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  Chapter 1

  
  




The night was cool and clear. Thin, roaming clouds veiled a full moon. Crisp, wild-scented air signaled the beginning of spring. Allergens and sweaters were in bloom. Birds and bugs slowly returned. Everyone was riding dirty with Chamillionaire and Krayzie. Guild City’s diversity of life was spawning again. Just outside the city were dense woods. None of the locals visited here. Urban legend be damned; every local knew someone who knew someone that went missing out here. This was a place for thrill seekers and fools. That there was a difference between the two was arguable.

However, hidden in this great forbidden land, there was a two-story cabin made of stone and wood. It was built over a hundred years ago and only used by the Knight Commanders, active demon knights who preferred not mixing their knight life with their regular life and were violently protective of what went on inside. The cabin didn’t have rooms as much as spaces separated by bookcases or tables. There were books everywhere. The knights kept journals of their activities and projects. There was at least one hundred years’ worth of information spread between the floors. Besides journals there were tons of physical and digital reference books they might need, such as books on demon knight and demon cleaner lore and practices.

No one lived in the cabin. It was more a base of communications, a place where they could meet or do research. The unfinished basement was where experiments were conducted.

Typically, there are only a few knights in the cabin at a time, but tonight was different. Tonight, the cabin was full of light and noise as the Knighthood came together in the middle of the night for an emergency meeting called by the group leader Joe. Joe was a decent-looking man in his 40s. Tall, with mahogany skin and short wavy hair. He stayed in shape as a matter of survival rather than enjoyment. Fighting demon cleaners was an all-day task. An unprepared knight was a dead knight. As yet, he was still alive.  

The group of nine Knight Commanders broke up into their standard sets of three. The strongest three, Joe, Shelly, and Rachel stood together. The next strongest three were Hale, Winter, and Calvin. They stood together across the room, next to one of the computer desks. The bottom three, the weakest of the nine, Candy, Howard, and Albert always huddled by the dead plants for some reason. They didn’t have to separate this way. Joe didn’t tell them to. There wasn’t any rule anywhere. They just always did. Joe preferred it because he’d found his second and third to be not only the next most powerful knights in Guild City, but the most reasonable. They didn’t have telepathy, but seemed to always be on the same wavelength. Shelly and Rachel didn’t just finish Joe’s sentences, they finished his strategies and plots. Shelly lost an arm because of a decision he’d made during a fight with one of the Triumvirs, powerful demon cleaners. She didn’t question his decision, nor did she blame him, knowing that what he did saved her life. 

The group’s ages varied from the arrogant and naïve 20-year-old Winter, who just got here, to the weary and war-torn 62-year-old Candy Swanson, who’d about had it with this life. Unfortunately, Command Order wouldn’t let her retire. They said she was needed where she was to do what she was doing, which was, as far as anyone could tell, being cannon fodder. She tolerated it because her lower position with the Guild City Knighthood meant she didn’t have too many run-ins with the Triumvirs. But continuing this fight against them was going to kill her and she was over it. 

Frankly, Joe would’ve rather have had someone on his team still up for the fight. The Triumvirs were vicious, especially that one, the strongest of them. The Charcoal Maker. She earned that name by preying on and killing demon knights weaker than them. If she ever got the chance to take out the entire Knighthood, she would. She was an all-hands-on-deck type of situation. Candy didn’t have the hands. Shelly had more hands and she was missing one. 

Joe stood in conference with Shelly and Rachel. The topic of their discussion was a video sent to them by a former member of their Knighthood who’d moved away under controversy. The video was disturbing and would raise a lot of questions, but they all needed to see it. 

“All right, people, listen up! We have a video we need you all to watch,” Shelly’s meek voice barely broke through the noise of her comrades.

The declaration was followed by groaning and swearing. A stupid ass training video? Is that why they were here? This is what abuse of power looked like: One guy dragging eight of the most powerful humans in the city out into a cabin in the middle of the gotdamn night under the pretense of there being dangerous fuckery afoot when really he was just in the mood to flaunt his authority. They should’ve never gave his ass power. And yes, they said this to him because unless they disobeyed a directive, there was nothing he could do to them. 

