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1 
 
      
 
    In pretty much every action/adventure movie ever made, the good guy overcomes overwhelming odds to defeat the bad guy, rescue the girl, and ride off into the sunset to a stirring orchestral score. I got killed within the first two minutes, the girl rescued me, and there was no music whatsoever. We did manage to defeat the bad guy, though, so there’s that. 
 
    What we didn’t do was finish off the evil mastermind behind all this. Daraxandriel’s twin sister Lilixandriel is still out there somewhere, busily recruiting demons to kill me (again) and take the Philosopher’s Stone from my mutilated corpse. I, on the other hand, have no magical powers whatsoever, so I have to hope that the motley group of women I’ve accumulated over the last few weeks – a succubus, a witch, and a ghost, plus my sister Susie – can somehow keep me alive until we figure out a way to eliminate Lilixandriel’s threat once and for all.  
 
    I’m not holding my breath on this one, frankly. We barely managed to take down Bellaxragor Stormreaper and that was mostly blind luck. The next demon Lilixandriel sends our way could easily be a hundred times worse. If we can’t find a way to harness the power of the Philosopher’s Stone soon, there’ll be two ghosts haunting the Collins household instead of one. 
 
      
 
    Bellaxragor’s attack turned the alley behind the library into a lunar landscape, filled with cracked slabs of concrete and gaping holes brimming with oily water. The Mustang wasn’t built for off-road adventuring but I managed to maneuver it around the debris and into the parking lot with only one teeth-gritting scrape of the undercarriage. 
 
    I stopped before I reached the exit, though, gawking through the windshield at the devastation around us. Police cars and fire trucks were visible all around Henry Milton Memorial Park, their red and blue lights flashing in syncopation with the traffic signals. At least two light poles were down blocking the street and water still poured into the storm drains. A lot of people were milling around on the sidewalks, huddled into nervous-looking groups or inspecting storefront windows, and a pair of officers was using crime scene tape to block off the area in front of one of the office buildings. The bright blue, cloudless sky just made the spectacle seem even more surreal. 
 
    “What happened?” I breathed. 
 
    “It was a freak tornado,” Susie insisted beside me. “Get your story straight.” 
 
    “Bellaxragor is not called Stormreaper for naught, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel intoned direly, cramped into the far corner of the back seat with her horns scraping the roof. “Had he prevailed against us, the winds would have scoured the land bare.” 
 
    “Well, he’s dead now so that’s not going to be a problem.” Melissa sat right behind me so I couldn’t see her face but she sounded a bit odd, sort of a combination of angry and unhappy and scared all tied up into a knot of anxiety. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she insisted tersely. “I’m just a bit cold. Can you turn up the heat?” She rubbed her arms through the sleeves of her blouse, still as soggy as the rest of us. The car seats were leather but all that water dripping off of us couldn’t be doing them any good. 
 
    I cranked up the temperature and pointed the vents to the back but I doubted it would help much. Melissa’s arm intersected Olivia’s incorporeal body and I knew from experience how chilly that could be. I couldn’t see Olivia in the mirror but she looked miserable when I twisted around to check on her. The back seat of a Mustang wasn’t designed to hold three people, even if one of them was a ghost. 
 
    “Maybe I should sit in the trunk,” she said, trying to hug herself down to the smallest space possible. 
 
    “Just sit tight,” I told her, wincing at my inadvertent pun. I started to turn left on Milton but Melissa reached around the seat to pull on my arm. 
 
    “Go right, Peter,” she ordered. 
 
    “What for? Home is this way.” 
 
    “My car’s still at the office. I’d rather not leave it there if they’re going to close off the streets to fix this mess. And I guess I should let Mr. Franklin know where I am,” she added reluctantly. 
 
    “Can’t you just call him?” 
 
    “I left my phone on my desk. And my purse. And my jacket.” She heaved a frustrated sigh. “God, what a day this turned out to be.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that sentiment. “All right, but let’s make it quick. Dad’s probably out there somewhere and I’d rather not have to explain what we’re doing here.” 
 
    “Just tell him it was a freak tornado,” Susie told me. I ignored her and turned right. 
 
    Milton Street was still in one piece but there was quite a bit of random debris scattered over it that turned the road into an obstacle course. I slalomed my way down the block towards a Hellburn Power and Light truck sitting crossways on the street. 
 
    “Over there,” Melissa said, pointing past my shoulder. Her baby blue ’58 Ford Thunderbird convertible sat by the curb on the other side of the street and I made a U-turn to pull up behind it. 
 
    “It looks okay,” I said, peering at it through the windshield. 
 
    “Let me see,” Melissa demanded, nudging my seat impatiently.  
 
    I parked and got out, pulling my seat forward to let her out. It was still a tight squeeze and I had to use both hands to haul her out, although I nearly forgot what I was supposed to be doing when her skirt rode up high enough to reveal the tops of her stockings and the straps of her garter belt holding them in place. She shook her skirt down to its proper position without noticing my momentary distraction, though, and strode straight to her car. 
 
    “Oh, no!” she groaned in dismay. “I was afraid of this.” 
 
    “What?” I came up beside her and looked inside. An inch of water covered the floorboards and the seats were soaked through. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah, wow,” she said glumly. “This is just great.” 
 
    I refrained from pointing out that leaving a convertible out in the open with the roof down was probably a bad idea, even if the weather forecast didn’t include demonic rainstorms. “Is it still drivable?” I asked instead. 
 
    “I hope so,” she grumbled. “I should have worn a swimsuit today.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like you’ll get any wetter,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood. I was unsuccessful, judging from the look she gave me. 
 
    “I need to get my keys.” Melissa looked up at the building beside us, a three-story structure of worn reddish brick that had to be at least a hundred years old. “I hope Mr. Franklin’s still here,” she said, sounding like she hoped he wasn’t. 
 
    “Is he going to be mad at you?” 
 
    “No. Well, yes. Maybe. I ran out without telling him why. He probably thinks I’m just some panicky teenager who can’t be trusted. I mean, look at me, I’m a mess.” She waved at herself resignedly. Her blouse and camisole weren’t quite as transparent as before, but everything was wrinkled and spattered with mud. She looked like a castaway’s personal assistant. 
 
    “I could vouch for you,” I volunteered. 
 
    “That’s very sweet of you, Peter,” she said dryly, “but I don’t think he’s going to take my boyfriend’s word for anything. Besides, what are you going to say to him? Sorry, Mr. Franklin, Melissa had to obliterate a demon lord that appeared behind the library. I’m sure he’ll understand.” Melissa wasn’t generally given to sarcasm but that didn’t mean she wasn’t good at it. “No,” she said with a sigh, “I’m just going to have to face this on my own.” She eyed the revolving door with a grimace. 
 
    “Okay, if that’s what you want,” I said doubtfully. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I want!” she told me sharply. “I’m about to get fired! A proper boyfriend would offer to come with me!” 
 
    “Oh.” My ability to pick up on a girl’s subtle hints was notoriously abysmal but this one seemed reasonably straight-forward. “So, um, would you like me to come with you?” I asked, just to be certain. 
 
    “Yes, Peter,” she sighed, rolling her eyes, “please come with me.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the entrance but we stopped when the Mustang’s horn beeped. 
 
    Susie rolled down her window and leaned out. “Peter,” she said, looking annoyed, “where are you going? You were just supposed to drop her off.” 
 
    “She needs to get her keys.” 
 
    “Well, hurry up! I want to get home.” She rolled the window back up before I could respond. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I muttered. “All right,” I said to Melissa, “are you ready to face the music?” 
 
    “Chopin’s Piano Concerto Number 2.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The third movement is a funeral march.” I just blinked at her. “Mother made me take piano lessons when I was twelve. Come on.” She pushed me through the revolving door and followed right behind me. 
 
     The building lobby looked nothing like its exterior. Everything was varnished oak, polished granite, and shiny brass, all gleaming in the light spilling through the front windows. Doors lined both sides of the lobby and a single elevator graced the back wall. “So where’s your office?” I asked. 
 
    “On the second floor.” She tried the elevator button but nothing happened. “Is the power off?” she wondered doubtfully. She looked around and then headed for a nondescript door in the corner labeled Stairs. She pulled it open, revealing a gloomy stairwell lit by red emergency lighting. 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “It’s for emergencies, Peter,” she reminded me. “Come on.” She started up the concrete steps ahead of me, giving me an excellent demonstration of how snugly her damp skirt hugged her bottom. I tried not to stare but I was only human. 
 
    The second floor looked a lot like the first floor, except that the windows overlooking Milton Street weren’t as large. Melissa headed straight for the last door on the right, where an engraved plaque proclaimed the office beyond to be the property of Franklin Investments, Inc. She smoothed her hair back, straightened her blouse, and took a deep breath before quietly opening the door, peeking through the gap before stepping inside and beckoning me in. 
 
    The reception area wasn’t much larger than my bedroom but the furnishings were significantly nicer, with an antique desk positioned in the corner by the window facing a couple of studded leather chairs. A small hallway led into darkness but I caught a glimpse of two open doors on either side and another at the far end. 
 
