute.”


			I nodded, not wanting to tell her how close I’d come to doing just that.


			“Onyx?” I asked. A pool of black ichor marked the spot where he’d fallen. I’d never seen my friend bleed before, but I knew it had to be his. He’d been struck by angel-fire. The only question was whether he’d died or been sent to Absolute Zero. I prayed for the former.


			“He’s okay,” Cinder said, breaking into a grin.


			“Okay?” I spun around. “The Halo hit him. I saw it.”


			“Barely.” Cinder drew a line with her finger across the top of one shoulder. “He bled a lot, but the efreets burned the wound shut. He’s going to be okay.”


			“Are you sure?” I knew the Dae’ Lorica were strong, but no one survived angel-fire. 


			Cinder nodded. “They took him to the infirmary while you were going berserk.” She had such a polite way of putting things.


			“I have to go see him.” I grabbed my shaders from the platform and turned toward the stairs.


			“Take it easy,” Cinder laughed. “The way you’re acting, I’d almost think you liked that big lump of lava stone.”


			A hand dropped onto my shoulder. Thinking it was Cinder, I spun around to tell her where she could put her lava stone. The words evaporated from my lips as I looked into a pale, perfectly chiseled face. The nose was strong but narrow, the red lips full, the eyes deep as forever. Tiny black horns rose just above his slick black hair.


			“I’m afraid I shall require a moment of your time first,” the incubus said.


			***


			Incubi and succubae were Inquisitors, some of the most powerful demons in Hell, judging disputes and handing down punishments. No one dared to refuse their requests.


			But this one would have to wait. “I have to . . . check on . . . my friend,” I gasped. Getting the words out was like walking up a steep, sandy hill.  


			“Of course you do, my child.” The incubus spoke in a deep, syrupy voice. Even with my eyes averted from his face, the pull of his will was nearly irresistible.


			He took my hand in his cold fingers, leading me through the doors of the Immigration Station. As we walked up the spiraling stone stairs, I tried to remember where I needed to go, but all I could think about was climbing one age-darkened step after another. 


			The incubus looked back at me. “This won’t take but a moment.”


			I nodded mindlessly. “Yes. A moment.”


			Light shining through the stained-glass windows painted the marble hallway at the top of the staircase with a wash of muted colors. I’d never been to the station before. I’d always assumed it was as dark and foreboding on the inside as it looked from the street below. The lower section where the humes entered was stark and fetid. But here on the top floor, it was more lavish than any building I’d ever seen. 


			Rich tapestries depicting powerful demons hunting and killing lined the walls. Hume women dressed in rags scrubbed the marble floor—dipping their long hair in soapy buckets and polishing the tiles with it. At our approach, they scurried to the walls, trembling until we passed.


			“Inside, please.” The incubus opened a heavy wooden door halfway down the hall and ushered me inside. At the front of the room was an intricately carved altar with a stack of papers on top. Behind it, a pair of stone masks—one grinning, the other sneering—hung from opposite sides of the wall. 


			“Would you care to take a seat?” the incubus asked, pointing toward a bench. He worded it as a request, but I couldn’t have refused if I’d tried. All the way up, I’d been so mesmerized by his aura and the inside of the building that I hadn’t thought to question what he wanted with me. Now I realized this had to be about what happened on the platform.


			“This is your first day of training?” he asked, walking to the other side of the altar. 


			I nodded. Was I in trouble? Had I committed some crime?


			“There’s no need to be afraid,” the incubus said, as though reading my thoughts. He settled into a polished black chair, steepled his long fingers beneath his chin, and smiled pleasantly.


			All the anger and adrenaline from before left my body. I felt strangely weak and tired. Was it the excitement of the action wearing off, or was he doing this to me somehow? I’d never spoken to an incubus in person, but I’d heard of their skills in interrogating both humes and demons. “W-what do you want?” I stuttered.


			“How are you enjoying your training?” he asked, ignoring my question.


			“Fine, I guess. It’s all still pretty new.”


			“And your accommodations are acceptable?”


			Why was he asking me about the DTC? I tried to look away from his gaze, but his dark eyes kept pulling me back. “Yes. Of course.”


			He leaned forward. “I’d like you to tell me about what happened outside the station this morning.”


			I was in trouble. I swallowed, knowing it was useless to play down my actions in any way. He’d see through any lies instantly. Carefully, trying to remember every detail, I explained how I’d been surprised by the hume child and lost my focus. “I should have been in a better position to keep the hume from running,” I said.


			“I see.” His eyes studied my face, but his hands never left his chin. “And why did you chase the hume?”


			I could see my future ruined before it ever began. It was rare for a demon spawn to be kicked out of the DTC. But it did happen. And those who were rejected spent the rest of their lives performing the worst jobs imaginable. Supervising the humes working in the fields and factories or patrolling the slums where they were housed. It was the ultimate humiliation. 