“Hey, hey! Shut the hell up!” Joe yelled. They exchanged disapproving and defiant glances, but they shut the hell up.

Shelly started the video. It was CCTV footage of a random trio of young men, appearing to mind their own business outside a cafe. They all wore black pea coats and laughed together at a joke. The footage had no sound. It was anyone’s guess what was so funny. Joe and the Knighthood, unable to share in the joy of others, didn’t do much as crack a smile at the men’s laughter. 

Candy gave a deep sigh. “Joe, with respect, I’m too old to be up this late, watching the kind of movies you kids are into.” 

Everyone turned to her confused because why was that what she was thinking? And worse, she kept going. 

“I don’t judge. I had my wild times, too. Just never in a group this big and with all Commanders. Although, I have wondered…”

“Oh my God!” Rachel whispered to Shelly. 

“Girl…” was Shelly’s only response. 

Joe paused the video while A, D, H, and D jumped Candy, giving her everything from the People’s Elbow to the German suplex. He was surprised, bewildered even. As the seventh member of the group, Candy had never talked this much. That this was the topic she chose was interesting. Finally, he stopped her with, “Thank you, Candy, for all of that information. All of it. Appreciate that. Um…” He took a moment to get unflabbergasted. He would never unhear what he just heard. He’d talked to Hale later about deleting that shit from their memories. 

“So, getting back to why we’re really here, I’m going to restart the video, a video that has nothing to do with Commander Swanson.” He took a breath and restarted the video, giving everyone a chance to mentally recalibrate. 

The three young men laughed. Suddenly, they froze. Balls of blue light poured out of their eyes, their fingertips, every pore of their bodies like a ball pit being emptied. The trio fell to the ground, ice blue, and motionless.

“What the fuck was that?” Calvin asked. He was the sixth in charge. He had authority over the three below him, but could be overridden by the five above him. “Did they die?” 

Joe answered with, “This was sent to me today with a caption that said, ‘They’ve found a new way to kill us.’ We believe our informant is referring to the cleaners, specifically the Triumvirate.”

“What did the Triumvirate say?” asked Howard, Candy’s second.

Joe hadn’t talked to the Triumvirs, yet, for the fact that they were not his people. The knights were. It was more important to discuss this with them before the cleaners. Besides, the Guild City cleaners didn’t use magic like this. It definitely wasn’t the style of Lillas, who was known to burn organs. Most importantly, the Guild City cleaners represented the Guild City cleaners. Others elsewhere could be up to anything. Whether or not the Cleaner Council approved of these measures was a different question.

“If it’s not cleaners, then it’s magicians,” Howard said.

“It could be. Anyone want to call the Drays and ask them?” A resounding “no” cut across the room in the forms of scoffs and mocking laughter. “Yeah. Yeah, exactly.”

“All we know for sure,” Shelly said, “is that this footage is from Paris and it shows spectrals being drained of their power and killed. If this were a weapon we could use against the cleaners, our informant would have told us, which is why we believe it’s the other way around.”

“Who is the informant?” Winter asked. He had the honor of being second to Hale, who was fourth in the group. Not a great position, but Hale was brilliant enough to make up for it. Winter was one of the two new additions to the group. He’d become a protégé to Hale, a situation Joe was concerned about. They’d been here before. 

Joe thought long and hard about how he wanted to answer the question. He was within his right to tell them it was none of their business. However, there was already enough dissension among them because of last year and the new Commanders who’d joined them. Ultimately, he went for a more democratic approach. “Henri Passiter.”

There it was, the conversation he, Shelly, and Rachel were hoping to avoid. The mention of his name immediately cast doubt as to the validity of the video. The loudest opponent was Hale to the surprise of no one. “He left! He was supposed to join another Knighthood. He never did. Command Order never even heard from him. It’s been a year and no one’s heard from him. Then he shows up with this video? Hell, for all we know, he did this. We all know he was into some weird shit with Boyd.”

