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  Chapter 1

The Duels


Emry
This was the moment of truth, and Emry knew it. This was what she had been studying, training, and fighting for over the past few years.
And she was going to nail it.
She had to stand out from the masses. Ever since The Great War, children would join the army if there was nothing else waiting for them. Orphans, thieves, the starving, the unwanted—the army took them all to participate in the fight against demons. Some of these newly enlisted soldiers would be given a weapon and become slayers. They were paid well for risking their lives, that’s for sure. Emry was downright poor, so enlisting at only twelve and leaving school behind was the only way to guarantee the survival of her parents and little sister. It had been nearly a decade since then. She was grown now. She was strong, and she was fearless.
That’s what fighting did to a person. She and her squad had faced the cruelest of demons—the ugliest, the darkest. Now, many years later, it was her turn—and the turn of everyone who had enlisted at the same time. If they failed, the army would discharge them, and they would find themselves on the streets. If she failed, she and her family would be done for. Since the Slayer unit was the biggest in the army, their numbers would be cut drastically.
The soldiers were tested at the end of each quarter, giving them only two years to study and train between tests. Every eight years, closing a cycle, they were tested for leadership and for continuation in the army. The examinations for the Slayer unit included a timed, comprehensive knowledge exam and the Duels. Emry had already finished the exam and knew she’d done well, but she wasn’t sure it would be enough. Now, she was waiting on the smelly floor full of crumpled mattresses for her final combat, watching others fight their own. Winning one match wasn’t even enough. They had to defeat enough of their comrades to truly stand out, or the army could still discharge them.
“Look.” Shelly, another Slayer, pointed at the wall. “They’re posting the knowledge scores.”
Silence. A hush came over the room as three commanders entered carrying a sheet of paper with the ID numbers of the soldiers who’d passed the exam, ranked from first to last. Emry fisted her fingers. The weighted average of both the knowledge examination and the Duels would eventually determine the scores, so being rated first in the written test was important. She just had to be first. She had to be. She had been studying for that exam for years. Years. When her friends hung out, she would often stay alone and read.
The army was giving a prize for the soldier who ranked first overall in the combined categories. That soldier would be awarded a prestigious position and a lot of money. Money was all she could see, as she had been giving it everything she had.
Waiting for the results of the first test, her heart was pounding and her leg was irritably tapping on the floor. The commanders were taking their time, as if deliberately provoking everyone. Her big, green eyes stared at them impatiently.
She had to be first. She had to be first. She had to be first.
Her heart stopped as they attached the scores to the wall. Her ID was there, but it wasn’t first. She could feel the rage inside of her—red, hot, angry violence spreading through her veins. She was rated second.
One of her teammates was patting her on the back as she took a deep breath. “It’s a good score, Tiger.”
“Thank you.” Emry exhaled. “But it’s not what I wanted.”
She’d already been through eight combats by now, all of them against men, all of them she’d defeated. Each of her teammates was taken down in the Duels, but she stayed on. She was a beast, even if she didn’t look like one. She knew that even though their own affairs with the army were over, her teammates were rooting for her. Finally, after years of hell by their hands, she became their star. Their tiger.
Each one of the six nations had its own symbol. An owl for Seka, a butterfly for Ob, a Chameleon for She’e. Born and raised in Rows, hers was one of the few Tiger families who survived The Great War. She hadn’t had any choice but to enlist, especially after the Tigers betrayed humankind, sided with demons, and lost the war. Now, even years later, her family was still in constant danger. Not only from other people, but also from starvation. Someone had to get the money home, and the army was the only option. Her parents were too old to enlist, her sister too young. Regardless, Emry would never let her enlist, so there was no other option except for her. When she’d enlisted, she had been told that she was the only Tiger serving. Everyone called her Tiger, and it stuck. By now, only her family called her by her private name.
It was an insult. She knew it. But it was better than calling her a “demonizer”—a demon lover. In every bone in her body, she was a Slayer. Through the hard, dirty missions that they were assigned, Emry had proven it to them, and to herself. She was no demonizer, but she stayed a Tiger. And she knew she always would.
Standing tall with her arms folded, Emry waited, watching the others duel. The participants could fight to death, but it rarely went that far. She saw soldiers standing around, trying to guess who’d have the upper hand. She couldn’t, for the life of her, understand how someone had managed to beat her in the knowledge test. She knew everything! Everything!
After a while, there was only one other soldier left; they were the last two standing. It was time.
Emry was going to fight once more for the top spot; she knew that she would not be brought down again. She would smash that soldier, whoever they were. She could already feel the animalistic urge to hit, to hurt, and then she saw who her opponent was. He was a tall guy—a big guy—all muscles beneath his smooth, tanned skin. He had black hair, a square jaw, and glinting ochre eyes. Even Emry, a girl who almost never left the residence and rarely bothered to socialize, knew his name.
