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      Namika sat on the edge of a cot she’d called her bed for the past few… she wasn’t sure how long it had been. It could’ve been days, weeks, or months, even. The room itself wasn’t bad, considering it was inside the basement of a nightclub, but it definitely could’ve been worse. They could’ve thrown her into a cell, considering she was part of the Venatores, a group of demon and vampire hunters. And this nightclub, called the CrowBar, was owned by a demon.

      And she was under the protection of a Sanguis demon. Demons who were originally human, tortured and twisted until they became demons. It sometimes took years before they were made anew.

      There was a knock at the door, but she’d sensed him before she heard the sound. She swallowed hard, trying to get her mouth to work. “Yes?” It was always strange that a demon was giving her common courtesy, but she reminded herself they were charming until they weren’t.

      Adam Ashton.

      “Miss Strang,” he said with a curt nod.

      As always, he wore a tailored suit, giving him an air of sophistication not belonging in any place that didn’t ooze with wealth. He’d combed his brown hair back; everything about him was meticulous. Not a single wrinkle. Calm emanated from his pristine appearance until it reached his gaze. A predator lurked behind. Unmerciful once he pounced for the kill.

      She got to her feet and wrapped her arms around her waist, trying to put any distance between them. The demon king, Mekaisto, had stripped away her people’s magic as punishment for their uprising against him. After the Venatores were defeated in the war against the demon king, Mr. Ashton informed her what had happened so she wouldn’t panic about the sudden loss of her powers. Namika had felt it extinguish from within, but her natural-born magic quickly filled the emptiness―a secret she hid from everyone. The loss wasn’t likely as great to her as the other Venatores, who’d had everything taken away from them.

      Mr. Ashton had even told Namika of her boyfriend’s fate: dying in battle when they attacked demons inside the demon realm itself. He informed her gently about the war’s outcome, surprising her.

      “Celina is here,” he said with a smile.

      She stiffened, trying her best not to give any of her hopeful emotions away, since he might use them against her if he wanted to. “And can I see her?”

      “Of course.” He stepped aside and waved his hand toward the open door. “After you.”

      She eyed him, unsure if she should turn her back on him, but after a few seconds, she decided that if this was her chance to see Celina, she wouldn’t chance stalling too long.

      They walked in silence down the corridors beneath the CrowBar, and soon enough, reached a living area where Celina and a demon she didn’t know stood waiting.

      Namika ran to her best friend as Celina rushed forward as well, and the two collided in a tight hug.

      Celina pulled her away, gripping Namika’s shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      Adam scoffed. “Are you insinuating I’d break my word and harm your friend?”

      “I’m saying no one reads the fine print.”

      Both demons laughed at that, but Celina pulled Namika away. They went through an archway leading into another area where rusted chains hung on the wall over a small wooden table. Namika took a seat, wondering why they’d bothered trying to get privacy since, if either demons really wanted to, they’d easily eavesdrop.

      Namika pointed at Celina’s abdomen. “How’s your baby?” The last time she’d seen her best friend was when she’d been in labor. Since then, although Adam had assured her Celina was fine and so was her child, Namika wanted to hear it from Celina herself.

      “He’s well. A boy. His name is Fenrir.” She took a deep breath. “There’s something… well, lots of things I need to tell you.”

      Namika’s pulse sped at the seriousness of her friend’s tone. “Oh?”

      “I… made a deal for revenge with Mekaisto after Thomas died.”

      Namika’s eyes widened, but she pressed her lips tight together; she needed time to process the insanity. Her friend had made a deal with the demon king himself. And for revenge?

      “Wait… are you serious?” she asked, unsure what she was feeling; definitely shock, but there was a strange sense of betrayal at the same time.

      Celina had been a descendant of the Lumen, after all—a branch of Venatores who hunted demons as well.

      But demons had destroyed both groups.

      They’d won.

      Namika took a deep breath. “So, does he own your soul now?”

      “No. As crazy as it might sound, Kai... Mekaisto and I fell in love.”

      “But he’s a demon,” she said louder than planned.

      Celina gave her a sheepish smile. “I know it’s hard to understand, but it’s simple for me. Especially since… well, I was half demon, and now―”

      “What?” Namika leaned back as though her friend might suddenly attack. “You’re half demon?”

      Namika tried coming to terms with that. After all, she wasn’t one to judge since she herself was a mystic; the name they went by for centuries, despite being called many other names. Witches, wizards, sorcerers. And Namika had never told anyone about it.

      “I’m a full demon now so that I can live in the Dark Realm with my family,” Celina said slowly, as though it would make the shock a bit less bad.

      “Your family…” she repeated, letting the words sink in. “Wow,” was the only word that came to Namika’s mind.

      “Yeah.”

      Namika shook her head, but smiled. “Sounds insane.”

      “You’re telling me,” Celina muttered. She bit her lower lip. “Did Adam explain what happened?”

      “The demon king took away our magic source. I felt it leave me. It was horrible… like I’d lost a part of myself. But Adam talked me through it.” She stared at her friend, the memories of the time they’d spent together filling her with warmth she’d missed. “I don’t mind it so much anymore.”

      “What are you going to do now?” Celina asked.

      “I found out my boyfriend died during all the attacks. A lot of my friends are gone, and the group I called family are either dead or they’ve dispersed out of fear. I was doing my Master’s degree in business, but that was being paid for by the group… they figured I could help with the business side of things.”

      She gave a half-shrug, but the heaviness of her situation weighed down on her. “Adam said I have to stay here until things settle down.”