“Bullshit, Hale,” said Rachel. “You never had a problem with Henri until he started working with Boyd, and we all know you’ve always been jealous of him.”

“It has nothing to do with jealousy,” said Candy, taking a rare turn in defense of Hale. But one thing she was going to do was stick with the facts. “Boyd was dangerous. He was on my team, and I was terrified of him. He was my second, and he scared the shit out of me. Anyone close to him, who was comfortable with him, should be looked at with suspicion.”

“That is not right,” said Calvin, daring to go against Hale, who led his trio. “That is not how we do things. Hale has convinced you this is about the integrity of the Knighthood when it’s really about him not being half the magician Boyd was.”

“You’ve forgotten your place,” Hale said to the lesser knight.

“And you’ve forgotten yours,” Joe replied. Hale’s only reply was to close his mouth and straighten his back. Brilliant. “Loud arguments aside, can any of you tell me what, exactly, Henri has done to deserve suspicion? Because I remember what happened last year. When it came time to choose, he stood with us. He turned on Boyd, the stronger knight, and stood with us. So, please, tell me, what did Henri do?” Lots of eye and facial movements, lots of breathing in different rhythms. No words.

When pressed, the naysayers had nothing to say. “I trust Henri,” Joe said. “Despite his affiliation, he’s never given me any reason to doubt him after four years of working together. If he says this is what it is, then it is what it is.”

“Yeah, but what is it? We still don’t know,” Albert challenged. He was Candy’s third and the weakest in the group. He replaced Henri. Normally, when they were all together, he’d barely say anything as his words meant shit against the other eight, but tonight, their lives could be at stake. “How does he know that this is what he’s saying? I’ve read that cleaner energy is also blue.”

Hale had another concern to add. “And how did he get the video? I’m sure we have people working for the Paris police, but they’re not going to give him that video unless he’s running a Knighthood, which, let’s be honest, is highly unlikely. He’s too weak, too young, and not remotely capable of leadership.”

Both sound and reasonable questions that Joe couldn’t answer, and he couldn’t reach Henri. For all they knew, sending this information got him killed. The cleaners and knights did try to maintain some level of civility if only to avoid endangering their livelihoods with full-on war. However, if the cleaners had gone this far, civility would be the first casualty.

Further discussion was interrupted by a knock at the door. The only people who should be here were already here. And it was late as hell. Whoever the intruder was better have a damned good reason for showing up or find themselves on the wrong end of the knights’ wrath.
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Lillas Mikkinnan was known by many names, among them were “the Daughter of Guild City” and “the Sky Breaker.” The most infamous was “the Charcoal Maker.” But “Mik” and “Mikki” were the only nicknames she recognized for the fact that they were derivatives of her name. Everything else was meant to exalt or condemn her. She had no need for either. 

She was a Triumvir, an active demon cleaner. She hunted and expelled demons and, when given the chance, demon knights. Whatever power she held was used in service of wherever she lived. But note, she had a lot of power. 

Fire, water, earth, air, and electricity were all at her command. A deeper analysis would show temperature control, as well as other abilities, but her terrestrial powers were what she was known for. 

Scarred, light brown skin covered her lean five-foot-six frame. Her black hair normally fell around her face in small twists, but tonight her locks were pulled back in a bun of rotini-like curls. Her stature and appearance were far less threatening than one would expect given her reputation. At 18, she was also far younger than expected.

The Italian Cypress Historic District was a neighborhood on the edge of Guild City county, just outside the metro. It was marked by its sizable two-story homes between which were fences made of tall Italian cypress trees. 

Lillas slowly drove through the neighborhood. She’d never been out here before. Never had a reason to. She took interest in how the tall trees dwarfed the houses. It was a nice, clean look. The place looked just like the brochure and the ads on TV. The moonlight made this the perfect setting for a horror movie.