    “Shh!” Melissa cautioned me softly. “Maybe I can get my stuff without Mr. Franklin knowing I’m here.” She tiptoed over to the desk and grabbed her phone from the charger stand beside her computer monitor. She checked it quickly and then opened one of the desk drawers to extract her purse. 
 
    “Hello? Is someone out there?” The voice came from one of the other rooms and Melissa and I both froze. She ducked down behind her desk and waved frantically at me to leave but a silver-haired gentleman in a three-piece suit appeared in the hallway before I could escape. “Excuse me, young man,” he told me sternly, “I’m afraid the office is closed.” 
 
    “Oh, ah, I, uh, was just waiting for, um –” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Melissa shaking her head quickly, which I interpreted as a plea to keep her presence a secret, but the man noticed the movement. His eyebrows shot up in surprise. 
 
    “Miss Andrews!” he exclaimed. “I didn’t expect to see you back here.” Melissa let her breath out resignedly and stood and his brows rose even higher. “Good Lord! What happened to you? Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Franklin,” she said miserably. “I can explain.” 
 
    “No, never mind that right now. Just sit down and let me find you a towel or something.” He pulled out her chair for her but she shook her head. 
 
    “It’ll get dirty,” she protested. 
 
    “It’s just a chair,” he said dismissively. “It can be replaced, you can’t. Now sit.” She obeyed, trying to minimize the surface area of the seat she actually touched, and Mr. Franklin hurried back down the hall. 
 
    “He seems nice,” I observed. 
 
    “He’s just trying to soften the blow for when he fires me,” she said gloomily. “I ran out on a client.” 
 
    “How did you even know what was happening? You can’t see the alley from here.” The view out the window was dominated by the offices across the street. 
 
    “I guess it must be some witchy thing,” she shrugged. “I just suddenly knew there was something big and ... and wrong over that way and I just had to go. I barely remembered to grab my wand.” She looked around with a frown. “Speaking of which, where is it?” 
 
    “Did you leave it in my car?” 
 
    “I suppose. Don’t let me forget it. I feel naked without it these days.” Little Peter proposed a suggestive comeback to that but I kept that to myself. 
 
    “Here we are.” Mr. Franklin reappeared and handed Melissa a small hand towel. “It’s not much, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “It’s fine, thank you.” She used it to dab her face and hands but she couldn’t do much about the rest of her. A small puddle of muddy water was already darkening the oriental rug beneath her seat. “So,” she said awkwardly, “do I need to sign anything?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For the termination.” He shook his head doubtfully and she cleared her throat. “I mean, I’m fired, right?” 
 
    He looked genuinely surprised. “Fired? Whatever gave you that idea?” 
 
    “Well, I left in the middle of a client meeting without telling you and – and I came back looking like this,” she added, gesturing to herself. “You told me your employees are expected to act with decorum at all times, that we represent the Franklin Investments brand.” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course,” he said, “but surely this was an emergency, Miss Andrews. A woman of your character doesn’t simply fly out the door without a good reason.” 
 
    Melissa looked flustered. “But you don’t know what that reason is!” 
 
    “I trust you,” he said firmly. “If you say you needed to leave all of a sudden, I believe you. You did have a good reason, correct?” She nodded hastily. 
 
    “Yes, of course! I had to, um, I had to find Peter,” she said, looking at me for help. “Because of the, um, the, ah –” 
 
    “The storm,” I jumped in. “I was stuck out there with my sister and a bunch of friends and we needed her help.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to see it all worked out, then,” Mr. Franklin nodded. “Oh, forgive my poor manners. I’m Harold Franklin.” He held out his hand. 
 
    “Peter Collins.” I reached out to shake his hand and then hesitated. “Um, sorry, I’m still damp.” Melissa silently handed me her towel and I tried to dry my hands. 
 
    “That’s all right,” he assured me. “You two better go home and get yourselves cleaned up before you catch something.” 
 
    “But what about Mr. Cleary?” Melissa protested. 
 
    “I’ve already rescheduled his appointment,” Mr. Franklin told her. “I was waiting here hoping the power would come back on but it doesn’t seem likely.” 
 
    “There are a bunch of poles down all along Milton,” I informed him. “It’ll probably take them a while to get everything fixed.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised, after all that wind and rain and lightning,” he sighed. “I’ve lived here all my life and I’ve never seen anything like it. Go home,” he told Melissa. “I’ll lock up and head out myself. I’ll call you later and let you know whether to come in tomorrow.” 
 
    She rose to her feet hesitantly. “So I’m not fired?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” he chuckled. “But next time, please let me know where you’re going so I’m not so worried about you.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you!” For a moment, it looked as though she was going to hug him but she caught herself in time. She snatched up her purse and jacket and shoved me towards the door. “Let’s go. Bye, Mr. Franklin!” 
 
    “Goodbye, Miss Andrews,” he replied bemusedly. 
 
    “Thanks!” She closed the door behind us and let her breath out in a long sigh. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Well, that worked out better than expected,” I observed. 
 
    “Thank God. I can’t imagine what Daddy would say if I told him I was fired from my first job after only two days.” Her shoulders slumped. “I have a pretty good idea what he’ll say about the car,” she groaned. “He’s going to kill me.” 
 
    “Your insurance will cover it, won’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s a provision for Acts of Demon Lords,” she retorted. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    She led me back to the stairwell and started down the steps but she stopped at the landing halfway down with an odd sort of expression on her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. My voice echoed all around us. “Did you forget something?” 
 
    “Peter –” She hugged herself and shivered. 
 
    “Are you cold?” It was warm and a bit close in the stairwell but we were both still soaking wet. 
 
    “Peter.” She turned to face me directly, her dark eyes searching my face. “You were dead.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, startled. 
 
    “I was just reminding myself that Daddy wouldn’t actually kill me but then I thought about you. You died back there. That demon killed you right in front of me and you were just lying there and you weren’t breathing and –” Her voice caught in her throat. “I almost lost you,” she whispered. 
 
    “I got better,” I pointed out, trying to make light of it, but she shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “That’s not the point! What about next time?” 
 
    “Next time?” 
 
    “Yes! Dara said Lilith’s not going to stop. She’s going to keep sending demons after us until she gets that stupid Stone of yours and you could die for real or I could or – or –” She took a shuddering breath. “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “We’ll figure out a way to stop her,” I insisted. 
 
    “But what if we don’t? What if you die before we – you know.” She tucked a dank wad of hair behind her ear in embarrassment. 
 
    “Before what?” I really wasn’t prepared for discussing my imminent demise in a dark stairwell. 
 
    “Before we make love!” She winced as her words echoed up and down the stairs like a chorus of spirits urging us on. “I love you, Peter, and I want you and I want you to be my first. We have to do it now.” 
 
    “Now?” I squeaked. 
 
    “No, not right now,” she said in exasperation, rolling her eyes. “It has to be special. Tonight, after we talk to Mrs. Kendricks. We’ll find a place, somewhere romantic, and – and do it, you and me. Agreed?” She looked up at me, biting her lower lip hopefully. 
 
    “Are you really sure this is a good idea?” I stammered. “I mean, what if something happens?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like –” I had no idea. “What if you get pregnant? We’re too young to be parents.” 
 
    “I’m on the pill.” 
 
    “But what if someone walks in on us and catches us?” 
 
    “We’ll lock the door.” 
 
    “Well, what if –?” 
 
    “Peter,” she said with a cold edge to her voice, “don’t you love me? Don’t you want me?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” I insisted, swallowing with difficulty. “It’s just –” 
 
    “This is about Dara, isn’t it?” she asserted, her eyes narrowing dangerously. “You still think you’re in love with her. With a demon.” 
 
    “Well –” 
 
    “I don’t know how she got you all twisted around like this but enough is enough. I’m your girlfriend, Peter Collins, not her!”  
 
    She dropped her purse and jacket and grabbed my head, pressing her body against mine as she kissed me fiercely. Then she broke off with a gasp and stepped back, reaching for the buttons on her blouse. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Reminding you of what you’re getting.” She was already halfway down, exposing the top of her camisole. 
 
    “Here?” I tried to blink or look away but Little Peter wouldn’t let me. 
 
    “You’ve already seen me, Peter,” she said huskily, licking her lips as her eyes bored into mine. She undid the last button and pulled the tail of her blouse out from under her skirt. The blouse slid off her shoulders as she unfastened her cuffs. “You’ve held me in your arms. You’ve touched me.” She let the blouse drop to the floor and slowly pulled the bottom of her camisole up, exposing her taut stomach. “This is all yours, Peter,” she whispered, “whenever you want.” She stripped the camisole over her head and threw it aside. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed as my heart thudded against my ribcage, trying to escape. I’d seen her breasts in all their pale, glorious perfection twice before, but she’d been drunk the first time and high the second. Now she was standing right there in front of me, stone cold sober, inviting me to look at her and touch her and Lord knew what else. It was a teenage boy’s ultimate fantasy and my hand slowly lifted of its own accord. Then the door above us clattered loudly and started to open. 
 
    I’d never seen anyone move as fast as Melissa did then. In a blur of motion, she snatched up the closest article, her jacket, and threw it on, fastening its single button and tugging it into place before the door opened wide enough to reveal Mr. Franklin. 
 