      “I’ll try to come visit you with Fenrir as soon as I can.”

      They both stood, and Celina pulled her into a hug. “Take care of yourself, and if you ever need anything, tell Adam. He can pass the message along.”

      “I will. Thanks.” She smiled. “And same to you. If you need me, I’m just an Adam away.”

      “I don’t think the Sanguis leader will appreciate being used as a messenger,” Celina quipped, walking back toward the main living area.

      Namika inched closer to Celina as she tried pointing to where Adam and the other demon were speaking. “Wait. He’s the… first Sanguis? The leader?” Her pulse throbbed in her ears.

      “I am, buttercup,” Mr. Ashton said with a wink.

      Namika’s whole body seemed to be engulfed in flames. He’d glimpsed the tattoo she had on her shoulder blade once, and since then, had occasionally called her buttercup as a pet name.

      “I have to go,” Celina said a bit suddenly. “Remember what I told you. Anytime you need me, okay?”

      Namika nodded, and they embraced one more time before Celina vanished in front of her.

      The other demon rolled his eyes. “Great. I’m supposed to keep an eye on her,” he said with a sigh. “Mekaisto will have my head.” And he disappeared as well, leaving Namika and Mr. Ashton alone together.

      “Nice visit?” he asked in an exaggerated, innocent tone.

      She clenched her jaw. “Wonderful.”

      “Well, I had an interesting one with Brihan.” When Namika arched an eyebrow, he grinned. “The demon who just left.”

      “Oh… What did he say?”

      “Mekaisto wants you to remain here for now since there is still some of my kind hunting yours down. It’ll be safer for you at the CrowBar, where I can keep an eye on you. Just for a little while longer.”

      A shiver shot down her spine. “And if I refuse?” she asked quietly.

      “You can take it up with my king, if you’d prefer…” He didn’t say more because they both knew she wouldn’t do any such thing. “In the meantime, I think you need a new place to call home than that tiny room I had put you in temporarily.” He motioned with his head. “Follow me.”

      They arrived inside a new room, and Namika gawked at the place; it was bigger than the studio apartment she’d been living in before all this. How big was this basement?

      She stared around. The living room wasn’t immense, but it had the essentials. A loveseat was next to a cozy armchair facing a flat-screen television. There were even a few gaming consoles plugged in for entertainment. A soft red rug lay in the middle of the area. The kitchen was the smallest part, but it was complete with refrigerator, stove, and microwave. Beyond the curtains up ahead, a double bed stood against the wall with plenty of space on both sides for nightstands.

      “This will be your room from now on,” he said, his voice taking her out of her daze at how nice the place was.

      She opened and closed her mouth, trying to think of something to say until the only two words came to mind. “Thank you.” And while she truly meant it, she knew, deep down inside, that this was all just an illusion. It may look beautiful, but it was a prison, no less.
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      Namika checked the numbers a third time.

      This can’t be right.

      Someone was stealing from the company, and where she worked, that meant torture or death. Maybe both.

      She checked the numbers yet again, this time manually, biting her lower lip. On the one hand, if she reported this and a demon suffered, it would be one less monster to prey on humans. However, things weren’t as black and white anymore after she found out her best friend, Celina, was part demon herself. They’d known each other since high school, and nothing in the world―not even being a full demon―would change how Namika felt about Celina.

      That had meant accepting that not all demons were evil—not an easy feat for an ex-demon hunter. But she wasn’t one to judge since she herself had a hidden truth. Witches, wizards, sorcerers… They had many names, but whatever they were called, Namika was a mystic.

      Namika stretched her arms above her head while leaning back in her chair. Her office had a lack of windows, but it was nicer than her quarters with the Venatores. She shivered, recalling the last time she was back there, when the demon king himself destroyed it in battle. She was lucky to be alive, though she had the feeling it had less to do with luck and mostly because the king was in love with her best friend.

      She couldn’t blame Celina for having fallen for a demon. They were everything a person wanted, just waiting for their chance to go in for the kill.

      Humans do that, too.

      Shaking her head, she got back to the laptop and ran the numbers one last time. If she was going to put out an accusation like this, she’d be a hundred percent sure about it.

      But she hadn’t made a mistake.

      Her shoulders slumped as she clicked over the print icon, and the printer started whirring. She didn’t like the idea of having someone’s death linger over her like that, demon or not. Still, Mr. Ashton had given her this job, and she’d do it properly. When he’d found out about her educational background, he’d offered her the work, and she was thankful for the distraction while forced to stay in the nightclub’s basement. Her stay was supposed to be temporary, but after the demons won the war against Venatores, the king had given strict orders that she remain here for her own safety.

      She snorted as she grabbed the paperwork and slipped it into a folder before leaving her office. Safer with Adam Ashton?

      It was a bit earlier than when she usually ended her day, but considering the importance of this discovery, she decided it was best to bring them directly to her boss.

      The hallways below the nightclub looked like something out of a gothic mansion, with wine-colored walls and candelabra every few feet. Thankfully, they were the electrical types and not real candles, or it may have been a fire hazard to have this many. Her footsteps echoed against the black marble flooring, and she slowed as she approached a fork. One way led to Mr. Ashton’s office, while the other went upstairs to the club. Towards the exit. To freedom.

      Without thinking, she took the one towards the stairs, her pulse speeding. Doubts of actually being able to escape flooded her, but she pushed them aside, focusing on her instincts to run. But when she got to the bottom of the steps, she stopped.