Damon Primrose.
His unique, magnetic eyes were happy in the triumph of victory, rounded by long, black eyelashes. Talking to a crowd of admirers surrounding him, he didn’t look tense at all. He stood in the middle of them, cheerful, oblivious to how much the next moment was meaningful—not just for her, but for him as well.
“I can’t believe you’re up against him,” one of her teammates said. “You know Primrose was in the elite group, right?”
“Really?” Emry narrowed her eyes.
“Yeah, and he didn’t let anybody down. I’ve heard he killed more demons than all his teammates put together.”
“Well, look at him,” a girl said dreamingly. “God, I’d let him slay me if he wanted to.”
Emry clenched her jaw. It seemed that this combat wouldn’t be easy, but she didn’t care. She hadn’t been classified to the elite group of Slayers when she’d enlisted, but now things were different. She was different.
All the soldiers stepped back to the walls, clearing the middle area for the final duel. There was silence as Headley, the sixty-year-old unit commander, arrived. His tired yet strong blue eyes searched the crowd until he found what he was searching for, wordlessly summoning Emry and her rival to him.
They stepped in front of each other as Headley was talking, congratulating the ones who had won enough combats to continue their path in the army, offering goodbyes and gratitude to the ones who hadn’t, and wishing them well.
Both Emry and Damon had made it, for sure. Neither would be kicked out. Now, it was just time to declare the winner, the best Slayer of their cycle, the one who would take the title and a pile of money. How many times had she dreamed of the moment Headley would raise her arm and declare her the winner? How many times had she dreamed of seeing the look in her family’s eyes the moment she returned home with the cash?
Lost in thought, Emry suddenly noticed that her opponent was staring at her. He was frowning like he couldn’t understand something. Good. Maybe he’d be baffled during their fight.
Up close, she could better appreciate his body. She’d seen a lot of muscular men, but most were wide where he was tall and broad. She couldn’t see an inch of him, which wasn’t smooth muscle. His body looked menacing, dangerous. If it wasn’t for the smile that appeared on his face earlier, maybe she would have been more afraid to go up against him.
Maybe he just didn’t get how someone like her had made it this far. Maybe he expected to face a man, not a girl with bright, ginger hair that was now tied up in a long ponytail. The moment he understood that she was looking back at him, his face relaxed, and then he smiled at her. She didn’t smile back. Irritation started to swirl her stomach in reaction.
“So,” Headley roared, “for the last time this cycle, Primrose, Tiger, are you ready?”
“Yes, sir!” they both responded in unison before looking at each other, ready to pounce.
“Duel!” Headley yelled and backed away.
Emry moved cautiously, her eyes watching her rival’s every step. There was a wicked glint in his golden eyes. Was this amusing for him? Did he actually think he could take her down that easily?
When he took a step forwards, she made her move; a move she’d mastered over the years. The secret was in the speed of the rattling, unexpected hit. And she was always the fastest.
She raised her leg in one long lift, aiming for his throat. This usually left her opponents stunned on their knees, but he caught her leg before it could hit him.
What?
Emry felt his hand twisting her ankle and knew he was going to try to bring her down. She used his hand as an anchor to lift herself to the other side of him, her elbow pointed at his head.
Thwack! She hit him! She felt victorious, but at that exact moment, his knee met her arm and his other arm wrapped around the back of her other leg, bringing her down.
She tried to move, but he brought his leg over both of hers. How did he manage to push her legs to the ground with only one of his?
Damon’s arm went to pin both of her arms the same way, like her punches did nothing to him, and she knew she was strong. He didn’t even budge.
When all that was left for her to use was her head, he brought his other arm down, and with only two fingers, pushed her head back down. Her hair lost the tie holding it and spread on the mattress as Headley was counting next to them.
His body was almost pressed to hers. His eyes, now wild and animalistic, were staring down at her. But she couldn’t even see his face. She couldn’t see anything.
“Two! One!” Headley called. “Separate!”
Damon gently let go of her body and stood up, offering her his hand. Instead of taking it, she stood up on her own, dismissing him. All she could do was look down as Headley took both of their arms and lifted Damon’s, declaring him the winner. Everyone cheered and clapped as her world shattered to pieces.
Humiliated, she stood there, knowing that she would never forget this moment. Nothing would ever be the same.
Emry felt everyone’s eyes on her as she hurried across the hall and stormed out.
All this time that she’d spent was for nothing. All of her effort, for nothing. She was so angry she could have killed somebody. Why couldn’t she kill him?
“Hey! Wait!”
She froze and turned around to see Damon Primrose trying to catch up to her. When he was only a step away, he stopped and smiled.
“This was a really good fight, the longest I’ve had,” he said, offering her his hand again. “I just wanted to say good job.” His deep voice had tenderness in it.
She stared at his hand, seething. “I don’t want to shake your hand.” Her tone was venomous. “I hate you. We’re allowed to fight until one of us is dead, right?” She turned her back to him and pushed the door open. “You should have just killed me.”