    “Oh, you’re still here?” he exclaimed in surprise. “I thought you’d be long gone by now.” He frowned at the rest of Melissa’s belongings scattered across the landing. “What happened here?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I, uh, just dropped my stuff.” Melissa hastily gathered up her blouse and camisole, wadding them into a soggy white ball before retrieving her purse. “We were just heading out.” Her cheeks were flushed bright pink. 
 
    “I see.” He looked her over doubtfully as he joined us on the landing. It was pretty obvious to me that she was naked under her jacket but he didn’t seem to notice, or if he did, he chose not to say anything about it. “Well, take care, then. I’ll talk to you later, Miss Andrews. Mr. Collins,” he added, nodding to me. He continued down the steps and we waited in anxious silence until the lobby door closed behind him before we both let our breaths out in a whoosh. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Melissa said shakily. “I would have died if he caught us.” 
 
    “And fired,” I noted. 
 
    “Yes, thanks so much for that reminder,” she said, shaking her head. “We’d better get out of here. Don’t think I’m giving up, though,” she warned me. 
 
    “There’s no need to rush into this,” I insisted. “I mean, we’re still in high school. There’s plenty of time for us to –” My voice faded out as she spun around to face me, setting her fists on her hips. 
 
    “Peter, what’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “Uh, nothing,” I said carefully. 
 
    “Do you think I’m attractive?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely!” I’d have to be blind not to think that. 
 
    “Are you gay?” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed, startled. “No!” 
 
    “Then why don’t you want me?” 
 
    That was a darn good question but it was the wrong one. I did want her – I was a normal red-blooded American male, after all – but I didn’t love her the way she wanted me to and she deserved better for her first time. Unfortunately, I couldn’t think of any way to explain that to her that wouldn’t upset her more than she already was. “Well,” I stammered, “it’s just that I have a lot going on right now.” 
 
    She thought that over with her lips twisted to one side. “I guess I’m just going to have to try harder, then. Come on.” She started down the stairs and then looked back when I didn’t follow her right away. “Peter?” 
 
    “Coming,” I sighed. 
 
    What is wrong with you? Little Peter demanded as I trudged down the stairs. Just do it with her. It’ll make her happy and you’ll enjoy it and maybe it’ll lead to something more. 
 
    I love Dara, I argued. It would feel like I was betraying her. 
 
    Has Dara ever told you she loved you? 
 
    No, I admitted reluctantly. 
 
    Has she ever given you any indication that she wants to have sex with you? 
 
    No. 
 
    So you’re pining after her for no good reason. 
 
    I have reasons! I couldn’t come up with any right then, though, as Melissa opened the door to the lobby and waited for me to join her. I sighed discretely and followed her out. 
 
    To my surprise, Olivia was in the lobby, walking towards us. “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “I needed my keys,” Melissa said, giving me a weird look. 
 
    “No, not you. I was talking to Olivia.” 
 
    Melissa scanned the obviously empty lobby. “Who?” 
 
    “Olivia. The dead girl. Her soul’s inside Dara, remember? Well, not anymore,” I amended. “Anyway, she’s here.” I pointed. Melissa’s gaze swept right past her and then returned to my face with a skeptical frown. 
 
    “So she’s invisible?” she asked pointedly. 
 
    “She’s a ghost. She’s been following me around for a while.” 
 
    “Two days isn’t a while,” Olivia argued, sounding peeved. 
 
    “Why?” Melissa asked me. 
 
    “What do you mean, why?” 
 
    “Why is she following you? Is she haunting you?” 
 
    “No,” Olivia insisted. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Sort of. She’s bound to the Philosopher’s Stone, remember? You helped with the spell.” 
 
    “That was just supposed to stop the demon hunter from following her,” Melissa said. 
 
    “Well, it did more than that,” I sighed. “We got her soul out of Dara just before that demon lord showed up and now we have to undo Susie’s spell so she can leave.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go!” Olivia protested. “I like being with you!” 
 
    “You can’t stay with me for the rest of your life!” I told her. “Well, the rest of my life, anyway. You have to move on.” 
 
    “Make me.” Olivia crossed her arms defiantly. 
 
    “Oh God,” I breathed. As if I didn’t have enough woman problems. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Melissa said suspiciously. “Is Olivia that girl who appeared and then disappeared behind the library?” 
 
    “Um, yes.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” she gasped. “You’re being haunted by a naked girl?” 
 
    “No!” Olivia and I insisted simultaneously, although Melissa only heard my denial. “She’s wearing a nightgown!” I explained hurriedly. 
 
    “You’re being haunted by a girl in a nightgown? Peter!” 
 
    “It’s not like we have a choice!” 
 
    “Oh my God, you have your own private peep show!” she exclaimed in sudden fury. “No wonder you’re not interested in me!” She stomped out of the lobby and shoved the revolving door like she was trying to slam it. It barely got halfway around before it stopped, though, so she just glared at me through the windows as she strode out of sight. 
 
    “Well, that’s just great,” I muttered, trying to rub out the knot forming in my temple. 
 
    “So who is she exactly?” Olivia asked doubtfully. “She just showed up after that monster appeared.” 
 
    “That’s Melissa.” 
 
    “Oh! She’s your girlfriend, right?” 
 
    “Well, sort of,” I sighed. 
 
    “You said that before. How can she sort of be your girlfriend?” 
 
    “It’s complicated. Why are you here?” I asked again. 
 
    “You were taking a long time and everyone was getting bored so I came looking for you.”  
 
    “Sorry, she had to talk to her boss.” And seduce me in the stairwell, I thought glumly. Thank God Olivia didn’t catch us. “Let’s get out of here before anything else goes wrong.”  I headed for the street. 
 
    “So what are we going to do now?” she asked, trotting after me. 
 
    “I’m going home. You can stay here and loot the stores if you want.” 
 
    “Really?” She looked hopeful and doubtful at the same time. 
 
    “No. Come on.” 
 
   
  
 



2 
 
      
 
    Mom and Dad have two children born three years apart, so it stands to reason they had sex together at least twice. Or once, if you accept the still-unproven hypothesis that Susie was adopted. That’s what the rational part of my mind tells me but the rest of me simply can’t conceive of that actually taking place. On the extremely rare occasions where the thought of them in bed together crosses my mind, no image is formed. It’s just an amorphous blur. 
 
    I have no conscious awareness of them ever having sex. I’ve never heard giggling or moaning through their bedroom door, I’ve never accidentally walked in on them getting frisky, their shower has never stayed on for an inordinate amount of time, and yet, near as I can tell, they seem to have a perfectly normal relationship. They kiss every now and then, they go out on date nights once or twice a month, and they sometimes hold hands when they’re watching TV together. They have to be having sex at least occasionally but I have absolutely no concrete evidence to support that conclusion. 
 
    It’s as if my brain has some deeply-ingrained defense mechanism that screens out any hint of hanky-panky between them. I shudder to think what would happen if anything ever made it past the filters. If I wasn’t immediately struck blind from the horror, I’d probably either keel over stone-cold dead or end up in an insane asylum somewhere. Of course, none of those possible outcomes compares to the soul-destroying embarrassment I’d suffer if they ever walked in on me having sex. 
 
      
 
    Susie sat cross-legged on the hood of the Mustang, looking bored and resentful. She heaved a sigh as Olivia and I emerged from the building and slid off the car with a squeak of damp skin on metal. “Took you long enough,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Do you have somewhere important to be?” I asked acerbically. Every woman in my life seemed to be annoyed with me today, even though none of it was my fault. 
 
    “No, but anywhere’s better than here.”  
 
    “Where’s Dara?” 
 
    “In the car.” 
 
    I leaned down to peer through the open passenger door. Daraxandriel was still jammed into the back seat, glowering back at me. “Why didn’t you get out?” I asked her. 
 
    “The waif did not release me,” she complained. “I am imprisoned.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked Susie. 
 
    “She didn’t ask me to,” she shrugged. 
 
    “I did, most emphatically!” Daraxandriel insisted. 
 
    “I didn’t hear her. Let’s go.” Susie plopped herself back into the passenger seat and nearly hit me with the door when she closed it. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “At least you have more room in back now,” I said to Olivia. 
 
    “I suppose,” she agreed reluctantly. “Is your girlfriend going to be okay?” 
 
    I looked around. The Thunderbird was still parked by the curb but I didn’t spot Melissa until I walked around to the other side. She was squatting beside her car with the driver’s door open, bailing out the footwell with a plastic cup she found somewhere. The pool she created on the pavement surrounded her like a moat but it didn’t look like she’d made much of a dent in the water level. 
 
    “Do you need any help?” I asked her cautiously. 
 
    “What I need is a way to turn my car upside-down and dump the water out,” she snapped back at me as she stood, tossing the cup onto the passenger seat with the rest of her belongings. “I give up. The repair shop can deal with it.” She eased into the driver’s seat and we both winced as the cushion squelched underneath her, oozing liquid all around. “Ugh, it’s like sitting on melting jello,” she groaned. 
 