      She had to pretend to have lost her powers, which meant being vulnerable. Escaping would be beyond difficult.

      And where would she even go? She had no one left in this world to run to for help. She was alone. No family, no friends, no boyfriend.

      Her heart squeezed at the thought of Yasuo. They’d been friends for so long, but it was no secret among the other members that it had been an arranged pairing by the higher ups. They wanted people to have as many children as possible in order to grow the group. Namika and Yasuo were around the same age, so it had been logical to get them together in the hopes she’d have children of her own one day. She loved him as a friend, and he shared those feelings, but neither had been in love with one another. It’s why she hadn’t even minded the fact that he had fathered eight other children with other women in the group. It had given him so much joy to become a father, and he’d been celebrated and given a higher position because of it.

      And now, they were all gone or stripped of their magic, unable to help her.

      “Lost?” Mr. Ashton asked from behind her, and she spun, heart racing.

      “I took a wrong turn,” she whispered, bringing up the folder against her chest as though that would protect her somehow.

      She may have been under his protection, but it didn’t always feel like it with the way he looked at her. They were natural enemies, after all.

      He took a step closer, and she pressed her back against the wall. “Is that right?”

      She quickly put out the folder. “Someone’s been stealing from your company.” When he arched an eyebrow, she explained, “They’re not huge amounts, but it’s been going on for a few years, and it’s likely why no one noticed before.”

      “I noticed.” He took the folder from her. “It’s why there was a job opening for you. I had to let the last one go...” A slow smile curled his lips. “Permanently.”

      “Oh...”

      “In the meantime, we need to speak about your...living arrangements here. Make a few details clear.” He sounded bored, which was never good. She’d heard this tone before he turned demons to piles of mush.

      He stared at her like he was daring her to defy him. She felt compelled to disobey him, wanting to gain any kind of control of the situation, but she decided it would be dumb on her part.

      He wants a rise out of me, and I won’t give him the satisfaction.

      Without a word, she walked past him, ignoring the way he watched her; something dangerous always lingered behind his gaze.

      He moved to her side. “Did you really think you’d be able to just walk out the door?”

      “I thought you said I was a guest. Not like I’m confined to a specific place, right?”

      He laughed, a breathy rumble that sent a shiver up her spine. “Guest, prisoner, employee—the title doesn’t matter. You’re required to follow my rules.”

      They took a turn towards his office, and she kept her focus on the demon walking beside her. They approached a large wooden door, which swung open with Mr. Ashton’s power alone. The hairs on her neck rose as he motioned inside.

      “Come in,” he said, his voice sending her pulse into a frenzy.

      Mr. Ashton strode to his desk as the door closed with a resonating click. Namika kept her attention on the exit while part of her magic searched for any other way out in case she had to run.

      Nothing.

      His essence surrounded her, and she stiffened, realizing she’d stopped focusing on him. A deadly mistake to make.

      “Have a seat,” he said in a quiet voice.

      She stared up and froze as his gaze locked on her. Like he was measuring her movements. He sat on an antique office chair, leaning back as though comfortable with the whole situation. Yet nothing was calm in his gaze; a storm brewed in their depths.

      She glanced at the two matching armchairs facing his desk and decided on the farthest from the door in case someone came in. At this angle, no one could sneak up on her.

      The ghost of a smile touched his lips as though he was reading her mind. She couldn’t deny the man was handsome, but this was the danger with demons. They looked like everything people wished for, but beneath the pleasing facade lurked horrible nightmares.

      And the bastard had so much patience. He sat there, watching her as though silence would cause her to admit anything. Well, he would find out how stubborn she was.

      The lights buzzed overhead, and she glanced up for a second before focusing on his desk. New and bought at an expensive office store. Except for the chairs, the rest fit with today’s styles. His hands came into focus as she lifted her head, and she swallowed hard when she met his gaze.

      “How long have you been here with us?” He drummed his fingers against the surface. “Three months?”

      “Too long,” she said over him.

      “You’ve known your fate for some time. Why are you suddenly surprised by it?”

      “Why are you surprised I’d try to leave no matter how you decide to brand me?” she shot back.

      It wasn’t the right answer. His irises turned a dark shade of red, and she braced, ready to fight. But he didn’t move. He stilled completely, as though staring through her. Into her mind.

      “Very well. No more games.” He leaned his elbows against the surface. “I gave you a job, and you’re allowed to come and go as you please in the living areas of the basement as long as someone is accompanying you. But you are correct. I’m not letting you leave.”

      “Then why let me believe I’d be able to?”

      “The illusion of freedom is precious.” He played with his cufflinks. “But no matter how beautiful it is, a cage is still a cage.”

      An honest demon who didn’t use sweet lies to comfort his victims. This was a switch from what Namika had experienced as a hunter for the Venatores. “Okay...”

      “And if giving you an inch means you’ll constantly take a mile, then perhaps joining the other prisoners beneath the basement is a better idea.” His icy stare froze her to the core. “Although it isn’t as comfortable.”

      She put in her best effort to keep her expression neutral, stopping herself from pleading for mercy.

      The corner of his mouth curled into a small grin. “What intrigues me is you don’t actually try to escape. Why is that?”

      “I’m trying to find a way to leave without a trace.

      “Leave without a trace?” he repeated. “We both know I’d find you easily. I have your scent.”

      Her stomach tightened at the concept of being hunted. Especially by this demon. “Your king may have won the war, but my people are still out there. They’re likely looking for me.”