			“It’s my job,” I whispered. “To herd them into the station.” 


			“Of course it is.” His lips curved into a smile, and I felt my heart lift ever so slightly. With one finger, he tapped a stack of papers on the center of the altar. “I don’t think I need to pursue this with academy administration.”


			“Thank you,” I said. “It won’t happen again.”


			“I’m sure it won’t.” He put his hands on the arms of his chair as if to rise, then paused. “There’s just one other thing.”


			“Yes?” I nodded, eager to please him and get back outside.


			“Your friend . . .”


			“Cinder?”


			“No.” His eyes narrowed. “The one who was injured by the seraph.”


			“Onyx?” What did he want with him?


			The incubus ran a fingertip across his dark red lips, and the air around us seemed to thicken. “How exactly did Onyx end up in a position to be struck?”


			I held my breath. He wasn’t done with me after all. “It was my fault,” I admitted. “I got too close to the Hal—I mean the seraph. It raised its sword, and Onyx ran in to protect me.”


			“You’re quite positive of that?” As he leaned across the altar, his eyes glowed, and I felt my mind bared before him.


			“Y-yes,” I murmured, barely able to get the words out. “We’ve been friends since we were little. He’s always looked out for me. Why else would he have stepped in front of the seraph’s blade?”


			He shook his head. “Several witnesses gave conflicting stories.” 


			“What kind of stories?” I asked.


			He stared at me a moment longer, then leaned back and began reading through his papers. “You may see yourself out.” 


			Instantly my muscles relaxed. I collapsed into my chair with a sigh. “That’s it?” I asked. “I’m not in trouble?”


			“Is there a reason you should be?” The incubus looked up from his work, and I could feel the power of his gaze drilling back into me.  


			“No.” I got up quickly and stumbled across the room. My legs were still a little wobbly. But I knew I’d be better once I made sure Onyx was okay. As I walked toward the door, a question occurred to me.


			“Why was she here?”


			“Hmm?” The incubus had gone back to looking through his papers.


			I swallowed. “The reason I wasn’t doing my job was that I was surprised by the hume girl who walked out of the Stygian Transit. I’d never seen one that young, and I was just wondering what she did to get sent here.”


			The incubus looked slowly up. His mouth curled down, and his bottomless eyes went cold. “I’m sure I have no idea.”


		


	

		

			Chapter 3


			By the time I reached the ground floor of the station, I could almost breathe normally, and my heart didn’t feel like it was going to leap into my throat and suffocate me. The humes had all been processed, leaving the big lobby empty. Staring up at the windows, I thought about the hume girl again.


			The colored images above the station entrance weren’t just art, they were a reminder that what we did here was important. Once they were dead, humes had no way to make up for the evil things they’d done when they were alive. By forcing them to spend eternity suffering, we gave them a way to pay for their evil actions. To be sent here so young, the child must have been some sort of terror.


			Outside on the platform, it looked like someone had tried to scrub away most of Onyx’s blood. But a dark circle still stained the light red stone. I tried to picture the last seconds before he pushed me to the ground. I’d been stupid—shocked into inaction by a moment of doubt. But it wouldn’t happen again.


			I pushed the image out of my mind as I walked down the stairs and into the third Circle of Hell. The slums of Humeville were empty with all the demons back home celebrating and the humes either working or being tortured. Bits of uneaten food, wrappers, chunks of rock and brick, and even a few pennants littered the ground. Signs of another Arrival Day come and gone. 


			In the two Inner Circles, humes would be cleaning up the mess. But here at the outer edge of the city, the humes would scavenge what they could, and the rest would stay until it blew away or was carried off by the vermin that plagued this area. 


			As I watched, a greasy black rat darted out of the shadows and dragged a piece of gnawed bone into the sewer. I decided not to tell Onyx about my meeting with the Inquisitor. He’d risked his life for me. There was no reason to add to what had already been a horrible day for both of us.


			The infirmary was in the second ring of Hell, not far from the academy. Because demons seldom got injured or sick, the building was mostly empty. A gold Dae’ Ceal nurse, who seemed to be the only demon on duty, told me that Onyx had been admitted briefly, but once they determined his injuries weren’t serious, they’d let him go back to the training center.


			“Is he a friend of yours?” she asked.


			I nodded, hoping he hadn’t decided I was too much trouble to hang around with anymore.


			“Boyfriend?” 


			I blushed. “No. Just a friend.”


			Her yellow eyes flickered as her tail swished, S-like, through the air. “Tell him if he comes back, I can give him a more thorough examination.”


			“I’ll be sure to let him know,” I said, turning away before she could see the fangs erupting out between my lips. Just because he wasn’t my boyfriend didn’t mean I wanted him hooking up with a predator like her. It wasn’t jealousy that made me press the tips of my talons into my palms. It was protectiveness. 