As did the demons that meandered through these otherwise benign streets. A demon knight had been busy. 

There were so many that it seemed like an attack, but they weren’t doing anything. Just hanging out. Normally, they’d be possessing someone or fighting a cleaner. There was no cleaner energy around so no cleaner. For that matter, there was no knight energy around. So, where did they come from? 

As she approached the address she was given, there was a man standing in the driveway. Complexion about the same as hers. A short even fro. And a look of stress found only on the face of one whose home had been overrun with evil. 

Mr. Hopper, the man who called her. He paced with his arms crossed until he saw her. Now, he stared at her with begging, hopeful eyes. Any cleaner, active or non, could see why. The highest concentration of demons was at his house. His home was overrun with them. No control, no direction, looking for something to destroy. He must’ve been terrified. Mono humans can’t see demons, but they can for sure feel that evil. It affects them in all the ways he described, negative attitude, fearful, violent. His 4 year old daughter attacked him with a pair of scissors. A clear sign of possession. 

After parking, Lillas didn’t leave her vehicle before “cleaning” his yard and the rest of the neighborhood. The rims of her hazel eyes tinged with red. Her skin tingled as if stepping into a warm shower after being in the cold—all normal phenomena that happened whenever she connected with fire. Massive tufts of fire engulfed the demons, their bodies little more than stencils shaping the blazes.

The demons’ screams were a cringe-worthy, chill-causing wail that only knights and cleaners could hear. It was like an off-key chorus, like if someone kidnapped Miss Piggy, Mariah, Barry White, and the whale from Finding Nemo and made them sing together at gunpoint while an accomplice dragged a rake across a chalkboard. With all of her abilities, Lillas shouldn’t have been envious of monos, yet every time she had to deal with that noise, the jealousy was real. She should’ve been born deaf.

Mr. Hopper was oblivious to all but the fire. He had no idea how close the danger was. He was minding his own business, staring at the place that once was his home, waiting for Lillas. Suddenly, fiery figures surrounded him. Their wide open mouths emitted no noise. Their arms swung every which way. Their faces contorted until they disappeared like a mirage, taking the fire with them. Mr. Hopper’s deep brown skin turned pale and he hit the ground.

Typical. 

Lillas sat in her car, finding her breath, finding her peace. This was the hardest part of her job. Talking to people. Verbal communication wasn’t her skill. She believed wholeheartedly in stranger danger and her right to remain silent. Unfortunately, as the strongest member of her community, both those options were denied. She’d asked the Cleaner Council for an assistant. Denied. Denied specifically by Counselor Tia Valentina, the fourth member of the Council, whose power weight was far below Lillas and against whom Lillas would never stand. That woman weaponized shadows. If she said no, the answer was no.

Were Lillas mute, she could have an assistant. But she wasn’t. She simply lacked social skills. No one ever made her do better until Valentina. Now, here she was, ready to fight a million demons, but stunted at “Hello.” Taking a deep breath, she exited the vehicle, walked to the trunk of her silver Honda Civic, and lifted the lid.  

He stumbled over his words as he struggled to his feet. “What… What was that?”

“Demons on fire.”

“What? There were that many here?”

“Those were just the ones outside, sir. There are more inside. You’ve been in contact with a demon knight. That’s the only way this happens.” She removed two large blades and a document then slammed the trunk shut. “They come into your home and poop out demons everywhere. Could be a friend or family member. Sign this.”

“A waiver?”

“Cleaning is a very physical occupation. You understand there may be damage to your property. You’re stating that the home is cleared of all living beings. Humans and animals. Fish included. We do the best we can, Mr. Hopper, but we’re not gods or miracle workers. We’re cleaners and protectors, but we can’t protect people we don’t know are there. This document protects us in case anyone in your home is harmed. You see this part?” She pointed to a specific paragraph. “That says you acknowledge what I’m saying to you and that there’s no one in the house.”

“There’s no one in the house,” he assured. “My wife took the kids to her sister’s. The place is empty.”