      He tugged open a desk drawer and retrieved a thick folder.

      “Let’s see, shall we?” he said with indifference. “Your father is dead. You haven’t spoken to your mother in years, and you have no siblings.”

      Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. “Where―”

      “You were attending Carleton University, but in the past year, you began to skip classes.” He glanced at her. “And you didn’t register for the last semester. Not planning on finishing your master’s degree in business?”

      She parted her lips, part of her desperate to explain, but quickly pressed them together as he continued.

      “We already know what happened to your former lover, Yasuo.” He spoke so matter of fact, as if his words weren’t a knife straight through her. “The other people you’ve had contact with recently were Venatores, and I doubt I need to go into details about what happened to them.” He closed the folder and placed it on his desk. “Don’t fool yourself. No one is looking for you. You are very much alone.”

      She swallowed hard through the lump in her throat, desperate not to cry. The very last thing she wished for was to give him the satisfaction he’d hit home.

      “My king’s orders about your stay here were revised a few weeks ago when your people were discovered to be holding meetings in secrecy. There’s unrest, and many of my kind are out for blood, wanting to destroy what’s left of you.” He replaced the folder inside the drawer, a cold smile curling his mouth. “I told my king to exterminate you all for the sake of thoroughness, and it seems I was right.”

      She tightened her grip on the armrest, pretending it was his neck. “Good to know you see us as such a threat.”

      The red in his irises glowed brighter, but the smile never left his lips. “Do you think provoking me is easy?” He shook his head. “Still as fearless as the day we met. And just as foolish,” he finished, his voice lowering.

      Namika recalled that day all too well. Her best friend, Celina, was in labor but also wounded. A demon helped and brought them both to the CrowBar club, and when Mr. Ashton showed up, Namika was determined to protect Celina. No matter what.

      Although she hadn’t known who Mr. Ashton was when she’d punched him in the face.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Can I go back to work now?”

      “Finish early for today since it’s Friday.”
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      Namika curled up onto the couch, glad she was finally in her cozy pajamas. Her new living situation was definitely better, but being unable to leave made her uneasy. Months had passed, and she’d hoped she could eventually leave, but Mr. Ashton had pulled the rug under her feet by refusing. How much longer would she be stuck here? Until she died?

      And why did he have to be so cruel when describing her life like that? Like she had nothing to live for on the outside; was her past so dull to him?

      Who cares what he thinks?

      She gritted her teeth as she grabbed the book on the side table, trying to focus on anything else. Her vision blurred as his words repeated inside her mind over and over. Father dead, mother estranged, boyfriend killed, what was left of her people scattered. The war against demons had taken everything away from her. And he expected her to sit still like a good little prisoner?

      No. She wouldn’t take this imprisonment lightly. There had to be a way to contact Celina... even if it meant using a spell with the magic no one knew she had.

      But first, she needed to get away from here. Get away from him.
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      Namika eyed her reflection. “I am not going upstairs naked.”

      Linda, the demon in charge of watch duty for Namika this evening, approached, her hips swaying like she walked to music only she heard. Her blonde hair fell in thick waves, her red lipstick matching the color of her irises. And although she was beautiful, Namika saw the woman for what she was; a vile monster needing to be exterminated.

      The demon scoffed. “Keep complaining, and I’ll give you an outfit that shows a lot more skin.” Her gaze darkened as she leaned closer, her Playboy bunny costume barely covering her chest. “Now, stop running your mouth and finish getting ready.”

      When Linda found out it was her turn for guard duty, she’d thrown a fit about missing the party tonight. After all, Namika couldn’t leave the apartment beneath the nightclub. But a few remarks from Namika as they sat in her living room persuaded Linda to bring her upstairs. Besides, as Namika had pointed out to the demon, where would she even run?

      That was the final little push, and before Namika knew it, Linda had thrown her an old Halloween costume to wear.

      Namika took the police cap off and tied her hair in a high ponytail, doing her best to tuck the unruly curls into the elastic.

      Linda licked her lips as her gaze swept along Namika’s body in the mirror. “Besides, you look yummy. You should dress like this next time I have to babysit you. It’ll make being around you fun.”

      Namika’s face heated. She was never comfortable wearing anything other than clothes that covered most of her skin, but arguing too much about the costume choice had the potential to have the demon change her mind. But it also meant donning a leather police outfit with a zipped-up jacket so tight her A-cups appeared to have doubled in size. The pants weren’t any better either since they looked painted on.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Namika muttered, following Linda to the living room.

      “Don’t cause me any trouble tonight, and I promise I’ll tell my master how much of a good girl you were while I took care of you.”

      Master. Anytime people mentioned him—and not even by name―a shiver ran down Namika’s spine.

      Power tingled along her skin, and her stomach clenched as a knock on the door sounded. It opened on its own, and Mr. Ashton leaned against the door, arms folded as he stared from Namika to Linda, his expression stony.

      Linda bowed her head, but Namika held the gaze, threatening to burn her. One of the key lessons she learned as a Venatore was to never show fear, but with certain demons, it wasn’t easily done.

      “Miss Strang,” he said.

      She tried her hardest to ignore his power as it moved across her body. He took a few steps closer, and she stiffened as he leaned into her personal space, his smell invading her senses as his breath tickled the side of her head. She curled her hands into fists, attempting to overlook years of training as a hunter. Both wouldn’t need much of an excuse to strike against one another.

      A clinking sound caused her thoughts to freeze. He straightened, the handcuffs that went with her costume hanging from his finger.