    I refrained from asking her how she knew what sitting on jello felt like as she inserted her key into the ignition and turned it. To my surprise, the Thunderbird started up without any problem, revving as she tested the accelerator. “Maybe I should follow you home, just in case,” I offered. 
 
     “I’ll be fine,” she said, “as long as I don’t have to stop suddenly. I’ll talk to you later, after I decide what to do about you.” She shifted into first and pulled away from the curb before I could ask her what she meant by that ominous statement. I watched the Thunderbird accelerate down Milton and swerve out of sight around the corner with a squeal of rubber. 
 
    I returned to the Mustang, where Olivia was standing by the driver’s door. “Did she dump you?” she asked. She almost sounded hopeful, although I couldn’t imagine what she had against Melissa. 
 
    “No,” I told her firmly. “She’s just mad about her car.” I opened the door and pulled the driver’s seat forward for her but she didn’t make any move to climb in. 
 
    “She wasn’t mad about the car inside the building,” she pointed out. “I think she’s jealous.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have anything to be jealous about.”  
 
    Olivia looked like she was going to argue with me about it but then she shook her head and clambered in, sitting as far away from Daraxandriel as possible. Both of them glowered at me with their arms crossed, while Susie favored me with a skeptical look. 
 
    “Talking to yourself again?” she asked snidely. 
 
    “I’m talking to Olivia,” I informed her as I set the seat back and got in. 
 
    “Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You know what they say about people who talk to things that aren’t there.” 
 
    “Being insane would explain a lot about my life these days,” I muttered. “Buckle up, everyone.” I started the Mustang, savoring the deep rumble of its engine for a few seconds before shifting it into gear. 
 
    The damage left by Bellaxragor’s storm seemed to be contained within a two-block radius centered on the library and we quickly left it behind. Traffic heading into downtown was a bit heavy for a Tuesday afternoon as the curious came to see what the news reports were all about but it was clear sailing for us in the other direction and I pulled up in front of the house a short while later.  
 
    To my surprise, Melissa’s Thunderbird was parked by the curb with Melissa herself leaning against her trunk as she emptied out one of her shoes. Water dripped from the hem of her skirt and her stockings were a mottled mess. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked her when I got out. “I thought you were going home.” 
 
    “I was,” she grumped, “but what would be the point? I’d just be sitting there waiting for Daddy to get home from work. At least here I can keep an eye on you.” She watched me suspiciously as I let Olivia and Daraxandriel out of the back seat. Susie just ignored all of us and headed straight for the front door. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time,” I told her. “Nothing’s going to happen.” 
 
    “I told you she’s jealous,” Olivia said smugly. 
 
    “She’s just having a rough day,” I insisted. 
 
    “Who is?” Melissa asked frostily. 
 
    “No one,” I assured her hastily. “Let’s get inside.” 
 
    My entourage followed me into the house, pausing to shed our shoes on the porch before crossing over to the kitchen. We still left a trail of damp footprints behind on the carpet and I hoped they’d dry without leaving any evidence of our passage before Mom got home. 
 
    “So now what?” Melissa asked. She pulled out one of the kitchen chairs and then changed her mind about sitting in it. “Are we just going to hang around here until Mrs. Kendricks calls?” 
 
    “I would change my garb,” Daraxandriel said, looking down at herself distastefully. “I dislike being wet.” She put her words into action and headed off towards my bedroom. Melissa watched her go with narrowed eyes until we heard the bedroom door close. 
 
    “So what does she have that I don’t have?” she asked me. 
 
    “Horns and a tail?” Olivia suggested. “And spooky eyes.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked Melissa cautiously. Little alarm bells were going off again. 
 
    “I mean, why are you in love with her and not me?” She planted herself right in front of me with her fists on her hips. “What’s wrong with me? Am I so bad that you’d prefer a demon over me?” 
 
    “No!” I protested. “It’s not that.” 
 
    “Then what? What do I have to do to make you love me?” 
 
    “You can’t make someone love you,” Olivia told her, despite the fact that Melissa couldn’t actually hear her. “They do or they don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t not love you.” I said awkwardly. “It’s just that things are really hectic right now.” 
 
    That prompted both girls to roll their eyes at me. “That doesn’t keep you from loving Dara,” Melissa pointed out. “Things are hectic with her too, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but –” 
 
    “Just tell me what you want me to do, Peter.” She stepped towards me and rested her hands on my chest, looking up at me through her eyelashes. “I’ll do anything you want. I’ll be anything you want me to be.” 
 
    “Um –” I swallowed with difficulty. 
 
    “I can be shy,” she whispered. “I can be dangerous. I can be wild. I can be pure. Just tell me what you want.” 
 
    “She’s just trying to trap you, Peter,” Olivia warned me. “Don’t fall for it.” 
 
    “Or maybe you want all of them,” she continued. “Let’s start with wild.” She reached for her jacket button and I grabbed her hands. 
 
    “No, don’t do that!” I told her, casting a frantic look at Olivia. 
 
    “Why not?” Melissa asked breathily. “Don’t you want to look at me again? Don’t you want to touch me?” 
 
    “No! I mean yes, but no!” Both girls looked at me with puzzled expressions. “Olivia’s standing right there!” I hissed. 
 
    Melissa froze and then pulled the lapels of her jacket tighter around her as her ears turned bright pink. “You let me say all that and do all that with her watching and you didn’t say anything? Peter!” Olivia looked equally embarrassed as she pretended to inspect the calendar on the fridge. 
 
    “I didn’t know what you were going to do!” I protested. 
 
    “How long is she going to be hanging around here?” she demanded. “You freed her soul from Dara, right? Why is she still here?” 
 
    “She’s still bound to the Philosopher’s Stone,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Well, tell her not to spy on us!” Melissa glared around the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m not spying, I just don’t have any place else to go,” Olivia argued. 
 
    “She can hear you, you know,” I told Melissa awkwardly. 
 
    “I don’t care! How are we supposed to have any privacy with a ghost following us around all the time?” She gasped with a sudden thought. “Oh my God, did she see us on the stairs?” 
 
    “What happened on the stairs?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “No, she wasn’t there!” I assured her. “She didn’t see anything!” 
 
    “See what?” Olivia demanded. “What didn’t I see?” 
 
    “Oh my God, I don’t know how to deal with this. Demons and ghosts? What’s next? Pixies and unicorns?” Melissa let her breath out in a frustrated huff. “I need to get out of these clothes,” she declared. “Do you have anything I can wear?” 
 
    “Sure, take anything you want,” I said, relieved at the change of topic. “Dara’s stuff should fit you, you’re the same, uh, size –” My voice trailed off as my brain belatedly realized that that probably wasn’t the best thing to say right now. Melissa’s lips tightened but all she did was take in a long, slow breath and let it out. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a minute,” she said calmly and she disappeared down the hallway. 
 
    “She’s kind of scary,” Olivia observed uneasily. 
 
    “She can be,” I agreed glumly. 
 
    “So what happens now that you’ve dumped her?” 
 
    “I haven’t dumped her!” I protested. “We’re just going through a bit of a rough spot right now.” 
 
    “But you just admitted that you don’t love her. It sounds to me like you dumped her.” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I sighed. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s complicated at all. If you love someone, you just know it.” 
 
    “And how many people have you fallen in love with?” 
 
    “Lots!” she insisted. 
 
    “How many of them knew about it?” 
 
    “That’s beside the point! Love is love!” She crossed her arms to emphasize the steadfastness of her position. 
 
    “All right, then, Miss Love Expert, who should I go out with, Dara or Melissa?” 
 
    “What?” she asked, startled. 
 
    “You seem to have all the answers. Which one of them should be my girlfriend?” 
 
    “Well, um, it’s not the simple,” she stammered. Her colors were still washed out so I couldn’t tell if she was actually blushing but she certainly acted like it. “You should pick someone you’re compatible with, someone who’s a lot like you.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and had trouble looking at me. 
 
    “So Dara’s a soul-stealing demon and Melissa’s a rich kid with relationship issues,” I persisted. “Which one am I most like?” 
 
    “Well, neither! You need someone nice who likes you and appreciates you and who understands what you’ve been going through.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone like that?” I asked dubiously. Olivia stared down at her fingers and mumbled something I couldn’t quite make out. “Who?” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Me.” 
 
    I blinked at her for the longest time. “What?” I said finally. 
 
    “I mean, I know we hardly know each other but you’ve been so nice to me even though I’m dead and you’re trying to help me and you open doors for me even though you don’t really have to and you were dead too, at least for a little while, so you know what it’s like.” The barrage of words came to an abrupt halt as she bit her lip and hunched her shoulders. “So I was just thinking maybe I should be your girlfriend,” she said quietly. 
 
    “What?” That was the most articulate response I could come up with right then. 
 
    “I know it’s kind of sudden but I’ve been thinking about it ever since you drove me downtown that night.” Her blue-gray eyes looked up fleetingly and then locked onto her hands again. “You remember when we were talking about that list of things I wanted to do after I got out of the hospital? I told you one of them was personal.” 
 
    “I remember,” I said carefully. 
 
    “It was the very first thing I put on the list. I wanted to get a boyfriend.” She knotted and unknotted her fingers. “Except I died before I could ask anyone.” 
 