			The DTC was built into a set of caverns and narrow passageways drilled deep into a tall bluff. The barracks were located on the outermost layer so that most rooms had windows. I looked up at the window to Onyx’s room, hoping he wouldn’t be too angry, and decided I’d offer to give him my desserts for a month to make up for all the trouble I’d caused. 


			But when I knocked on the door, his roommate, Nightshade, answered. He hadn’t seen Onyx since early that morning and hadn’t heard about what had happened at the station.


			“I was just heading out to hit a few parties,” he said, eyeing me like he was trying to decide whether I was worth hitting on or not. Third years had this absurd notion that primies should be honored to date them. “Want to come with me? Stoneface isn’t much of a partier, but we’ll probably run into him sooner or later.”


			I shook my head. “I think I’ll just wait. Is it okay if I hang out in your room?”


			He grunted. “Okay. But don’t touch any of my stuff.”


			I rolled my eyes. Like I’d make any more contact with his belongings than I had to. School had barely started, and already their room had died, exploded, and then died again—the messiness was almost impressive. 


			Moving a pile of dirty clothes from a granite bench, I sat and tried not to worry. The lovestruck nurse said they’d sent Onyx back to school, so where was he? What if his wound was more serious than they thought? What if it reopened on the way back? He could be lying in an alley somewhere, bleeding to death.


			I looked out the window to see if I could spot him in the street below, and another thought occurred to me. What if the Inquisitor didn’t believe me? What if he thought the whole thing was Onyx’s fault? And what had he meant by conflicting stories? They couldn’t think that Onyx was trying to attack the Halo. No one who knew Onyx would believe he was capable of doing something like that in a million years. 


			Classes hadn’t started yet, and even if they had, today was a holiday. So where was he? Didn’t he know I’d be looking for him?


			What if he’d gone looking for me? After the kind of injury he’d received, he should be resting. Or what if he really had gone to one of the parties? If he was out partying while I was worrying in his room, I’d send him to the infirmary a second time.


			I considered going to look for him. But if he came to the room and no one was here, who would take care of him? 


			His side of the room wasn’t nearly as messy as Nightshade’s, and I dropped onto the pallet where he slept. The hay on it was fairly clean, with just a hint of his scent and a few food wrappers and crumpled papers spread around the floor. As I collected the trash and shoved the hay into a slightly more presentable pile, something fell to the floor with a thump.


			Picking it up, I saw it was a puzzle box. I hadn’t seen one of those in years. When we were little, we used to make them for each other from polished stone. If you didn’t know the pattern, it was nearly impossible to get one open. But if you turned and twisted the pieces the right way, you could get to the contents in seconds.


			This box was bigger than the ones we used to make—five fingers wide and taller than the length of my hand. It was more complicated too. Carved into the top was a symbol I’d never seen before. It looked like a flame encircled by a loop of small links. 


			Trying to keep my mind from worrying, I sat on his pallet and moved the pieces around, trying one combination after another. It wasn’t until the box fell apart in my hands that I realized I’d solved it. Inside the box were nearly a dozen pieces of extremely thin notes, folded like the ones we used to pass each other at school—usually about who liked who and who didn’t like who.


			With my heart pounding, I looked at the door and realized what I’d just done. What if Onyx came in right now and found me going through his things? It wasn’t like I’d been intentionally snooping. The puzzle boxes we made for each other usually contained treats or little prizes. It was a game we played. But he hadn’t given this box to me, and the pieces of folded paper were definitely not my prize.


			With my hands sweating, I tried to put the box back together. But I’d always been better at solving the puzzles than building them. As I tried to slide one section of stone into another, a piece of paper unfolded enough for me to see part of a note inside. There was something about a basket and shiny metal. But it wasn’t Onyx’s writing. His letters were bold and straight, like soldiers lining up for battle. The letters on the note were spiky and crooked, like the hand that had written them had been shaking.  


			Glancing at the door again, I carefully unfolded the paper until I could read the whole message.


			Six steps and a door with a handle made of shiny metal. A basket with something sweet in it.


			I stared at the note, gently turning it over. What was this? It made absolutely no sense. Was it some kind of code?


			Too curious to stop myself, I unfolded the next note. It looked like an equation: .05% GPE/12 x ½ GRW pop = damnation. 


			That was even more confusing than the first note. The writing on this strip wasn’t Onyx’s either. But it was different than the first—neat clean lines with looping script. It looked like it might have been written by a girl. I was surprised an ‘I’ wasn’t dotted with a heart.


			Unable to stop my curiosity, I began opening the rest of the notes. I couldn’t understand any of them, and each seemed to be written by a different hand. 


			The one with the yellow one comes twice weekly.


			A green clearing with an opening in the ground.


			Something about drawings.