      “I’ll be confiscating these,” he said as he retreated. “Unless you needed them for something, buttercup?”

      Linda let out a small laugh but glanced at the floor when Mr. Ashton shot her a side look, warning her she was in enough trouble.

      “As for you, Linda,” he placed the handcuffs on the coffee table, “I’m leaving for a meeting, so we’ll speak about this later.”

      She nodded, biting her lower lip as though more disappointed than nervous.

      Mr. Ashton turned his attention back to Namika and smiled. “Just remember what we discussed. Each time you try your little escapades, I will catch you.” A deadly calm crossed his features. “I suggest you make each attempt count.”

      An icy chill shot down her spine, her pulse speeding so quickly she wasn’t sure her cloaking spell would work entirely. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He chuckled at that and walked away towards the door. He paused, then glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, and Miss Strang?”

      “What?”

      His smile was wolfish. “I like your costume.”

      Her whole body warmed, and she was thankful he’d left before she’d felt the heat burning her face. She slumped in the armchair, digging her fingernails into her palms until they throbbed.

      How dare he comment on my outfit like that?

      This couldn’t continue. Adam kept drawing closer as though trying to wear her down. What would happen once she gave in? She had to leave. And she had to deliver a message to Celina.

      Linda frowned. “This isn’t fair. Why am I being penalized for your mistakes?”

      “Trying to make life better for humans was never a mistake. The only thing we did wrong was trust deceitful monsters.” She let out a sigh. “I’m surprised he didn’t give us both an earful since it’s obvious by this stupid Halloween costume that you were planning on bringing me upstairs.”

      “The only reason is because my master has more important business.” She glanced at the ceiling as though the matter in question would fall through the tiles.

      “I can’t imagine he’d like anything more than to destroy me; he didn’t hide his hatred in that little meeting yesterday.”

      Linda waved her hand dismissively. “I didn’t say he likes to meet with Viscus demons, only that they take priority over you. You’re barely a threat without your magic, and at this point, you’re really just a nuisance.”

      Namika shivered at the mention of Viscus demons. Powerful and cruel, they’d never been human. The demon king’s second in command was rumored to be one, but she had her suspicions he was something else entirely.

      Namika rubbed her face. “I know my situation could be worse... I mean, I’m free to come and go as long as I’m accompanied by one of you... but still.”

      Linda opened her mouth as though wanting to shoot something nasty back, but instead, she cocked her head. “Wait. You’re allowed to leave on the condition that a member of our group is with you?” She grinned. “Damn straight it could’ve been worse. If it was me in charge, I’d have killed you already.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, your boss said the same comment to me. The only thing stopping him is your king’s orders. Until he changes them, anyway.” Namika’s stomach churned at how easily her fate could be altered; would she be ready to fight back when it did?

      Linda clapped her hands, and Namika jumped at the sudden noise.

      “That’s great to hear, but tonight is about me since I planned for this party for a long time, and I’m not about to let some washed-up amateur on death row ruin it for me,” she said, marching to the door. “Let’s go. We’re leaving.”

      Namika stood slowly, unsure if she was satisfied with how effortless it was to trick the demon or how much her words about being on death row scared her.

      If I can escape permanently, I won’t need to wait for my demise.
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      “I really hate Halloween,” Namika muttered, even though no one would hear her over the sound of the blasting music playing in the nightclub. Well, except for the demons and vampires present.

      They were the tricks, and the humans who came here for a good time were the treats, their costumes the candy wrappers that the supernatural beings couldn’t wait to peel off.

      Namika kept on high alert as she turned a washcloth back and forth inside a mug, not actually cleaning it. Not that it mattered since her work at the bar wasn’t a matter of life and death; paying attention to who or what approached her was.

      The base thumped throughout the room, blasting Halloween-themed music. People grinded together to the beat while fog from the machine partially hid them from view.

      Namika studied the scene in front of her; if only the humans knew that the red glowing eyes, silver irises, and fangs weren’t props.

      Linda leaned against the bar. “Don’t forget what happens if you try anything stupid.”

      Namika gave a curt nod; the last thing she wanted was to be sent back downstairs before she could go through with her plan. Although Mr. Ashton suggested there would be many escape attempts on her part, she wanted this to be the sole occasion.

      “You can relax. Your threats aren’t something I’ll forget anytime soon,” Namika said.

      Linda twirled a finger in her hair. “I almost wish you’d try running off. I’d love to see my master catch you.”

      At the thought, Namika dropped the glass she was cleaning, and it fell with a crash that managed to be heard despite the noise. She quickly crouched and began picking up the larger pieces. “Go back to dancing. Isn’t that why you wanted to be up here so badly?”

      Before Linda responded, Namika shifted her attention to her mess. She had to be careful not to cut herself on the edges since that would draw notice from the wrong people.

      “Excuse me? Do you serve any banana daiquiris with real bananas?” a woman’s voice shouted over the techno music.

      Namika straightened, and her pulse sped as she recognized the customer who’d asked the question.

      Emma, dressed as some sort of sexy military woman, was part of the Venatore group and had fought alongside Namika several times. That phrase was a code to get the attention of another member without detection, and so far, Linda’s reaction didn’t show she knew that information. The demon just looked annoyed.

      “Of course we don’t,” Linda spat. “Are you drunk or something?”

      Emma giggled as she straightened her Army jacket and nodded, not once catching Namika’s gaze and keeping up the charade. “Where are the restrooms? I think I’m gonna puke.”