    “Olivia –” 
 
    “I mean, you let me watch a movie and you gave me driving lessons and you kept Lilith from stealing my soul and you got me out of Dara’s head and – and –” She took a shuddering breath. “You’re the nicest boy I ever met and you seem to like me too and I just thought, maybe, you could be my boyfriend.” She looked up again hopefully. 
 
    “But you’re a ghost.” 
 
    “Not really,” she insisted, “not anymore. I’m sort of undead now. Not in a creepy way,” she added hastily. “I don’t want to eat your brains or suck your blood or anything. But I can sort of become alive again, at least for a little while, and that’s good enough, right? We can do things together now.” She nodded encouragingly. 
 
    “Olivia, I don’t know what to say.” I really didn’t. The last thing I expected to deal with today was a ghost professing her undying love for me, no pun intended. 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll think about it,” she pleaded. “I know it’s sudden and all but, you know, it’s not like I’m going anywhere. I can wait,” she assured me with a tentative smile. 
 
    Oh God, I thought bleakly. She’s going to turn into a wraith if I turn her down, isn’t she? I really needed to talk to Mrs. Kendricks about this but Olivia was still waiting for my response. “Look, I’m really flattered, Olivia,” I said carefully, “but I don’t know if I’m ready to make any commitments right now. Lilith is still out there somewhere recruiting demons to kill us.” 
 
    “But that’s why we’ll be perfect together!” she insisted. “If she kills you, we can still be ghosts together for all eternity!” She actually looked happy at the thought. 
 
    “Great,” I said with a wan smile. “But let’s get through the next few days first, okay?” 
 
    “Well, okay,” she agreed reluctantly. “So what do we do until then?” She looked around the kitchen dubiously. 
 
    “Peter?” Melissa’s voice called from the hallway. 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” I breathed to myself. “Stay here,” I told Olivia, “I’ll be right back.” I bolted out of the kitchen before she could say anything. 
 
    I found Melissa standing outside my bedroom door with a t-shirt and jeans dangling from one hand and panties and a bra from the other. “Peter,” she said, “do you mind if I take a shower before I change? I’m all,” she gestured to herself, “well, I need a shower.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem.” She just looked at me. “The bathroom’s there.” I pointed at the door but she didn’t move. “Is something wrong?”  
 
    “Can you show me where everything is?” Melissa asked with a wide-eyed smile. She seemed to have forgotten she was mad at me, which made me nervous. 
 
    “Well, the towels are in the cabinet under the sink and the shampoo and stuff is on the bathtub.”  
 
    “Show me,” she said, a touch of impatience creeping back into her voice.  
 
    Obviously I was missing another important signal but I led her down to the bathroom. “Everything’s out in plain sight,” I told her, “so you can – oh.” The doorknob failed to turn under my hand and the sound of rushing water hissed through the door. 
 
    “Go away!” Susie called at my knock. 
 
    “Sorry, I guess you’ll have to wait,” I told Melissa. 
 
    “Don’t your parents have a shower?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Are they using it right now?” 
 
    “Of course not, they’re not home.” 
 
    She waited for a beat and then rolled her eyes with a sigh. “Can I use it then?” 
 
    “My parent’s shower?” My mind just couldn’t grasp the concept. I eyed their bedroom door like it was the entrance to a new dungeon filled with unspeakable horrors. “Well –” 
 
    “Great. Let’s go.”  
 
    Melissa propelled me down to the end of the hallway, waited for me to open the door, and then did it herself when my hand failed to move. She pushed me inside and closed the door behind us, sealing us in. 
 
    I looked around uneasily. I’d been in here countless times before but Mom or Dad were always present then. It felt like I was intruding in some forbidden sanctum, about to be cursed for all eternity for daring to defile the place with my unclean presence.  
 
    Melissa clearly wasn’t picking up the same vibe. “This is it, right?” she asked as she marched straight across the room and through the open doors into their bathroom.  
 
    I hurried after her and found her opening the shower door. Mom and Dad’s shower was a separate unit across from the garden tub, lined with white tile and fronted with frosted glass. Melissa turned on the water and held her hand under the spray as she adjusted the temperature. 
 
    “So, um, the towels are there,” I said, pointing at the stack on the shelves. “The soap’s in the dish and I guess you can use whatever shampoo you want.” There was a whole row of mismatched bottles along the tiled bench jutting out from the back of the shower. 
 
    “Thanks. Um, Olivia’s not in here, is she?” she asked uneasily, looking all around. 
 
    I surveyed the room to make sure. “No, just us.”  
 
    “Good.” Melissa unbuttoned her jacket, letting it fall open, and I went into immediate cardiac arrest. 
 
    “Oh my God.” My eyes refused to blink as she slipped off the jacket and draped it over the edge of the bathtub. Then she perched beside it and slid her skirt up to reveal the tops of her stockings. 
 
    “You need a shower too, Peter,” she observed. She unclipped one stocking from her garter belt and slowly rolled it down her leg. 
 
    “I, um, I, uh, I’ll, ah, take one after Susie’s done.” I tried to swallow but my mouth was unaccountably dry. 
 
    “There might not be any hot water left.” Melissa started on her other stocking. 
 
    “That’s fine, I don’t mind.” A cold shower was probably the best thing for me right now. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to catch pneumonia.” She laid her stockings aside and stood, reaching for the zipper of her skirt. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said in a strangled voice. “I’m almost dry anyway.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and shook her head with a resigned sigh. “Peter, take your clothes off and get in the shower with me.” She let her skirt drop to the floor, followed a moment later by her garter belt. “Now.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel’s voice called from the bedroom. “Art thou within?” 
 
    Melissa had to be using magic to move so quickly. Between one blink and the next, she appeared on the other side of the bathroom clutching a towel to her chest. “Get rid of her!” she whispered urgently. ‘Don’t let her in here!” 
 
    “I’ll, uh, go see what she wants. You start without me.” I beat a hasty retreat and closed the bathroom doors behind me, letting my breath out in a relieved sigh at my reprieve, as brief as it was likely to be. 
 
    Daraxandriel stood just inside the doorway to the hall, looking around the room with a puzzled expression. She’d exchanged her rain-soaked outfit for another of my t-shirts, a dark blue one bearing the HPD shield. “Did I hear Melissa within?” 
 
    “She’s, uh, just getting cleaned up,” I assured her. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “I would speak with thee, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, looking serious and apprehensive at the same time. “Since our victory over Bellaxragor, I have given thought to thy plight. Thy demise is all but certain.” 
 
    “We’ll figure out a way to stop Lilith,” I insisted. 
 
    “Nay, thou dost not comprehend the gravity of thy situation. The demon lords of Hell are legion. Where one falls, ten more rise.” She shook her head dolefully. “Thou art mortal, Philosopher’s Stone or no, and thou canst not long withstand their might. Come sooner or come later, thou shalt fall.” 
 
    I already knew I was pretty much screwed, so I wasn’t surprised by her assessment. “Well, I’m not ready to give up just yet,” I told her. 
 
    “Thy valor does thee credit,” she said with a fleeting smile, “and yet I am in no haste to enscribe it upon thine epitaph. I have conceived a plan that may see thee through these dark times whole and unharmed.” She ducked her head nervously. “Though I fear it shall displease thee.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said cautiously. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Cede me thy soul, Peter Simon Collins. Afore thou dost deny me out of hand,” she hurried on, as I was about to do just that, “hear my thoughts. I have defied my Dread Lord and refused His summons. I shall no longer gather souls for Him and yet my powers as a succubus are undiminished. I can grant thee thy heart’s desire, an thou scribes thy blood upon my contract.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I frowned, “are you saying you can kill Lilith if I give you my soul?” 
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated. “Nay,” she said regretfully. “I may only bend thee and thy world to thy benefit. I do not have the power to alter Hell and its denizens.” 
 
    “Then what’s the point of bringing this up?” 
 
    “I gave thee the powers of Lorecraft to defeat Parathraxas,” she reminded me. “I can do so again.” 
 
    “Really?” I brightened up. “That would be great! And the contract would be invalid like last time, right? You wouldn’t actually take my soul?” Daraxandriel suddenly found the floor between us very interesting. “Right? I’d get my powers back and my soul would be safe?” I nodded encouragingly but her tail hid behind her back, as if it didn’t want to get involved with what was about to happen. “You mean you would take my soul this time?” 
 
    “Then, thy aim was to save the waif and the others,” she said apologetically. “Now, thine own survival is at stake.” 
 
    “So because the contract would benefit me personally, it would be valid and you’d own my soul.” I shook my head, disappointed. “Dara, I don’t think –” 
 
    “I would not deliver it unto my Dread Lord,” she insisted. “I would hold it safe against all who would claim it.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t that be like what happened to Olivia?” I asked doubtfully. “Wouldn’t I be stuck here forever?” I was in no hurry to pass through the Pearly Gates but I wanted to get there eventually. 
 
    “Why are you talking about me behind my back, Peter?” Olivia appeared in the doorway, eyeing the two of us suspiciously. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I assured her. “We’re almost done, just wait for us in the kitchen.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to do there,” she complained. 
 