  
  Chapter 2

Co-Leaders


Damon
“You should have just killed me.” 
Jenna shook her head, and her brown curls swayed. “I can’t believe she said that to you. What a sore loser.”
Damon sighed. His eyes scanned the forgotten, dusty corridor in the Intelligence building. “The thing is, she actually did really well, you know? She lasted longer than anyone else I’ve fought. Did she really think she could beat me?”
“Maybe she doesn’t really know you.” Jenna shifted her hazel eyes to look at him. “Have you seen her around?”
“No, never. I was very surprised when I saw her. She didn’t look like a Slayer, but she still made it to runner-up.”
“Really? What did she look like?”
“She looked…” Damon pondered. Like she really wanted to kill me. “She’s a redhead, but there’s something with her hair. It’s really bright.”
Jenna squinted her eyes. “What’s her name?”
“Headley called her Tiger.”
“I think I know who you’re talking about. I helped to design a mission for her team last year when they hunted a demon in Seka. They talked about a girl who had to cover her hair because of its color.”
“So what’s her name?” Damon turned to look at her, and Jenna raised her brows.
“I don’t know her private name since nobody uses it.”
“She’s a Tiger, which means that she’s from Rows. It’s a long way to get here from there.”
“Yeah.”
“If I had seen her wandering around, I would have thought she was Intelligence like you, you know?”
Jenna chuckled and playfully pulled at the sleeve of her purple uniform. “Too bad only Owls can be Intelligence. We also have to pass an interview and math tests before the army accepts us, unlike you Slayers.”
“Yeah, we just have to risk our lives on missions. Not a big deal. Oh, and go through the Duels. That’s real fun.”
“Speaking of which, how was your victory party tonight? Sorry I couldn’t come,” she said, peeking up at him. “Did you score?”
He laughed and gazed at her. “Your mind is always in the gutter, huh?”
“Yours usually is.”
“No, I had prior plans and stuff with someone who is really nice, but…”
He knew his best friend would be onto him eventually, but he didn’t want to expose himself yet. Maybe he was making a big deal out of it for no reason at all, and he’d come back to his senses tomorrow. Still, he couldn’t erase her accusing eyes from his mind. It made him feel uncomfortable. He didn’t feel like celebrating at all.
“But?”
“I don’t know. Must be tired.”
“Interesting.”
“What?”
“Just trying to remember when was the last time you were too tired for anything.”
“Am I allowed to be tired? Please, Jenna?”
“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “I’ll keep an eye on you. You’re getting your own team to lead soon. You need to be at your best.”
He grinned. “It’ll be great. I’m a fantastic role model, after all. Those lucky kids who get to be my soldiers will have a lot to learn from me.”
Jenna put her face in her palm. “You caused so many problems in your former squad that you’re lucky Headley didn’t kick your ass. The only reason you’re still here is because you’re somehow good at everything without even trying.”
“Yeah, huh? I bet you’re jealous. I could have also been a better Intelligence officer than you.”
“You wouldn’t even make it to the interview, you podge.”
* * *