      Linda pointed at the back. “If you make a mess, I’ll use your hair to clean it.”

      Emma stumbled off, heading towards the line for the washrooms as Namika did her best to slow her heart rate, not wanting to give anything away. Her magic flowed through her extremities, warming her as her pulse slowed. She checked that her spell to shield her powers remained strong and shifted her focus to Linda.

      But the demon had vanished without a word. Namika rolled her eyes as she stepped out from behind the bar, scanning the dance floor. It wasn’t difficult to spot Linda with her bunny ears rocking back and forth. Plus, the attention she attracted by grinding against two other women certainly created a crowd.

      Namika pushed through, not bothering to excuse herself since no one would hear anyway, and stepped into the circle that had formed around the ladies. Linda’s jaw clenched for a second, but a slow smile curled her lips.

      “Come to play?”

      “I need to use the toilet!” Namika shouted over the sound.

      She did her best to ignore the warmth filling her as a few people laughed, keeping eye contact with the demon’s scowl. “You sure know how to ruin my fun, you little brat,” she said, seething.

      “I can go by myself,” Namika crossed her arms, “I didn’t want you to have a fit if you suddenly don’t see me at the bar.” She pointed at the two women who’d kept dancing as though not realizing their third partner was in conversation. “Keep enjoying yourself. I’ll be right back. Threats and all not forgotten.”

      Linda scoffed and motioned her hand for Namika to go away, and she obliged. While walking towards the queue of people waiting their turn, Namika grinned at how simple it was to get out of the demon’s sight.

      Now she just needed to find Emma and see why her old friend was here, of all places. And on the same day, Namika had planned to run for it.

      Emma wasn’t in line, so Namika pushed her way to the door as a woman yelled at her to wait her turn. Among other obscenities.

      She grabbed Namika’s arm and spun her around. “Who do you think you are, bitch?”

      Namika straightened, despite her five-foot-five height with the heeled boots she wore. “My friend is in there puking her guts out. Want to be the person to clean up after her?” Without waiting for an answer, Namika stepped inside, this time ignoring the continued shouts of the indignant women.

      I’m lucky they avoided trying anything physical.

      The washroom only had three stalls, and each one was large enough to fit a single bed. Why they designed it so poorly, Namika didn’t know - or really cared - but it certainly created quite the wait time.

      As expected, Emma stood near the sinks, waiting for Namika to join her. The ex-Venatore Namika had fought alongside on many occasions smiled ear to ear, grabbing hold of Namika’s wrist and pulling her quickly to the side of the room with a small nook. Nothing that hid them out of sight completely, but at least enough to keep focus off them.

      “I didn’t believe him when he said you were still alive,” she muttered, her gaze darting around Namika as though ensuring she was real. “I thought for sure you died. You were here this whole time...”

      “Not like it was my choice.”

      “So they’re keeping you here as a captive?” Emma waved her hands dismissively before Namika had the chance to answer. “It doesn’t matter. I’m here to rescue you. We can work together tonight, and you’ll come back with me.”

      Namika arched an eyebrow, glancing over her shoulder as a woman entered the washroom, the music blasting inside the room as the door swung open. “Wait. What do you mean, work together? Go back where? And who’s him?” That was the question that burned her the most; someone told Emma she was held here as a prisoner; who?

      Emma bit her lower lip, and Namika instantly put her guard up. “I know that look,” she said in a low tone, “every time you do that, it’s because you’re trying to find the right words, so I won’t tell you whatever you’re planning is a bad idea.”

      “Promise not to be mad―”

      “Tell me.”

      Emma let out a sigh and leaned closer. “Okay, fine. We’ve grouped up after a few of the members were contacted by someone willing to help us.”

      A knot in Namika’s belly tightened. “What’s the rest of the story that’s supposed to make me convince you not to do something foolish?” Namika asked, wondering what her people were up to in the last few months.

      “We’re working with...” Emma glanced towards the stalls, “a vampire who offered to help us.”

      Namika waited for her friend to say something else, but when Emma remained silent, Namika did her best for her next words not to be too loud. “This is the part where you add that you obviously didn’t fall for that trick, considering what happened last time we trusted monsters.”

      The war was lost for many reasons, but two of the major causes were identical; an angel who’d been the one to grant powers to the Venatores eons ago in order to fight darkness and a demon who wanted the world altered to have supernatural beings ruling it. Both turned out to be the same person with their own agenda, and his betrayal cost them everything.

      “Look, I get that trusting Gabriel was stupid,” Emma said quickly, her blue eyes haunted by what had happened. “I was there in the Dark Realm during that last fight.” Her voice grew thick, and Namika suppressed a shiver at the thought of being in that place—the place humans referred to as hell.

      Namika took a deep breath. “I’m sorry you were there. It couldn’t have been... pleasant.”

      Emma scoffed. “You think?” She shook her head, her sandy short hair flicking from side to side. “It was carnage. We didn’t stand a chance. When I was dragged into those cells along with a bunch of our people, I was sure I’d be killed. It was horrific hearing screams constantly.”

      The door to the washroom opened once more, and three women rushed in, shoving against each other as they fought for a stall. Namika pushed her magic around her, trying to sense if anyone was pissed off and looking for her. So far, it still seemed alright.

      Movement caught Namika’s attention as Emma rummaged inside her purse and pulled out her cell.

      “After everything I went through, do you honestly think I’d trust so blindly again?” Emma asked. “Especially another supernatural being?” She checked the phone’s screen quickly before putting it away. “He promised to give us our powers back—”

      “And you believed that lie?”