    “An thou dost desire such,” Daraxandriel said doubtfully. She moved towards the door but I waved her back. 
 
    “Sorry, I was talking to Olivia,” I explained. “We were just discussing what to do about Lilith,” I said to Olivia. “We’ll be done in a minute.” 
 
    “Then I shall abide,” Daraxandriel said, “yet I am curious what thoughts another spirit may have on this manner.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should be talking to other girls in someone’s bedroom,” Olivia insisted, “even if they’re demons. You’re my boyfriend.” 
 
    “I’m not your boyfriend!” I argued. “I said I’d think about it.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked surprised. “We are not courting, Peter Simon Collins,” she said. “Thou hast not even set the terms of the date thou hast promised me.” 
 
    “What?” Olivia exclaimed, aghast. “You’re dating her and Melissa? That’s not fair!” 
 
    “Peter!” Even through the bathroom door, Melissa sounded peeved. “What’s taking you so long?” 
 
    “Sorry, something came up!” I called back. “Start without me!” I nudged Daraxandriel towards the hallway. “Let’s get out of here,” I whispered, hoping Melissa couldn’t hear me over the shower. 
 
    “What service does Melissa require of thee?” Daraxandriel asked curiously. “Is she not bathing?” 
 
    “What?” For a ghost, Olivia’s voice could get pretty shrill. “You’re taking a bath with her?” 
 
    “No! I’m just – she was trying to – never mind! Everybody out!” I shooed them out of the bedroom and closed the door behind us, setting my back to it with a sigh. “Oh my God,” I breathed as Daraxandriel and Olivia looked at me like I was a complete nutcase, which wasn’t far from the truth. Getting obliterated by a demon lord was starting to sound like the lesser of two evils. 
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    Pizza is the most perfect meal format ever created in the history of mankind. It’s easy to make, it’s cheap, and it’s incredibly flexible. There are enough topping combinations to satisfy any random craving, dietary limitation, and religious restriction. It’s great straight out of the oven, it’s nearly as good cold, and it’ll keep in the fridge for days. Strangers will even bring pizzas straight to your door for just a few paltry dollars. It’s no wonder it’s the culinary mainstay of teenagers the world round, beating out hamburgers, hot dogs, and chicken nuggets by a country mile. 
 
    Pizza also reveals a lot about the consumers of this circular delight, beyond just the simple meat-versus-veggie divide. People who prefer one or two toppings are straight-forward and matter-of-fact individuals, ready to get the job done and move on. Those who pile every conceivable option on the crust have more complicated personalities and are often needy and obsessive, investing time and effort to find that perfect combination. Anyone who likes anchovies on their pizza is just strange. 
 
    Nothing assembles a crowd faster than an offer of free pizza. More endeavors have been launched and more successes have been celebrated out of a square corrugated cardboard box than any other foodstuff. Pizza is the foundation upon which my generation will build its legacy, right after we argue about who gets the last slice. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, who wants what?” 
 
    “Double cheese,” Susie said immediately. She sat in the middle of my bed, twirling her wand between her fingers like a drum major in a marching band. Her plain shirt and skirt combo was uncharacteristically modest and tasteful, something that even Mrs. Grady would have approved of. 
 
    “Do they have a supreme or something like that?” Melissa asked, still irked with me for abandoning her in the bathroom. She leaned over my shoulder to peruse Pizza King’s options on my laptop screen and her breath tickled my ear. She smelled like Mom’s shampoo, though, cancelling out any effect her proximity might have had on my libido. 
 
    “There’s a deluxe,” I told her, pointing. “Olives, peppers, mushrooms, onions, sausage, and pepperoni.” 
 
    “That’ll do.” She returned to the bed, continuing her campaign of disapproval by crossing her arms and glaring at me. 
 
    “Meat lovers for me,” I announced, pretending not to notice. “Dara, the usual?” 
 
    Daraxandriel pried her attention away from whatever she was doing on her own laptop. “Certes,” she said. “With a surfeit of pinecones.” 
 
    “Pineapple,” I corrected her. She was the only person I knew who actually liked Hawaiian pizza, although she usually picked the pineapple bits off and ate them first. 
 
    “Okay, so two medium pizzas, one half double cheese and half meat lovers, one half deluxe and half Hawaiian. Anything else?” 
 
    “I wish I could have pizza,” Olivia grumbled to herself. She was perched on top of my dresser kicking her heels against the drawers, although they didn’t make any sound. 
 
    “You can have some of mine. Olivia,” I explained to everyone else, pointing at the dresser. 
 
    “What’s the point? I can’t taste anything.” She slumped back against the wall. “I love pizza.” 
 
    “Well, couldn’t you try to become human again? You could eat it then.” 
 
    Olivia blinked at me and then she sat up straight. “That’s right! Oh, no, I can’t,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “I don’t have anything to, um, wear.” She pulled her nightgown tighter around her, as if she was afraid it would disappear if she let go. 
 
    “You’re sitting on a dresser full of clothes and the closet is stuffed with every outfit my mother could lay her hands on for Dara,” I pointed out. “Just grab something.” 
 
    “I guess.” She slid off the dresser and walked over to the closet. Everyone else stopped whatever they were doing and stared as the door opened all by itself. “Will these fit me?” Olivia asked doubtfully, surveying the multicolored wall of cloth hanging from the rod. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Olivia was a bit shorter than everyone else and her nightgown disguised her figure “What size are you?” The glimpse I had of her behind the library had been fleeting but I was willing to bet she was no more than a B cup. 
 
    “Peter!” she gasped, crossing her arms over her chest. “That’s personal!” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead with a sigh. “Can somebody help Olivia find something to wear?” 
 
    Daraxandriel, Melissa, and Susie looked at each other and then back at me. “What does she look like?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “Olivia, how about you turn human first so they can see you?” I sighed. 
 
    “Peter!” she squeaked in horror. “I’ll be naked!” 
 
    “I’ll leave first.” 
 
    “They’ll still see me!” 
 
    “But they’re girls,” I argued. “It won’t matter.” 
 
    “Of course it matters!” 
 
    They don’t pay me enough to put up with this, I thought irritably. They don’t pay me at all. “So grab something that looks like it might fit, go in the other room and put it on, and then come back here and get a different outfit if you need to.” 
 
    Olivia thought that over with a suspicious frown, as if she thought I was going to lock her out of my bedroom as soon as she left. “Okay,” she agreed slowly. “This seems like a pretty complicated way to get pizza, though.” 
 
    “You started it,” I reminded her. “What kind of pizza do you like?” 
 
    “Pepperoni.” She chewed on her bottom lip as she inspected the closet’s contents while I added a small pepperoni pizza to the order and dispatched it across the Internet.  
 
    “Forty-five minutes,” I reported. 
 
    Everyone ignored me as they watched articles of clothing swing out on their hangers of their own accord and then slide back into place. Finally, Olivia extracted a sleeveless blue shift and looked it over critically. 
 
    “I guess this’ll do,” she said unenthusiastically. “Where can I get changed?” 
 
    “The bathroom’s down the hall,” I reminded her. She hesitated, biting her lip anxiously. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I still need, um, you know,” her voice dropped to a whisper, “things.” 
 
    “Things?” She waved her hand over her chest and hips, looking terminally embarrassed. “Oh! Top drawer,” I told her, pointed to the dresser. 
 
    The other girls watched the drawer slide open on its own and one of Daraxandriel’s bras lifted itself up into the air. “It’s, um, it’s, ah, too, uh, I mean, not the right size,” Olivia said, stuffing it hastily back into the drawer. A plain pair of white cotton panties made a brief appearance before hiding in the folds of the shift. “I’ll, uh, be right back. No peeking!” she warned me. 
 
    “Scout’s honor.” Olivia left the room and everyone else let their breaths out. 
 
    “That is the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen,” Melissa said, shaking her head. “How can you stand being around her, Peter?” 
 
    “I can see her, remember? She’d just a regular girl, except she’s see-through.” 
 
    “See-through?” Melissa gasped. “Peter!” 
 
    “Not her clothes, her!” I assured her hastily. “I can’t see anything, I swear!” 
 
    “You better not,” she insisted. “I’m the only one you’re allowed to look at.” Daraxandriel glanced at her curiously but said nothing. 
 
    “Lilith says that any girl who has to use her body to get a boy’s interest isn’t worth the effort,” Susie observed. We all turned to stare at her. “What?” 
 
    “Susie,” I said slowly, “you do realize that Lilith is evil and she’s trying to kill all of us, don’t you?” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean she’s wrong,” she argued. “Besides, she’s mostly trying to kill you.” 
 
    “No, really? Thanks for letting me know.” A rumbling hum sounded and I checked my watch. “That’s probably Mom. I wonder if she saw any of the, um –” 
 
    “Freak tornado?” Susie suggested. 
 
    “Yes, that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Don’t say anything about it if she doesn’t bring it up.” 
 
    “Peter?” Mom’s voice called from the kitchen. “Susie? Are you home?” 
 
    “In here, Mom!” I called. She appeared in the doorway a few moments later, looking flustered and relieved at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness you’re all right!” she exclaimed. “After all those sirens and the reports on the radio, I was so worried!” 
 