The next day, Damon was waiting in front of Headley’s office. The old man was supposed to arrive with his future co-leader, the partner with whom he would lead their new group of soldiers. He couldn’t wait.
The army always assigned two leaders to each group of soldiers. The responsibility over novices—teaching them, training them—was too much for just one soldier. In missions, when leaders were responsible for their teams making it back to the base in one piece, it was crucial to have two instead of one.
When Headley walked in with her following, Damon’s breath caught in his throat.
Emry’s chin was pointed out proudly, and her high ponytail waved with each step. Once her green eyes landed on him, she stopped in her tracks. “You.”
If looks could kill… There was so much hate in her eyes that he wasn’t sure how long he had before he’d burst into flames. He raised his arms in surrender.
Headley stood between them and sighed. “Primrose, Tiger, since you two made first and second place, you will be leading the new elite group enlisting this year. The day—”
“Wait,” Emry interrupted, her eyes widening. “First and second place?”
Headley nodded tiredly. “You made it second at both examinations, and Primrose made it first at both of them.”
As if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing, she slowly turned to face him. “You’re the one who beat me in the knowledge exam?”
At that moment, God alone knew why Damon wanted to say no, just so she wouldn’t be so upset. But now he held her focus. For some reason, he wanted to keep on holding onto it.
“Guess I am.” He flashed Emry a cocky grin. He saw her clenching her fists again and forced himself to shake it off. If she wanted to act out, then it was not his problem.
“Anyway, kids,” Headley said. “I hope you’re going to work well together, to be professionals, yeah? Primrose, I don’t want to see you pulling any crap in front of your soldiers. Tiger, I’m counting on you.”
Damon could see her shoulders relax a bit.
“What?” He pouted dramatically at his commander. “Seriously?”
Headley rolled his eyes. “You may be a monster when it comes to slaying demons, but I can’t praise your behavior so far. You have to stop partying the way you do, stop talking back to your commanders, and start taking things seriously.”
Damon rolled his eyes. “False accusations,” he told his commander, who was absolutely right.
Even though Damon had a long history of disobeying him, he’d learned to fully appreciate the old man. He was probably in his sixties, but he never complained, never broke a sweat. He kept on training, exercising, and dieting; never letting himself go. He was a true leader, and Damon didn’t have a single doubt when following him.
Headley sighed. “I want you two to sit together and review the info on your new soldiers, understood? I have their files with me. The novices are coming here tomorrow. Let me remind you that they’re not just anybody, they’re the most talented kids we found. I want you to bring out the greatness in them.”
They both nodded as Headley handed Emry the files.
“How old are they?” she asked, her eyes scanning the files. Damon marveled at how soft her voice sounded—when it wasn’t addressing him.
“Not too young.” Headley scratched his light-gray hair. “I think the youngest is maybe fourteen.”
She nodded. “Probably makes it easier.”
“You two enlisted at twelve and thirteen, so you had plenty of experience by the time you were their age.”
She peeked at him, probably surprised at the young age at which he’d enlisted. But then again, he was surprised to hear about her, too.
“Well then, nice job at the exams, both of you. Now go do your work.” Headley slumped on the chair behind his desk and waved them off.
Damon opened the door, and she waited for him to move past it, but he held it for her to go first. She made a face at him but walked through anyway. When he closed it, she was already walking far ahead.
“Wait up!” he called, hurrying after her. She was fast, he noted, just like in their combat. That was the reason she’d survived that long.
“Why are you walking so fast?” he asked as he fell into step beside her.
Her tone was cold. “I don’t enjoy wasting time.”
“What a surprise.” He sighed. “You’re all business, aren’t you? Just like the old man back there.” He tossed a look back. “No wonder you get along so well.”
The two of them stepped outside. This area of the base was mostly green, with some trees here and there, grass, and bushes. There was also sand at the gates, hinting at the desert, but inside, the ground was clear to walk on.
They sat at one of the bench tables, reading the files they had been given. Damon occasionally ogled at her between each new page.
Suddenly, Emry put down her stack of papers and her eyes snapped to him. “Okay, what?”
“You know,” he started, holding back a laugh, “if we’re going to be co-leaders, we’re going to spend a lot of time together. Maybe you should stop hating me.”
Emry blinked and crinkled her nose. “Fine. Whatever.”
He could hear the softness that he’d envied earlier creeping into her voice again.
“Let’s start over, shall we?” Grinning, he offered her his hand. One more time. “Damon Primrose.”
She hesitated a bit before firmly gripping his hand in hers. Her handshake was strong, decisive. “Emry Tigridia, but you can call me Tiger.”