      Emma’s eyes gleamed as she lifted her palm in front of Namika’s face. Orange lights swirled between her fingers, creating an eerie glow between the two women.

      Namika’s eyes widened. “That’s...” she wanted to say impossible, but the proof was right there.

      “I’ll accept your apology now,” Emma said with a laugh as she closed her hand and straightened. “And it’s not only me,” she added quickly. “He’s given magic to all of us who joined up. It’s why I’m here; he sent me to rescue you. He’ll give you the same powers, and we’ll be even stronger when you come back.”

      Namika stiffened. Members of her group had often called her one of their most powerful hunters, but they never knew it was because she had more than the Venatores’ magic flowing through her veins. If she returned with Emma, would this vampire realize this?

      It doesn’t matter if it means finally eradicating the world of demons.

      Her wish was always simple; once most demons fell, the ones who remained could stay in the Dark Realm to rule as they pleased. Vampires would return to the parallel world where they were originally from. The human world would be out of bounds for them, and people could live without fearing the darkness.

      Namika frowned as the information Emma provided sunk in. “Wait. A vampire? They don’t have magic. Not unless it’s a nightshade?”

      Emma shook her head. “Just a vamp, but he has powers, somehow.”

      “So what exactly did you mean by work together tonight? What is it you have to do here?” Namika asked.

      Emma beamed, bouncing on her heels. “I’m so glad you’re on board.”

      “I’m not agreeing to anything until you tell me the plan,” Namika pointed out, but her friend didn’t lose her smile, knowing Namika would help no matter what.

      “Well, I need to go to a storage room that’s apparently in the basement of this place. It’s past the torture rooms, so I guess pretty far down.”

      Namika’s brows snapped together. “In case I wasn’t clear before, I’m a prisoner here. They don’t exactly let me roam around the corridors.” But with her magic, she’d had a few occasions to track demons with her sight and knew the layout of some sections.

      “Yeah, but you’re always resourceful.” Emma gave Namika a hopeful look. “Any ideas?”

      If Namika went through with this, there was no way she could fail this escape, or it would mean certain death for her. “I know exactly how.”
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      Namika dusted herself off while staring at the ceiling. Not that there was any debris to get off her costume since they’d used magic to go through from the floor above. It was a tricky spell requiring the user to know for sure there was space below; if Namika wasn’t certain there was a storage room there, they would’ve ended up fused within the solid wall and died.

      At the thought, Namika rubbed her arms and turned to Emma. It also required someone who was skilled at the enchantment, and Emma was the best. Namika was one of the top magic users, but as far as everyone knew, she’d lost her powers the day every other Venatore had. And it would stay that way. The last thing she needed was for anyone to discover what her ancestry held.

      As soon as they’d suffered defeat in the war against demons, she’d sealed her mystical abilities away, only leaving a small shield to help keep her emotions grounded and not as obvious to others in her presence.

      Emma glanced around the compact closet. “I’m glad you were right about where this place is.” She pulled out a piece of paper and stared at it. “Okay, so I know where we’re heading once we get to the sub-basement and what I need to grab from the storage.” Her gaze fixed on Namika. “Any suggestions on how to reach that area and how to unlock the way down?”

      “Actually, I do, but it’s not going to be easy...” Namika opened the door and peeked out into the long hallway. “It’ll require blood magic if you’re up to it,” she finished quietly.

      Emma pushed past her with a scoff. “It’s my favorite kind. Let’s go.”

      Namika frowned but didn’t comment about Emma’s recklessness; it wasn’t like her to go into a dangerous situation without some level of caution. Namika wondered if this had something to do with the Venatores’ newfound magic; was it affecting them?

      A figure rounded the corner up ahead, walking towards them. Namika’s heart sped as she recognized the demon. Marc was on watch duty a few times for her, and although he’d never tried anything with her, he’d given her the creeps when he just stared at her.

      Marc frowned. “What are you doing down here? Isn’t Linda supposed to be with you?”

      Namika was never a great liar, but Emma had it down to a science. She turned towards Namika, sliding her arm around her neck and cuddling close. “Ah, we got caught, babe,” she giggled.

      Before Namika reacted, Emma pulled her closer, pressing her lips against hers in a deep kiss. Heat rose to Namika’s cheeks, but she played along, trusting her friend had a plan. When they pulled away, Namika cupped Emma’s cheek. “It’s fine.”

      Marc cleared his throat, and they both turned to look at him. A small grin curled his mouth to the side. “You’re going to be in so much trouble with Linda. And once she’s done with you and she’s told the mas—the boss, not even your connections will help you.”

      Emma pulled away and shot daggers from Namika to the demon. “Done with...” She slurred her words, obviously pretending to be tipsy. “Hang on. Wait.” She pointed at Namika. “You said you wanted to-to...fuck. Now I find out you...you want to, what? Have a threesome or something? Wow. Ew. No.” She raised her hands in the air, walking straight past Marc and heading in the direction where the stairs back up to the club were located.

      Namika put on her best angry expression she could fake and marched towards Marc. “Thanks a lot! You couldn’t have given me a break this one time? You’ve ruined my chance at finally being able to hook up!”

      The demon had the decency to look like he actually felt remorseful for a few seconds as he rubbed the back of his neck. “You could’ve cleared it with Linda―”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Namika spat. “On the rare occasion I get close to finding myself a nice girl, Linda notices it and swoops them off.”