			Nine rings. 2 DTR. Airborne. Ground-based. Stay under cover of . . .?


			 Promises. PROMISES. PROMISES!!!! Broken?


			They were all gibberish. 


			I was so caught up in trying to understand what I was reading that I never heard the door open. I didn’t realize anyone was in the room with me until the box and papers were snatched from my hands.


			I looked up into Onyx’s face. My cheeks burned. “I didn’t mean to pry . .  I was waiting because I was worried and . . . I found the puzzle box and started . . . only I—” 


			My words cut off as I saw his expression. I’d never seen him so angry before. His eyes were narrowed to slits, his jaw clenched.


			Dark, rough flesh ridged his left shoulder, and his arm was held in a sling. He reached out and cupped the notes in his enormous palms. I jumped up and reached for his wound, but he jerked away.


			“I’m so sorry,” I said. “This is all my fault. I went to the infirmary to check on you, but the nurse said you’d gone back to the academy. So I came here. When I couldn’t find you, I started to worry, and I . . .”


			He turned away so all I could see was his back. When he spoke, his voice was so quiet I could barely hear him. “Get out.” He pointed a thick finger toward the door.


		


	

		

			Chapter 4


			“Not talking to you yet?” Cinder asked as we walked to Hume Anatomy.


			It had been three days since the accident, and Onyx was still ignoring me. When I tried bringing him my dessert at dinner, he moved to another table. When I apologized, he pretended he didn’t hear. “He won’t even look at me.”


			“Maybe you haven’t given him a good enough reason to look.” Cinder eyed me up and down. No longer on duty, I was wearing a dark red top and a wraparound skirt that stopped just below my knees. “You need to hike that up a little.” She tilted her head, pinching her chin between thumb and forefinger. “On second thought, hike it up a lot. And unbutton your blouse more.”


			I snorted. “You think sex is the answer to everything.”


			“Guys are dogs,” she said. “And we’re the bones they’re chasing.”


			I didn’t want to believe her. I couldn’t. Onyx wasn’t like that. “You’re saying that if I want to get Onyx to forgive me, I have to wear a shorter skirt and drop books in front of him?”


			She shrugged. “Hey, it’s always worked for me.”


			Cinder was fun to be around, but sometimes I wanted to smack her upside the head. If the only thing guys cared about was looks, I’d rather get a cat. At least they were easier to clean up after.


			“We’ve been friends since we were spawnlings.” I felt my face burn and was glad for the darkness. “I don’t like him that way.”


			“Ri-ight.” We squeezed aside for a group of Dae’ Ungu girls carrying a bubbling pot of something that squirmed and hissed. I hoped it wasn’t on the dinner menu. “If you don’t like him, why do you care whether he talks to you or not?”


			“I just told you why. He’s my friend.” Except he wasn’t anymore.


			“Whatever you say.” Cinder rolled her eyes as we walked into class. The Hume Anatomy room was round and bigger than most of our other classes. Tall granite tables scarred by countless experiments formed three rings of concentric circles. The tables had a permanent chemical smell to them that made me avoid touching the surfaces if I could help it. At the center of the room, our teacher, Mr. Pyreet, was setting things up for class.


			A thin sheet of flames danced across the blue skin of his arms and face as he poured thick red liquid into a row of glass beakers.


			“You still have no idea who the notes are from?” Cinder asked as we dropped our books and slid onto a pair of stools behind one of the tables in the back circle.


			“No, they were weird. Like sections torn out of someone’s notes or copied from a book.” I shook my head. 


			“What if he’s cheating on tests? Maybe he’s afraid you’ll turn him in.”


			“He knows I’d never do that. Besides, if those were answers to tests, gargoyles are serving dinner in the cafeteria.” I still had no idea what the pieces of paper had been, but they weren’t love notes, and they weren’t answers to any questions I’d ever seen or heard of.


			“I’m sure your conversation is fascinating,” a sardonic male voice said. I turned from Cinder to find Mr. Pyreet staring at us from the center of the room, his arms folded across his chest. “Would you care to share your discussion with the rest of us? Or did you want to join today’s lesson?” At their tables, the other primies grinned. 


			I swallowed, wondering if they’d heard what we were talking about. But Cinder beamed at the attention. “We’ll join you.”


			“In that case, come get a beaker.”


			Cinder strolled seductively to the front of the class—every male eye glued to her and almost every female eye glaring at her jealously. “What is this stuff?” she asked, picking up a beaker and swirling a thick dark liquid in it. 


			“Glad you asked,” the teacher said. “Each flask contains recently drawn hume blood.”


			“Nasty!” No longer swaying her hips, Cinder hurried back to our table and pushed the flask as far away from her side as she could. Around the room, several other students were doing the same.   