  
  Chapter 3 

Her Name


Emry
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Emry.” Despite his warm grin, Damon’s eyes were wild, as if he was preparing himself for an adventure. 
A weird feeling slithered down her spine, causing her to squirm where she sat. She’d been Tiger for so long that hearing his soothing voice speak her private name aloud felt far too intimate. Only her family called her Emry, and given the distance to Rows, she’d rarely seen them.
“Didn’t you hear what I just said?” She scowled. “Everyone here calls me Tiger.”
He shrugged, but Emry could see in his eyes that he liked the provocation. “I like your name better.”
What was wrong with this guy?
“You know,” she spat, “this is a part of my reputation. You might be a great Slayer, but so am I.”
“Of course.” He smiled.
She gritted her teeth but decided to let it go. She couldn’t forbid him to call her by her name, and she wouldn’t lower herself down to his childish level. “Whatever. We have six soldiers overall: three female, three male.”
Damon stretched, flexing his biceps. “Who are they?”
Emry flipped through the pages. “We have one from Seka, one from West She’e, one from Ob, one from Nova, and two from Egma.”
“Really? I’m from Egma.” He grinned.
She stared at him for a moment to signal her disinterest in his interruptions. “Yeah,” she said shortly, and continued to examine the pages.
Emry just didn’t get him. He was so strong, so tough. She could feel it—she had felt it. So why was he all sunshine and humor? How could someone that threatening have such a calm demeanor?
“Can I see their faces?”
“What? Who?” Emry responded, snapping out of her thoughts.
“The recruits. Let me see their photos,” he said, holding out his hand.
“Here.” She handed over the new soldiers’ portraits. “They all seem unscathed, it means that they don’t have—”
“Look.” He pointed at a curvy girl with soft, brown hair. “Ella has a scar, right next to her ear.”
“What?” She took the picture from him.
The bruised tissue was faint and off to the far side of Ella’s face. How did he catch it so easily?
“Now that we’re leaders, we can make them tell us everything that’s ever happened to them. We might get some interesting information.”
“We can. It would probably be a good idea to know their backgrounds.”
“Yeah?” Damon said with surprise. He obviously hadn’t expected her to agree with anything he said.
“Sure.”
“Great. What are their names?”
She fumbled with the papers. “Ella, Kalen, Anoki, Ahron, Riggs, and Lucy.”
“Who’s the fourteen-year-old?”
“Lucy.”
“Hmm, a girl. They always have it rough when they’re drafted at that age.”
She lowered the files and stared at him incredulously.
Damon stared right back, his golden eyes pierced her gaze, and a hint of a smirk tugged at his lips. She had a feeling he was testing her on purpose. He was enjoying it, the bastard.
“You already know I started at twelve,” Emry reminded him. “I coped better than most of the older boys.”
“Really?” Damon cocked his head.
“Yes, really,” she scoffed, exhaling loudly. “No one gave a shit about me being a girl, or about me being twelve. And they shouldn’t have, because it didn’t matter.”
She wouldn’t apologize for her harsh tone. That was who she was.
Emry cleared her throat. “Anyway, Kalen and Riggs are seventeen. The rest are sixteen.”
Damon opened his mouth to speak, but stopped when he heard someone call his name.
“Damon! Hi.” A tall, gorgeous brunette stepped next to him and linked her arm around one of his. “It was so much fun celebrating your championship last night! I knew you would win even before it started.”
The girl’s words sent a twinge of pain through Emry’s heart.
“It sure was,” Damon said with a smirk. “It’s always like that when that crazy, old man is at the bar.” Emry noticed how he ignored the jab made towards her.
The girl laughed as if he had said the funniest joke she’d ever heard, and Emry tried her best not to roll her eyes.
“I don’t want to interrupt whatever this is.” The brunette lazily waved her hand between Emry and Damon. “So, in short, I just wanted to ask—are you free tonight?”
Emry could swear she saw him grimace, but only for a brief moment. “Actually, no. We’re changing residence today.”
“Oh.” She unlinked her arm from his. “Maybe next time?”
Emry let out a huff. Why was she still listening to this when there was work to be done?
“Maybe,” he replied, straightening his posture.
The girl started her departure, giving Damon one last glance before she disappeared into the distance.
Damon’s stare returned to Emry, studying her facial expression and posture.
“What?” she asked sharply.
“Nothing, nothing.” He raised his hands in surrender. “Sorry about that.”
She shifted herself away from him a bit. “You’re pretty popular. I hope you enjoy it.”
“I do enjoy it,” he drawled. “Very much so. Does it bother you?”
“Why would it bother me?”
He shrugged, but didn’t take his eyes off of her. “You could be popular too, if you wanted. I saw how your squad cheered for you before our fight.”
“It was hell getting to that point with them, and popularity isn’t important to me.”
“Why?”
“I don’t have time for this. We have more exams in two years. I didn’t make it this time, but I need to study for the next one, and lead with you while I’m doing it.”
“We have two years. Surely you won’t be studying that entire time?”
The pain from earlier returned, stabbing deeper than before.
She looked at him again. “How long did you prepare for the competition you just won?”
“I studied for the knowledge part for a month.”
A month.
She felt lost inside herself, as if she was bathing in her own anger, trapped in hell. She wanted to hit something, to destroy it.
Damn everything. Damn everyone. Damn her life.
“Hey, Emry?” he said gently.
She looked up, knowing her eyes would show the untamed emotion that she was feeling, but his eyes were gentle. Damon started to reach for her hand, but quickly decided against it. “I can tell those exams were important to you. You did so well, bested so many people… You’re going to be the leader of the elite group. I’m sorry if you wanted the first place, but look at everything you’ve achieved.”
She took a deep breath. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for. You won fair and square.” She rose to her feet. “It’s my life, which is an utter joke. And the joke is always on me.”