      Namika was so glad the demon she ran into didn’t know her well. If this was Linda, Haku, or Mr. Ashton, they would’ve known she was lying through her teeth. Even pretending she had trouble talking about anything remotely sexual.

      Marc opened his mouth as though to say something, but light shone around him from the back, and he fell to the floor with a loud thud. Emma lowered her hand as she stared at the demon, and Namika suppressed a small shiver. Darkness swam behind her friend’s eyes as she looked at him, and for a second, Namika almost didn’t recognize her.

      What kind of magic had she used?

      Pushing her unease away, Namika returned to the closet they’d exited a few minutes ago and opened the door. “We can put him in here so if anyone―”

      A sickening sound sliced through the air, and Namika spun as Emma’s blade impaled Marc in the back. Fire-red veins traveled from the wound around his body, and within seconds, the demon turned to ashes.

      Namika bolted to where Emma stood, eyes wide as she stared at what was left on the floor. “Why did you do that?” she nearly shouted the words. “You didn’t have to destroy him.”

      “If we’d put him in the closet, once he woke up, he would’ve sounded the alarm and told everyone what happened.” Emma twirled the handle of the weapon, the only remaining part after the blade had melted into Marc. “Besides, since when do you care about killing these monsters? The less, the better, right?”

      Namika was unsure why she had reacted the way she had. It could be she’d been around demons too long and had started to see them as people. Or maybe having her childhood friend become one of them had changed the perspective she had of them.

      She shook her head, turning her gaze away from the remains. “It’s just that... if we do get caught, destroying one of their own won’t work in our favor when we plead for mercy.”

      “Mercy? They wouldn’t give us that in the best of times.” She slipped the hilt of the dagger back into one of her Army pants’ many pockets. Lifting her hand above the ashes, she murmured a spell, and they vanished. “Anyway, as long as we aren’t discovered, it won’t matter,” she said with a wink before continuing down the hallway.

      With one last glance at where Marc’s remains were a mere few seconds ago, Namika caught up to Emma, unsure if she’d made a huge mistake in following her friend down this path.
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      The basement went deep beneath the nightclub, but the dungeon seemed to go further still. Namika focused on keeping her breath steady and her footsteps controlled. Each step brought the risk of being discovered, and after what they’d done to Marc, not even Celina could save them. A nauseating sensation rose in her throat at the thought of what Mr. Ashton would do if he found out. He was the lowest of demons in terms of sub-race, but being the first meant he had powers she didn’t know about.

      Dripping water echoed around, and Namika tried her hardest to tune out the moans from nearby cells; they had to focus on the plan. Once they returned to the rest of the members, they’d prioritize finally sending demons back to the Dark Realm and rescue all the people down here. She wanted to believe it would work, but trusting another supernatural being sounded like insanity. If they lost again, this would be the last time the demon king would spare any of them.

      “It’s this room.” Emma’s whispers brought Namika out of her own mind, and she refocused on their goal.

      “What’s the name of this item you need?” she asked, waiting by the door. She could’ve used her own supernatural abilities to make sure the coast was clear on the other side, but she let Emma do it. That was one thing she definitely looked forward to; once the vampire granted her magic, she could go back to using her own without fear of being found out.

      “I’ll tell you once we’re safe inside,” she said, glancing over her shoulder towards the end of the corridor they’d gone down.

      Emma pushed open the door, and they entered a large room packed with shelves. The place was colossal, and her heart sped when she realized there were multiple sections separated by alcoves.

      “This is going to take too long,” Namika said through her teeth, every second ticking by bringing them closer to potentially failing. They were supposed to be in and out of what she’d assumed was a small storage room with the item they needed, not searching for hours through millions of things placed on thousands of shelves. Most reached the ceiling and were filled.

      “Less complaining, more searching.” Emma glanced at the paper one last time before storing it. “What we’re looking for is something called the Garnet Orb.” She used her hands to measure the invisible thing, showing it fit in her palm. “It’s red, if that wasn’t obvious already, and it has a white glow to it. Three golden chains connect to the center orb.” She dropped her arms, staring intently at Namika. “And in an emergency, or once we’re ready to go,” she pulled out a glass cylinder that shined gleamed similar to quartz, “we use this.” Emma put the Lochust gem back into one of the front pockets of her uniform.

      Relief flooded Namika at the sight of the artifact; they were difficult to come by and were life-savers in certain situations. Like this one.

      Namika nodded and set out to look for the mysterious object. Clocks and various devices ticked and dinged, the only sound in the heavy silence around her. Namika wondered what this Garnet Orb did and why a vampire was desperate enough to send people into one of the prime locations where the Sanguis leader resided.

      I didn’t know this is where he is, too, and we were supposed to have this type of intel.

      Glancing from top to bottom on the shelves as she walked by, she went deeper through the never-ending room. A few items caught her attention, some from curiosity while with others, she recognized the description she’d read in old tomes. She pushed past them and allowed her limited magic to spread around her, lowering her defenses on her emotions. Instead, she used it to help her locate the object she imagined in her mind.

      A smaller section held rows of filing cabinets, and Namika froze. She didn’t know why, but something about the room sent terror through her blood as though it wasn’t supposed to be there. Spiderwebs, long abandoned by their residents, blew in a non-existent breeze.

      Namika took a few steps back. This part wasn’t really...here. She couldn’t explain, but with her magic, she knew for sure this segment was connected to somewhere else. Someplace dangerous. And the very last thing she had any desire to do was enter the area.
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