    “We’re fine, Mom,” I assured her. 
 
    “But what was it?” she wondered. “The reporters couldn’t agree on what caused all that damage.” 
 
    The demon lord Bellaxragor Stormreaper appeared behind the library and unleashed a demonic whirlwind that would have wiped out the entire downtown area if we hadn’t killed him first. “It was probably a freak tornado,” I told her. Susie smirked to herself in satisfaction. 
 
    “A tornado?” Mom asked with a puzzled frown. “On a perfectly clear day?” 
 
    “I know, crazy, huh? So how were things at the animal shelter?” We needed a diversion before she asked any other uncomfortable questions. 
 
    “Oh, it was a nightmare,” she sighed. “All those stray cats suddenly went nuts in their cages. They started screaming like banshees and then they all got out somehow and ran out the door. We tried to catch them but then the sirens went off and we had to keep everyone inside.” She shook her head resignedly. “It’s going to take forever to round them up again.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it. They’re probably all back home by now.” Hell, in this case. 
 
    “Stray cats don’t have homes, Peter,” she chided me, “and they don’t just disappear into thin air. They’ll turn up sooner or later. There was even one sitting on our back fence when I drove up.” 
 
    “I’m on it!” Susie leapt from the bed and ran into the hallway. A few seconds later we heard the patio door slam. 
 
    “What in the world is that all about?” Mom asked doubtfully. 
 
    “She, ah, really likes cats,” I said. 
 
    “No, she doesn’t. The only animal she likes is that snake of hers.” Sugar the ball python lived a life of benevolent neglect in an aquarium in Susie’s room, with occasional appearances around her neck as a spotted necktie. 
 
    “Well, she didn’t like boys before,” I pointed out, “so now maybe she likes cats too.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Mom didn’t sound at all convinced. “So what are you all doing in Peter’s room? Oh, Melissa!” she exclaimed. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t even notice you there.” 
 
    “No problem, Mrs. Collins,” Melissa assured her. “The power’s out in my office so I thought I’d come over here for a bit.” 
 
    “Well, you’re always welcome, of course. So where’s Lilith?” 
 
    We all stiffened and Melissa and Daraxandriel stared at me, no doubt wondering how I was going to explain Lilixandriel’s absence to Mom. I couldn’t blame them, since I was wondering the same thing. 
 
    “She, um, had to leave suddenly,” I said. “Something came up.” 
 
    “You mean with her work?” Mom frowned. 
 
    “Yes, exactly. She had to go meet with some clients.” Otherwise known as demon lords eager to slaughter me for my Philosopher’s Stone. 
 
    “Oh, that’s too bad,” Mom said, shaking her head in disappointment. “I really enjoyed having her here. I bet you were sad to see her go, Dara.” 
 
    Daraxandriel blinked a couple of times. “Certes,” she said finally, with all of the enthusiasm of someone about to wade into a scum-filled pond. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll be back soon?” 
 
    “I can pretty much guarantee that,” I said resignedly. 
 
    Susie reappeared then, looking smug. “Got it!” she announced.  
 
    Mom looked her over doubtfully. “Where is it, then?” 
 
    “Where is what?” 
 
    “The cat.” 
 
    “It’s gone.” 
 
    “I thought you said you got it,” Mom said with a puzzled frown. 
 
    “I did. One shot and pow.” Susie made an exploding gesture with her hands. 
 
    “Sometimes I think we’re speaking completely different languages,” Mom sighed. “Well, I’m glad everyone’s all right. I guess I’ll start thinking about dinner. Will you be staying, Melissa?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, Mom, we ordered pizza,” I told her. “It’ll be here in a bit.” 
 
    “I swear, you kids are going to turn into pizzas one of these days,” she grumbled. “I’ll call your father and see when he’ll be home. Maybe he wants to have a proper meal.” She left, shaking her head dolefully.  
 
    As soon as she was out of earshot, I turned to Susie. “So that cat was another imp?” 
 
    “Yep,” she nodded, dropping onto my bed again. “Fuge and instant imp puree.” She gestured with her wand and we all flinched. 
 
    “I thought they all left when Bellack-whatever showed up,” I said worriedly. “Why is one of them hanging around our house?” 
 
    “Mayhap it was too distant to heed his call,” Daraxandriel suggested. 
 
    “Or maybe there’s another demon lord on his way,” added Melissa. 
 
    “Neither of those possibilities are filling me with confidence,” I informed them tersely. “I hope Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Prescott have some ideas.” 
 
    A discrete cough pulled my attention to the doorway, where Olivia stood looking anxious. It took me a startled moment to recognize her, since she wasn’t wearing her signature pink nightgown anymore and she was in full color now, with her rich brown curls falling around her shoulders and her blue-gray eyes downcast to her interlocked fingers. 
 
    “Olivia!” I exclaimed. “So it worked?” 
 
    “It took me a few tries but yeah,” she said softly. “It feels weird.” 
 
    “Weird?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I feel kind of flimsy, like I’ll disappear if I sneeze too hard,” she grimaced. 
 
    “That dress looks good, anyway.” 
 
    “I guess. It’s a bit too big.” The shift hung loosely on her and reached past her knees but its color matched her eyes. 
 
    “Oh my God, you’re Olivia?” Melissa asked, her eyes wide. “You’re just a kid!” 
 
    Olivia’s eyes flashed in sudden resentment. “I’m seventeen!” 
 
    “You’re sixteen,” I corrected her. 
 
    “Almost seventeen!” 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa protested. “She’s not even legal!” 
 
    “What difference does it make?” I asked in annoyance. “It’s not like we’re having sex or anything.” 
 
    “What?” Olivia gasped, looking alarmed. “Nobody said anything about sex!” 
 
    “There’s no sex!” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Melissa grumbled. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I muttered, massaging my forehead. “Look, everyone just find something to do until the pizza shows up.” 
 
    “I needs must replenish my stock of potions,” Daraxandriel said, turning back to her laptop. She was playing Lorecraft again, I finally noticed. 
 
    “I’m going to look up demon banishing spells,” Susie announced, hopping to her feet. “Fuge is kind of messy.” She disappeared into her room. 
 
    “I need to call Daddy and let him know about the car,” Melissa sighed, retrieving her purse from the floor. She pulled out her phone and tapped on it as she walked out of the room. “Daddy?” I heard her say. “Are you sitting down?” 
 
    Olivia shrugged apologetically. “I don’t have anything to do,” she said. 
 
    “I usually play Lorecraft whenever I want to kill a bit of time,” I told her, gesturing to my laptop, “but you can get on if you want. I’ll find something else to do.” 
 
    “Lorecraft?” she frowned. “Is that a computer game?” 
 
    “You haven’t played it?” I knew in an abstract sort of way that some people weren’t gamers but it sounded strange to hear someone admit it out loud. 
 
    “I don’t play games all that much,” she shrugged. “I mostly read.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to grab something if you want,” I told her, pointing at my bookcase. “Sapphire Crown is a good series.” 
 
    Olive went over to peruse the titles while I fired up Lorecraft. I watched her out of the corner of my eye as she flipped through a couple of random volumes. “Are all of these comics?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “They’re Japanese manga.” 
 
    “They’re picture stories with speech bubbles and sound effects,” she argued. “They’re comics.” 
 
    “They’re graphic novels,” I corrected her. “Comics are just printed cartoons.” 
 
    “It’s the same thing,” she insisted. She read through a few pages and her face twisted up into a grimace. “This doesn’t make any sense at all.” 
 
    “You’re reading it backwards. Start from the right side.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That’s just how they do them,” I sighed, remembering the exact same conversation with Daraxandriel when she first showed up. 
 
    “That’s stupid,” Olivia muttered but she complied. After a few moments, she sat down on the end of my bed and kept on reading. 
 
    The room fell silent after that, except for the occasional click of a mouse and turn of a page. Melissa reappeared after a few minutes, leaned over my shoulder to see what I was doing, and then stretched out on my bed, browsing something on her phone. Mom passed by a while later, clucked something about kids these days, and continued on into her bedroom. 
 
    The doorbell broke the companionable peace and everyone looked up from their diversions. It was only five minutes after Pizza King’s promised delivery time, which was basically early for them. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” I said, pushing my chair back. “We’ll eat in the kitchen.” The last thing I wanted was olives and pineapple bits in my bed. 
 
    “I shall be there anon,” Daraxandriel said absently, peering at her screen. 
 
    “I’m almost done,” said Olivia, turning another page. 
 
    “Be right there,” Melissa told me, her attention focused on her screen. She swung her legs over to sit up on the edge of the bed but got no further. 
 
    Maybe Mom has a point, I mused as I crossed the hall and tapped on Susie’s door. “Pizza’s here,” I announced. 
 
    “Just a minute,” came her distracted response. I just rolled my eyes and continued on to the front door. 
 
    “Hey, Pete,” Justin greeted me from the doorstep. He thrust three cardboard boxes bearing the Pizza King crown logo at me, two medium and one small. “You having a party without me?” 
 