			“Today we will be studying the effect of heat on humes,” Mr. Pyreet said. “Unlike demons, hume bodies are easily overwhelmed by high temperature. If overheated long enough, their internal cooling systems become overwhelmed. They stop sweating and may become confused or dizzy or even pass out.”


			“How could you tell? Humes always look confused.” A boy behind me laughed, and several other students joined him.


			“You better learn to tell,” Mr. Pyreet said. “Subjected to high enough heat or for a long enough period of time, the hume body ceases to function, and you’ve got a corpse on your hands.” 


			I raised my hand. “What does it matter? They’re already dead. If their bodies stop working, they just come back again.”


			The teacher nodded. “You’re speaking of potestas renata—energy reborn. While it’s true that humes regenerate new bodies, they don’t return until the next Arrival Day, which could be as long as thirty days away. During that time, we lose a valuable worker, and they lose the opportunity to suffer. It will be your job to make sure that happens as seldom as possible.”   


			“Look who’s here.” Cinder elbowed me and nodded toward the door.


			The last thing I wanted was to get in more trouble, but when I followed her gaze, I couldn’t keep from giving a small gasp of surprise. Onyx stood in the hallway along with several other older students. He met my eyes for a second, then grimaced and turned away.


			Mr. Pyreet nodded at the students and waved them in. “You will all be heating your blood to different temperatures and measuring the resulting change. To assist you in learning proper heating and testing procedures, I asked a group of terts to join us today.”


			“Don’t do anything stupid,” I started to whisper to Cinder, before realizing she was already out of her chair, waving.


			“We’ll take the hunk.”


			Onyx scowled even harder. “I’ll work with a table in the front.”


			“I understand your lack of enthusiasm,” Mr. Pyreet said to him. “But perhaps your presence might keep Miss Cinder and Miss Blaze on task. You certainly couldn’t have any less luck than I’ve had today.”


			Onyx blew out a deep breath. As he shuffled toward us, Cinder reached under the table and tugged up the edge of my skirt. “Trust me.”


			“First, light your flames,” Mr. Pyreet said as the rest of the terts spread out around the room.


			“Thanks for volunteering to light our fires,” Cinder said to Onyx, her eyes bright with amusement. “Especially Blaze’s.”


			“I didn’t volunteer,” he said. His left arm was still in a sling. With his right hand, he uncapped a small opening in the top of the table and struck a spark as the gas hissed out. A flame burst into life. By twisting the opening, he decreased the gas until it reached the right temperature.


			At first, I’d felt guilty for going through Onyx’s things. Then I’d felt sorry for whatever pain or embarrassment I caused him—though I still didn’t know exactly what it was I’d seen. But now I was just angry that he still refused to talk about it.


			“Don’t you think this has gone on long enough?” I said, placing the beaker above the flame and clamping it in place.


			Onyx stared at the center of the room as though I hadn’t even spoken.


			“So, you’ll talk to Cinder but not me?”


			“The thing to remember about flames,” he said, looking only at Cinder, “is that it’s fine to heat your own test tube. But if you experiment on things that aren’t yours, someone might get burned.”


			I ran my tongue over my teeth, feeling the fangs trying to pierce through my gums. If he wanted to be a jerk, I’d let him. “If you’re stupid enough to leave your experiments where anyone can find them, maybe you deserve whatever happens to them.”


			Onyx snorted, increasing the size of the flame. Cinder folded her arms and beamed as the blood in the beaker churned. “This looks to be the most interesting class ever.”


			“Please drop your first stone into the blood and record the time it takes to reach the bottom of the beaker,” Mr. Pyreet said. “You’re looking for density.”


			“There’s something dense at this table,” I said, dropping a stone into the beaker. “But it’s not blood.”


			Cinder grinned as the stone sank and clanked to the bottom of the beaker with a soft thunk. 


			“Are you going to write the time down?” I asked her. She was supposed to be recording our results.


			She crossed her legs and leaned back on her stool. “Are you kidding? This discussion is way better than any experiment.”


			Gritting my teeth, I scribbled down the time. Now I was mad at her too.


			Onyx increased the flame. “Newbies shouldn’t mess with things they don’t understand.” He spoke to Cinder, but clearly his words were meant for me.


			I threw another stone into the beaker that was now starting to bubble. “Just because these rocks have been in the academy for years doesn’t mean they’ve learned anything.” Not even bothering to time the stone’s descent, I cranked the flame higher. “They’re still just stupid, stubborn rocks.”


			Onyx turned the flame high enough that pink steam rose from the top of the beaker and small drops of hume blood popped out of the container, sizzling. “There’s something stubborn and inflexible here all right. But it’s only been here for a few weeks, and it has the temper of a child.”


			Ignoring the heat, I slammed the rest of the pebbles into the beaker. One of them cracked the glass, and a small trickle of blood leaked out onto the page in the lab book we were supposed to be writing our results on.