  
  Chapter 4

Irreparable


Emry
Nothing could ever come easy. Everything, absolutely everything, had to be so hard. Emry tried so hard, she gave everything she had and it wasn’t enough.
Would something, someday, be enough?
When she’d enlisted as a kid, she did it because her parents couldn’t afford to feed her and her sister. But Emry had never expected to like it. She’d never expected to be a good soldier, one who earned respect from her colleagues, who worked hard enough to be worth listening to.
It wasn’t like she had anywhere else to belong. She had been supporting her family for years, but she rarely actually saw them. She didn’t like to think about it, and often just pushed it to the back of her mind, but Emry knew there was more than just physical distance between them.
Not many soldiers had a functional family, but the ones that did always received letters on weekends. She had a family, but they never sent her any letters. Maybe they didn’t like the person she’d become as a soldier. Maybe she was too strong for them, too frightening. Whenever Emry visited, they always seemed like ghosts to her—distant, watching. Waiting for her to leave. She was an intruder. Unwanted. And so she’d just stopped visiting home. There was never such a place, anyway. Not for her.
As Emry was walking, she could still see Damon’s concerned eyes as he tried to reach for her to comfort her. But after the way she treated him, why would he waste his time? Why show her compassion?
If she were him, she would have never, ever put her behavior towards him aside. Her pride wouldn’t have allowed it.
Emry knew it wasn’t Damon’s fault that he was better than her. But the fact that he worked so little for what she had been dreaming about for years drove her crazy. If she really was that hopeless, what was the point with anything? The bitterness shouldn’t have surprised her. She should have known that some people make it, and some people don’t.
Damon
After his conversation with Emry, Damon had a long day of packing before starting guard duty at the eastern tower. Now that he was a squad leader, there were some lodging upgrades. He’d heard that his new residence was a quarter of a floor on the top story, with the other quarter belonging to Emry. The two would share a small bathroom, unlike their new recruits, who would be sleeping in the hall with a small communal bathroom.
Carrying his huge, black satchel on his back, he made his way up the stairs to the Slayers building. As he walked through the hall and up another set of stairs, Damon heard multiple voices chatting in the small corridor between the bedrooms.
“I’m sure you’d do great, Tiger. It’s you, after all,” a lanky guy said as he ran his fingers through his short, black hair. With his pale skin and almond-shaped eyes, it was clear he was from Nova. He wore blue fatigues, the color of the ICT—Information and Communications Technology unit.
“Thanks, I really appreciate it,” Emry answered. “You guys have no idea what the last couple of days have been for me.”
“That’s because you’re such a perfectionist,” said a third person. “You did great, and we need to celebrate. How about tonight?”
Damon stepped inside the passageway, curious. Emry was visible from the open door to the right, sitting on the bed with a guy who looked a lot like the other Novan, but shorter and chubbier. When they noticed him, they stopped talking. Emry’s green eyes studied him cautiously.
“Hi.” Damon cocked his head. “Friends of Emry?”
“We don’t call her that,” the chubby one said as he awkwardly adjusted the collar of his uniform.
“Right,” Damon grinned. “Too personal, huh?”
Unamused by his antics, Emry cut in. “These are my friends from ICT, Ian”—she gestured at the tall one—“and Glen.” She gestured at the other. “They helped me move my things. Ian, Glen, this is—”
“Damon. I’ll be co-leading with her.”
“Yeah, we’re well aware of who you are,” Ian said, shifting his weight between his legs. “Your friends kicked us out when our squad tried to sit at the bar.”
“Really?” Damon slung his bag over his shoulder again and raised an eyebrow. “Well, it is our spot.”
Emry narrowed her eyes and stood up. “Seriously?”
“Tiger…” Glen pulled at her sleeve, hoping she wouldn’t pick a fight.
“It is. And everyone knows it,” Damon stated, walking to the left bedroom.
“I can’t believe I’m going to lead a team with this guy,” Emry mumbled.
Throwing his bag on the empty bed, he shouted, “Well you better believe it, because it’s happening!”
She marched into his room, eyes blazing with anger. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