“Prized possessions—anything that can’t be replaced—needs to be out of the house. Once you confirm that the house is clear, I’ll throw up a shield so that no living creature can get in or out. Out is very important. Do you understand? Not through windows, not through secret passages, not through floorboards. Once that shield is up, you are in. Do you understand?”

“I understand. No one’s in there, and I’m not going back in that house for shit.” He had no reason to. The wife and kids were gone; the pets refused to go in, choosing to stay glued to his side. He was good to go. He quickly signed the waiver and gave it back to her with a request to try to spare the TV. “Just, you know, if we’re not gonna have anything after this, it’d be nice to have something to keep us entertained.”

She thought for a moment, initially surprised at the priorities. Then again, if it were her family… “You know what, I can respect that. I make no promises, but I will do what I can.”

Now that the formality was done, it was time to get down to business. First things first, Mr. Hopper needed protection. She turned to him. “Proenna oba.”

He coughed a bit and gagged a little, trying to clear the sudden itching in his throat. Then he took a deep breath. “What did you do to me?”

“I protected you. It’s amazing you haven’t been possessed yet, given your living conditions, but there’s no need to dwell on small favors. I threw a shield around you so you’ll never be possessed.”

Next was the house. Demons peered at her. No two were the same. Big. Small. With a wing or a few. Some wingless. Mutilated human bodies in various stages of decay or assimilation by a djinn or hellspawn. None of their faces were intact. Melee weapons were the standard. From axes and maces to claws and teeth. Demons loved few things more than slashing and tearing cleaners apart. And no cleaner was more sought after than Lillas.

“OK, Mr. Hopper,” she handed him a card. “If anything happens to me, call this number. He’s my Triumvirate leader. He can get me out.”

“Not an ambulance?”

“Oh, please, do call them, too, but call him first. If he doesn’t get me out, EMTs can’t get in. Remember, no living creature in or out.” She took a deep breath. It was OK. She could do this. She’d done it many times before. But not alone. That was the important part. Until recently, she’d been working with her fellow Triumvirs, which was cool and all, but she was good enough to work by herself. Well, maybe not good enough, but she didn’t need a babysitter.

She was grown. She had this.
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The plan was simple: destroy the demons, don’t cause too much damage, don’t get too badly injured. Three steps. Just three steps.

Lillas stood at the doorway. “Proenna fie,” she called, throwing up the invisible shield around the house, sealing herself inside, and keeping every other living thing outside. This was dangerous work, even for her. 

At the end of the long hallway was a male demon. He had broad shoulders and thick muscular thighs. His massive, towering body was almost too big to fit down the hallway. He had a single, decaying wing made of human skin and carried a mace with spikes of teeth, glass, and metal. He smelled of burning flesh and had two different eyes, neither his, likely stolen from other condemned humans and djinns. He growled at her in his weird, guttural demon language, then charged.

She watched him, unmoved, unamused, making decisions. She could snap her fingers and incinerate this demon or use her blades. Powers were easier. Fire was a damned good weapon but, after a few incidents, she was asked by her team leader, and her team junior… the Cleaner Council…family, friends, just about everyone to consider maybe toning it down a bit. She was scaring people and destroying more property than necessary. She was great at fighting demons outdoors. Indoor demon fighting was not her strength. Yeah, she should just use the blades. But he was running and did she really feel like dodging?

Nah.

She reconnected with fire. The demon ignited. As it turned to ash, she said, “Pammoenna domo.” It disappeared, returning to the underworld where it belonged. Great. She burned the floor, the ceiling, and the walls, leaving a dark circle where the demon used to be. Not great. She was going to hear about this. 

To ensure no demons returned to this area, she needed to seal it with a different spell.

“Proenna fi domo.” Unlike the other Angel spells, this particular spell was made to specifically keep out demons, knights, and anyone possessed by a demon. Everyone else could still walk in and out and never notice a thing. It was the most effective way of weeding out and warding off danger.
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