			“Look who’s acting like a child!” I shouted, my vision going red.


			“Maybe we need to turn that flame down just a little,” Cinder said. But I was beyond listening. I shoved Onyx in the chest, taking a perverse pleasure from the ripple of thickened skin that rose on the backs of his arms. One way or another, I was going to get him to pay attention to me.


			“What’s going on there?” the teacher asked, scurrying toward us.


			“I apologized!” I screamed, shoving Onyx again. “I said I was sorry. But that wasn’t good enough for you.” I could sense the rest of the students turning from their experiments to stare at me, but I didn’t care. “Well, I’m sick of apologizing. Because whatever was in that puzzle box is your problem, not mine. So grow up and deal with it!”


			Onyx stepped away, his eyes wide. I shoved him one last time. My adrenaline was racing, and he was off balance, or I couldn’t have budged him even with all my strength. But as I slammed my fists into his chest, he stumbled backward. The forms on the table slipped into the flame. At that moment, the cracked beaker finally burst, sending shards of glass and scalding blood everywhere.


			Propelled by the explosion, the burning paper flew across the room. One of the sheets landed on the head of a Dae’ Ceal girl with flowing white tresses. Another seesawed onto a shelf of dusty texts that immediately caught fire.


			“Everyone calm down!” Mr. Pyreet shouted as the Dae’ Ceal rolled across the floor, knocking students right and left. But no one was listening to him. The entire class had broken into pandemonium. I dropped my head into my hands. This was so not how I wanted to start my first year. 


		


	

		

			Chapter 5


			“Well, that was, um, what’s the word I’m looking for?” Cinder said as we walked out of the tunnel and into the light, where the cavern ceiling was fading from bright orange to pale pink.


			“Embarrassing? Humiliating?” 


			“I was thinking of something more like . . . explosive.”


			I ducked my head, brushing bits of burned paper from my shoulders. All around us, students who weren’t even in the class were staring and whispering. Apparently, word of my outburst was getting around fast. “None of it would have happened if it weren’t for you.”


			“Me?” Cinder fluffed her aqua hair, which looked like she’d just brushed it. Somehow, she’d managed to avoid the blood, glass, and flames. “I’m not the one who exploded a blood bomb in the middle of class.”


			“No, you just started it.” I waved my hand, popping my hips back and forth. “We’ll take the hunk.”


			“I was trying to help you.” Cinder pouted. “Can I help it that instead of seducing your boyfriend, you nearly lit him on fire?”


			She was absolutely impossible. But she was also right. If I’d thought Onyx was mad before, now he probably hated me. He’d managed to disappear while Cinder and I got stuck putting out the flames and cleaning up the mess.


			I finally had to face reality. I guess I’d always assumed Onyx and I would end up together once we grew up. Now that we were grown? Yeah, it was clear I had misread the situation. But I’d rather have him as a friend than nothing. I could accept that. In fact, it was for the best. How I was going to fix things was another story.


			“Where are we going, anyway?” I asked when Cinder turned the opposite direction from our barracks and ducked into an alley between a line of old, rusty storage buildings. The first week of training had finally come to an end, and I was looking forward to a couple of days off to recover. Maybe if I slept on it, I could come up with some way to get back in Onyx’s good graces.


			“Follow me,” she said with a mysterious smile. “You’ve never seen anything like this.”


			Glancing around, I realized we weren’t the only ones heading this direction. Dozens of other demon spawns were going the same way. Leaving the academy grounds, we wound past a pair of bubbling sulfur pools and toward an eroded and mostly dormant volcano.


			A flock of Charun circled above the mouth of the volcano, snapping their hooked beaks. The sound of their snake beards hissing filled the air as they flapped and glided around and around. 


			“What are they doing here?” I asked. 


			Charun were scavengers that preyed on sick or injured humes.


			“Just wait.” 


			I followed Cinder up a narrow winding trail, wondering where we could possibly be going. At least thirty or forty other demon spawns were hiking the trail along with us. And now that we were closer to the top, I could see at least a hundred or so more gathered around the edge of the crater. By the time we reached the top, it was nearly dark, and I was getting annoyed. I was also dying of curiosity. “Are you going to tell me what this is about?”


			Cinder made her way to a group of boys. “Scoot over,” she said. Looking up, the boys immediately made room for her to slide between them. I sat down beside her and peered into the volcano. But it was so dark, I couldn’t see a thing.


			“What—” I started to ask again, but Cinder put her finger to her lips.


			“Just wait.”


			Around the edge of the crater, the crowd grew silent as the last bit of red light faded from the sky. Everyone moved forward and stared down. For several minutes, nothing happened. Then, one by one, a series of gas vents burst into flames, lighting the inside of the volcano and revealing twenty or so figures standing at the bottom.