Ian and Glen lurked behind her. “Tiger, we need to—” Glen started.
“I know.” She nodded at them. “Thank you for helping me. I’ll see you guys tonight, yeah?”
They hesitated. “You sure you’ll be okay?” Ian asked, his eyes moving to Damon.
Damon had to bite his tongue to keep himself from saying what he wanted to say to that guy. What came over him? He wasn’t usually like this. He was decent; he was nice. It bothered him.
“Yeah, I got this,” she assured them.
Damon snorted as they left, closing the door behind them. Finally, he was alone with her.
“What’s your problem?” Emry snapped.
He took off his olive-green shirt to reveal a white undershirt. “I don’t have one, but it seems like you do.”
“I know. It’s standing right in front of me.” She crossed her arms. Her lips were pressed together.
He grabbed his bag and rummaged through it. “Well, I’m hitting the shower and going out, so you’re going to have all that space for yourself, no problems in front of you.”
She blushed with anger. “You were nice this morning. What is it? Some people don’t deserve your kindness?”
He found the bar of soap he was looking for and turned to look at her. “I didn’t pick that fight. It was your dorks who started it, Emry.”
Again, Damon could see how unusual it was for her to be called by her name. It took her a moment to respond. “My dorks? You’re unbelievably—Oh my God!” Emry quickly turned away upon noticing that he had continued to undress himself, pants first.
“Huh.” He chuckled. “Most girls don’t turn away at that part.”
“I can’t believe you’re undressing in front of me! This is inappropriate!”
“Well, I’m going to hit the shower. We can keep fighting tomorrow if you’d like. We have some time before the kids come.” He paused and walked to her, until his front was inches from her back. That close, he could see that divine color of her hair better, the bright strands dancing on her pale skin. “Unless you want to continue fighting right now. You’d have to join me, then, because I stink.”
She jumped, surprised by how close his voice was to her, and he grinned. She almost turned, but then covered her eyes like a little kid. “Just leave!”
He laughed and passed her on his way out the door.
Emry
Emry stood at the entrance of the club and sighed. Why had she agreed to this? She wasn’t much of a drinker and only went to parties if they were mandatory.
Anticipating the wild music that greeted her, the young Slayer entered the building and saw Damon celebrating with his gang. Despite him wearing black jeans and a black jacket, he stood out in the dark room. He looked toxic—dangerous even. Nevertheless, he was being swarmed by women. One was clinging to his arm, while another was pressing her chest firmly against him, trying to get his attention.
Suddenly, Emry felt a nudge in her side. “We ordered you a beer.”
She turned to see her friend, Glen, standing at her side. “What? I can’t hear you.”
He raised his voice. “We ordered you a beer. Cherry, right?”
“God knows I only drink that junk.” The two of them laughed in unison. “Can’t have anything that isn’t sweet.”
Glen guided her to their table, where their friends were waiting. A while later, the music grew quiet and the old bartender, Colin, hit a huge drum that was attached to one of the back walls.
“Everybody, your attention, please!” Colin yelled, wrapping his arm around Damon’s shoulder. They were both laughing hysterically. “Who here thought this lad was going to get first place?” Everyone cheered as Colin raised his glass. “To Primrose!”
“To Primrose!” the group roared back.
That was when Damon’s haughty eyes found hers, and his smirk slowly morphed into curiosity.
What, exactly, was he looking at?
“Don’t mind him, Tiger. I think they already celebrated for him last night. This was so unnecessary,” Ian scoffed.
Trying to suppress the bitterness that threatened to climb up her chest again, Emry clutched her glass tighter. She had to get over it already. Life goes on, and second place was still noteworthy.
“You’re right.” She nodded confidently. “I’ll get him next time.”
When her friends finally decided to leave, they approached the bar to pay their bill.
“It’s been taken care of.” Colin motioned to the other side of the bar. “Primrose paid for your drinks.”
Emry glanced at Damon from the corner of her eye, not wanting to fully look at him. She didn’t know what to do with his gesture. Was he trying to mock her? Did he want something from her? This couldn’t be good, and the last thing she wanted were mixed signals.
* * *