			A pair of demon spawns, so broad-shouldered they could only be Dae’ Lorica, rolled aside a huge rock, and a stream of glowing lava began flowing across the bottom of the pit.


			“Culdine?” I whispered. I’d heard of this game, but never seen it played in person.


			Cinder nodded. Her dark eyes reflected the red of the hot magma that pooled below us. As the molten rock filled the floor of the volcano, each of the demon spawns climbed onto raised rock platforms in the middle of the circle or around its edges. I could see now that half of the figures were Dae’ Lorica, the other half Dae’ Ungu like me.


			When the magma had reached to within an arm’s length of the top of the platforms, the two Dae’ Lorica pushed the rock back into place, blocking the flow. A Dae’ Ungu girl standing on a ledge above the burning pool suddenly leaped from the side. I gasped and leaned forward. The heat wouldn’t kill or even seriously injure her. But it would sting for sure.


			Just before she plunged into the bubbling morass, she spread her arms and, with a snap of fluttering cloth, soared into the air.


			“Ohhh,” I whispered as her artificial wings caught the updraft of hot air, allowing her to glide and circle above the other demon spawns.


			“Show-off!” someone yelled from the other side of the ledge. A Dae’ Lorica standing near the center of the pit reached into the lava—his thick skin protecting him from the heat completely—and hurled a glowing blob at the flier. The Dae’ Ungu managed to dodge the throw, but a few of the fiery drops singed the edge of her wings.


			The flier returned to her perch on the rocky wall, waving a mocking finger back and forth.


			“The Dae’ Lorica have wings too, but they’re so big they can barely make it from platform to platform,” Cinder whispered. “They have to rely on their strength and their ability to withstand the heat.”


			“Do the Dae’ Ceal ever play?” I whispered back.


			“Of course. Our strength is camouflage and speed.” She grinned. “Plus, the fact that we’re smarter than the Dae’ Lorica and Dae’ Ungu combined.”


			Down below, one of the figures on each side of the pit disappeared into a small cavern.


			“The goal is to get the other team’s grail and return it to your side,” she said.


			“What’s the grail?” Each of the demon spawns was returning from the opening, carrying something in their arms. I cupped my hands to my eyes, trying to see more.


			“Normally, it’s a flag or a statue or something. But that’s what makes tonight special.” Cinder bit her lower lip and smiled in anticipation. 


			The two players stepped back into the light, and there was a murmur of excitement from the crowd. Whatever they were holding looked too big to be a statue. I squinted, but still couldn’t make out exactly what it was.


			“Tonight’s game features the currently undefeated Dae’ Lorica,” shouted a figure at the center of the magma pool to a series of cheers and boos, “against the Dae’ Ungu, who have one victory and one loss.” Again, more shouts.


			“Tonight,” the demon spawn continued, “is a special surprise. In honor of the first Arrival Day of the year, we are using live grails.”


			As the crowd around the top of the crater roared, the demon spawns on each side of the ledge set down what they were holding. In the flickering red light, I suddenly realized what it was, and my heart skipped in my chest. On each side of the pool, a bound figure stared down at the lava, then up at us in obvious terror.


			“Humes?” I breathed. “They’re using humes as grails?”


			Cinder nodded. “Isn’t it great? I couldn’t believe it when I heard. It’ll make it much more exciting—especially if they struggle.”


			“What if they . . .”


			“Die? It’s against the rules. If one team kills the other team’s grail, they automatically lose. I was flirting with a player on the Dae’ Ungu team, and he told me that’s actually one of their tactics. If a player captures your team’s hume and you force them to drop it into the lava, you win. Injuries don’t count, of course.”


			Staring down at the pale, frightened faces of the bound humes reminded me of what happened on the platform. I could feel my breath speeding up. “Why would they do that?”


			“Loosen up.” Cinder laughed. “They’re only humes. Are you worried about them? Remember what Pyreet said. If they die, they’ll end up in Judgment and get sent back here anyway. They probably hope to get killed as a vacation from work for a few days.”


			“I’m not worried about the humes,” I growled. “It’s just . . . we torture them because it’s our job. And because it’s the only way they can pay for what they did. But that doesn’t mean we have to make a game out of it.”


			For some reason, I kept remembering the girl at the Immigration Station. How terrified she’d looked, and how close I’d come to being killed by the seraph. If it hadn’t been for Onyx . . . At the thought of what he’d done for me, I felt terrible all over again. First, I nearly got him killed for my stupidity. Then I went through his private things. Then I shoved him into an open flame. It was no wonder he wasn’t talking to me.


			“This is gonna be good,” Cinder said. She snuggled against the boy on her left, and he wrapped an arm around her contentedly.


			Down below, the game began. Two Dae’ Ungu took to the air and soared toward the Dae’ Lorica’s side. A Dae’ Lorica leaped from the wall and knocked one of them spinning. With a hiss of shared pain, the crowd watched him spiral into the magma. He quickly climbed back out, his skin a brilliant red, his wings shredded and useless for the rest of the game.


			Instead of watching the players, I found myself looking at the crowd, wondering if Onyx was up here somewhere. I’d come to school excited to see my friend—now it seemed I’d lost him. I was determined to fix this. Most of the faces were riveted on the figures below, but I noticed several couples slip off into the darkness.


			“Don’t I know you?” asked a second year Dae’ Ungu I recognized from my hand-to-hand combat class.


			“We have a class together,” I said.


			“It’s getting kind of cold out,” he said, squeezing between me and Cinder. “I can put my arm around you to keep both of us warm if you’d like.”


			Cinder winked, and I realized the boy was flirting with me. I glanced over at him. He was good-looking, a few fingers taller than me, with clear red skin and sharp horns that poked up through his wavy hair. Maybe Cinder was right. Maybe I needed to start thinking about other guys. 


			“Okay, why not?”


			“Great.” The boy put his arm around my shoulder. “I’m Coal.”


			Cinder caught my eyes and mouthed, “Go for it.”


			“Blaze,” I said, resting my head against his shoulder. He tightened his arm around me, his muscles flexing beneath my cheek. Maybe this week wouldn’t turn out so bad after all. 


			I was just starting to relax when a figure stood up on the other side of the crater. At first, I thought it was another couple sneaking away to make out. The figure stood for a moment, seemed to look around, and then disappeared into the darkness by himself. I couldn’t see his face, but I instantly recognized the sling on his left arm.


			“I have to go,” I said, jumping up.


			Cinder cocked a questioning eyebrow as the boy by my side looked up in surprise. 


			“I’m sorry.” I backed away. “I’m, um, tired.”


			“Do you want me to walk you back to your room?” Coal asked.


			“No.” I glanced across the crater. Onyx was nowhere in sight. “I’ll see you later,” I called, and disappeared into the darkness.


			I made my way back to where I thought the trail was, trying not to step on anyone. I didn’t have Onyx’s night vision, and it took me a few minutes to get my bearings. When I finally found the trail, I could see him nearly halfway down the side of the volcano. He was moving quickly. Had the humes reminded him of what happened with the seraph as well? I considered calling out to him, but I was afraid that if he knew I was here, he’d just keep going and lose me before I could catch up. By the time I reached the bottom of the trail, he was just ducking between the pair of storage buildings.


			As I raced after him, I considered what I would say once I caught up. Apologizing was something I’d always struggled with, so I’d need to formulate something now. And it would be different this time. The more I thought about it, the more I knew I was wrong about the fantasy we’d be together. It would never work. He is my friend, or was my friend, plain and simple.


			I stepped out of the alley and turned toward the academy. He had to be heading back to the barracks. But he was nowhere in sight. For a second, I thought I’d lost him, and I began to panic. Then I spotted someone disappearing around a building out by the street.


			Where was he going?


			At this time of night, the streets were fairly empty. Most of the demons were downtown at the clubs and taverns or heading that way. Technically, demon spawns weren’t allowed off academy grounds after dark.


			Was this about the notes? For some reason, I couldn’t put them out of my mind. I followed him from as far back as I dared, darting from one shadow to another. Soon we’d entered an area I was unfamiliar with. Imps scurried about in the darkness, peeking out of the sewers and snarling, baring their sharp little teeth. Streetlights were fewer and farther apart, and the streets were cracked and pitted. 


			The farther we went, the more secretive Onyx became. It was impossible to tell where we were going, but the streets were empty, and I could swear we circled the same block at least twice. Buildings were dark and grimy, with small, barred windows or no windows at all. 


			Onyx cut through one narrow twisting alleyway after another before stopping abruptly to study a crumbling stone wall. He seemed to be searching for something. Then he hurried into the night. It was only a matter of time before he spotted me. Just as I was about to step into plain view and admit I was following him, he turned and disappeared through a cloud of steam rising from a crack in the ground.


			With a sigh of relief, I stepped away from the wall and hurried after him. When I reached the crack, I paused, listening. I thought I heard hoof steps, then a clunk. After that, nothing. Cautiously, I eased through the smoke. The street beyond was empty. For a moment, I thought I’d lost him. Then something clattered in the darkness, and I turned to see someone slip around the corner.


			I sprinted to the intersection just in time to see the figure slide down the far side of a pile of rubble. Three quick leaps got me to the top of the pile. As I climbed down the other side, the figure turned into a narrow alley. 


			Reaching the corner, I saw the alley stopped abruptly in a narrow V. The figure paused near the end of the street, but something was wrong. The dim shape was too short, the shoulders too narrow. As I stood watching it, the figure opened a door built into the wall. They glanced in my direction, and I stumbled backward. 
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