After escorting her friends to their residence, Emry made her way back to her own. The gray building stood tall next to a cliff, far from all the other housing units. For safety measures, a high fence was constructed around it, useless against those who were athletic enough to climb it.
She stretched her arms high up on the fence, closed her eyes and took a breath of the cool, fresh air. Yes, it was a bit chilly, but she preferred it that way. The soft wind on her skin and the darkness of the night reminded her that another day was finally over. That there was one less battle to fight. She devoted herself to the moment, but soon heard footsteps approaching.
“Emry.”
She tensed and cautiously faced the figure in the shadows.
It looked as if the night that surrounded simply declared him king. The only feature that brightened the surrounding area was his striking golden eyes.
Damon.
Emry released her grip on the fence and crossed her arms. It seems the night had given her one more battle. “You paid for our drinks.”
“That I did.”
“Why?”
Damon walked closer until she was a whisper away. “Can’t I do something nice for my co-leader without expecting anything in return?”
She shook her head. “Life doesn’t work that way.”
“According to who?”
“Me. My life doesn’t work that way.”
He studied her for a second. “I see.”
Emry closed her eyes and took another breath. He was making her nervous. She didn’t like it. The urge to run away was thrashing inside of her.
“In that case, there is something I want.”
Of course. Her fists clenched, bracing herself for whatever he might ask. “What?”
He took another step towards her, and now his eyes blazed. “Say my name.”
Emry blinked in surprise, taking a step back. “What?”
“You haven’t said it, not even once. I’ve said yours multiple times. Say it.”
She was still baffled, but it didn’t seem to matter. “Why would you…” She paused. The look in his eyes was too much. Electricity filled the space between them. Something in the atmosphere had changed. Her heart was beating fast in her chest.
“Come on, Tiger.” Damon cocked his head, amusement and fire dancing in his eyes. He was challenging her. “It’s not even such a long name.”
Emry closed her eyes, wanting nothing more than for this weird and unwelcome feeling to stop. “Fine, Damon, you’re a piece of—”
“Yeah.” He laughed. His eyes were gentle now, but she could still see the fire in them. “That works as well.”






  
  Chapter 5

The Kids


Damon
Damon had been lying in bed, reflecting on his behavior for hours. What was he thinking? It was as if common sense had left his brain the moment Emry was in his vicinity. Thoughts like this would get him nowhere, especially since she was his co-leader now. 
Nothing was worth risking everything he had worked for. Damon knew he had to let that little distraction slide, but it could never happen again. He had to be professional. After all, she was just another lost soul inside this vicious organization.
Emry
Tying up her hair, Emry took a deep breath as she made sure everything was prepared for the long day ahead of her. After she had it mulled over instead of falling asleep, she came to the conclusion that Damon’s behavior was probably typical of him. The rude, flirtatious antics he displayed were simply a part of his game, and it was stupid of her to worry. Still, some part of her couldn’t get over the softness in his eyes she had seen the other night.
Emry walked out of the tiny washroom she shared with Damon, and into the corridor, where he was already waiting. He silently handed her a black belt and five different kinds of knives.
However, something felt different.
His eyes and posture were rigid as he looked down at her. Gone were the games. Now it was real. She looked into his eyes and saw the vigilance in his hard stare, the determination, and suddenly, for the first time, standing next to him felt right.
The pair walked to the hall to meet Headley. His tired, blue eyes acknowledged them as he gestured for them to walk with him to one of the gates. When they arrived at the sands outside, Damon stood to Headley’s left, Emry to his right.
After a short while, they saw a bus park in front of them, raising a wave of dust. A group of adolescents emerged carrying trunks nearly as big as their owners. Some of them looked exhausted from the long trip as they lined up in front of their new commanding officers.
Riggs, tall, broad-shouldered seventeen-year-old, stood out with his ebony skin. If Emry hadn’t known better, she would have thought he was older than her—his black hair, dark eyes, and a square face made him look very mature.
Next to him stood Kalen. His shaggy, blond hair veiled his blue eyes, and the way he slouched made him look shorter than he really was.
The last male and youngest male was Ahron. Unlike the others, he was as gaunt as a broomstick, and pale like the moon. Behind his glasses, his dark eyes quivered in fear; an unusual characteristic of a Slayer recruit.
Ella, who looked rather plain with her brown hair and tanned skin, had a glint of intelligence in her eyes. Her addition to the Slayer team was odd due to her being an Owl. She hadn’t done







OEBPS/images/341c0149-4ab4-4283-a931-59a694c2f89a.png
oy

b S

Ly

rtaereases

=1

VBT A AT

TEHOM

—d ]

ames Y

(=

o= 22T

~
~
amy





OEBPS/images/41e1e77d-6656-44c9-a3ab-c10e2adade7d.png