    “Just a bunch of hungry people,” I assured him, taking the boxes. “That a new uniform?” Justin’s green-and-red shirt hung on him like a cloth sack on a scarecrow. The matching ball cap almost managed to disguise his carrot-colored hair. 
 
    “Yeah, the boss wants us to look more professional. So, is, uh, Dara here?” he asked hopefully, craning his neck to look past me. Since he was eight inches taller than me, that took no effort at all on his part. 
 
    “Does Ashley know you’re pining after another girl?” I asked pointedly. Justin’s ongoing infatuation with Daraxandriel was basically harmless but it still got on my nerves. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ashley, your girlfriend. The love of your life. The only woman who’ll put up with you for more than five minutes at a time.” A glimmer of recognition crossed his face. 
 
    “She doesn’t mind,” he assured me, although he looked a bit guilty. 
 
    “You might want to check with her on that. Hang on a sec, let me go put these down.” I carried the pizzas into the kitchen and he trailed after me. “I thought you weren’t supposed to go inside people’s houses.” 
 
    “It’s okay, we know each other. Dara!” Justin stopped in his tracks as Daraxandriel appeared at the end of the hall. He swept off his cap and put on a smile that was halfway between a grimace and a leer. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I do well, Justin,” she told him pleasantly. “And how art thou faring this day?” 
 
    “Great, great. So when are we meeting up again on Lorecraft?” he asked eagerly. Justin, Daraxandriel, and I were all members of the Death Ravens guild, although we hadn’t played much as a group since summer break started. 
 
    “Mayhap soon, an we survive my clutch-mate’s predations.” Daraxandriel started peeking into the pizza boxes. “Didst thou include additional pine fruit?” 
 
    “Clutch-mate?” Justin echoed doubtfully. 
 
    “Her sister,” I explained. 
 
    “Dara has a sister?” Justin’s eyes practically popped out of his skull. “What’s her name? Is she here? Is she single?” 
 
    “You don’t want her, believe me,” I told him firmly. 
 
    “Don’t want who?” Melissa asked, striding into the kitchen. “Oh, hey, Justin. How’s Ashley?” She started rooting through the cabinets for plates. 
 
    “She’s, uh, fine,” Justin replied with a frown. “What are you doing here, Melissa?” 
 
    “Just hanging out with my boyfriend,” she said, shooting a pointed look in my direction. 
 
    “Boyfriend?” Justin’s face twisted up in confusion. “I thought you were dating Dara, Pete.” 
 
    Melissa paused in the act of setting the dishes on the table. “He’s dating Dara?” 
 
    “Yeah, he asked me for ideas yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Her voice was frosty enough to reverse global warming all on its own. 
 
    “Sure. There’s a whole list of things you two should do on a date. Here, I’ll show you.” He dragged his phone out of his pocket as I gasped in horror 
 
    “No, don’t show them that!” I lunged for his phone, intending to throw it into the garbage disposal, but Daraxandriel’s tail whipped around between us. I back-pedaled hastily before I ended up losing an eye. “I wasn’t going to ask you to do any of those!” I told her desperately. 
 
    Daraxandriel leaned over Justin’s arm to read the screen and her eyes flew open wide. “Dost thou truly desire such acts from me?” she asked disbelievingly. “Would not number four cause grievous bodily harm?” 
 
    “Wait a minute, show me this list,” Melissa demanded. She easily shook off my attempt to restrain her and planted herself on Justin’s other side. Her jaw fell open as she perused the text. “Oh my God, Peter!” she breathed. “What kind of pervert are you?” 
 
    “That’s not my list!” I insisted desperately. “Justin sent that to me!” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” she argued. “Ashley would never do any of these things. Oh my God,” she gasped, “you already made me do number three! And number seven!” 
 
    “I didn’t make you do anything! You did that on your own!” 
 
    “Wait, when did this happen?” Justin asked breathlessly. “Did you take pictures?” 
 
    “None of your business,” Melissa told him firmly. “Send me that list and don’t ever show it to Ashley.” 
 
    “Don’t do it!” I begged. Justin ignored me and Melissa’s back pocket pinged a few moments later. “Great. Just go ahead and shoot me now,” I muttered. 
 
    “Shooting’s too good for you,” Melissa told me. She unlocked her phone and scrolled through her texts. “Oh my God! Is this one even legal?” 
 
    “What’s legal?” Olivia was only a couple of inches taller than Ashley and she had to crane her neck back to see Justin properly as she entered the kitchen. “Oh, um, hi,” she said doubtfully. 
 
    “Holy smokes, Pete,” he exclaimed, “what kind of party are you throwing here?” 
 
    “It’s not a party,” I told him tersely. “It’s a living hell.” 
 
    “Man, I wish Ashley would let me do stuff like this,” he sighed. 
 
    “Prayhap she would accede an thou didst ask it of her,” Daraxandriel told him.  
 
    “Ashley’s too uptight,” he said dolefully. “She gets upset if I hold her hand too long in public.” 
 
    “Nay, thou art mistaken,” she said, shaking her head. “She did confide in me at prom that she wished thou wouldst be more alphaman with her.” 
 
    We all blinked at her. “Alphaman?” I echoed. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “To be forceful and direct,” she explained impatiently. “To pursue one’s own desires and aims over another’s.” 
 
    “Alpha male?” I guessed. 
 
    “Wait, you mean Ashley wants me to tell her what to do?” Justin asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Aye,” Daraxandriel nodded. “She fears to cross the strictures of her upbringing yet she longs to do so.” 
 
    Justin stared at her for a slow count of three and then bolted for the front door. “Gotta go! Later, Pete!” He pelted down the walkway, hurdled the gate, and practically dove into his rattletrap of a car. He made a complete U-turn in front of the house before he remembered to close his door. I hoped we were the last delivery on his route because nobody else was getting any pizza from him today. 
 
    “Well,” I sighed, trailing after him to close the front door, “that was fun. Anyone else have any – Oh, God, no! Don’t show her that!”  
 
    Daraxandriel and Olivia both crowded around Melissa, peering at her phone. Olivia’s mouth hung open in shock and her eyes couldn’t possibly get any wider.  
 
    “Oh my God!” she squeaked and suddenly her corporeal body popped like an soap bubble, leaving her standing there in her nightgown looking horrified. To Melissa and Daraxandriel, of course, she just vanished into thin air. Her shift and panties dropped to the floor and she gathered them up hastily. “Excuse me,” she whispered and she fled down the hall. 
 
    “What just happened?” Melissa asked, aghast. “Did she – is she still –?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” I assured her. “I guess the list was too much for her. She’s been in the hospital since she was thirteen or fourteen, you know. She doesn’t have any, um, experience.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Melissa said, looking contrite. “I’ll go over this later.” 
 
    “Or maybe you should just delete it.” 
 
    “Nonsense, how am I supposed to know what you really want in a girlfriend?” she asked archly. 
 
    Susie wandered in then, headed straight for the pizza, and extracted two cheese slices. She plopped them onto a plate and retraced her path back to her room with no indication that she noticed the rest of us, passing Olivia on the way. 
 
    “Sorry,” Olivia said meekly, solid and garbed once more. “I guess I don’t have as much control over it as I thought.” 
 
    “Just try not to disappear in front of Mom,” I told her dryly. “That would be hard to explain.” 
 
    “What would?” Mom asked, carrying a basket of laundry. “Oh, hello,” she said to Olivia. “I don’t believe we’ve met. Are you a friend of Peter’s?” 
 
    “Uh, hello,” she said, shooting me a worried glance. “I’m Olivia,” 
 
    “Welcome, Olivia! I’m Peter’s mother.” Mom juggled the basket to free a hand and held it out to her. “That’s such a charming accent! Where are you from?” 
 
    “Um, New Orleans.” She shook hands gingerly and Mom frowned. 
 
    “Goodness, why are you so cold?” she asked. “Are you feeling all right, dear?” 
 
    “I’m fine!” Olivia assured her hastily. “I’m just, um, cold.” 
 
    “Well, it’s no wonder, walking around being dressed like that,” Mom chided her, eyeing her bare legs and feet. “You should put something else on.” 
 
    “She had to borrow that dress, Mom,” I told her. “She doesn’t have anything else to wear.” 
 
    “Well, she’s welcome to borrow pants and socks too, you know.” She shook her head as she headed to the laundry room. “Pleased to meet you, Olivia!” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks.” Olivia waited until the door closed behind Mom and then she sidled up beside me. “Does she know about, you know, magic and stuff?” she murmured. 
 
    “No, thank God,” I sighed. 
 
    “But Dara lives here, doesn’t she?” she persisted. “Doesn’t your mother notice the horns?” 
 
    “She does, she just thinks they’re normal.” Olivia favored me with a dubious look. “It’s complicated,” I told her wearily. 
 
    My phone pinged then and I saw Mrs. Kendricks’ name on the display. Her message was brief and to the point: Bring everyone to my house. We need to talk. 
 
    “Eat up, everyone,” I announced. “We need to go.”  
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    What do roller coasters, skydiving, and haunted houses have in common? They’re all designed to give you a sustained jolt of adrenaline by convincing your body that it’s in mortal danger. Some people live for that moment, enjoying the pounding of their hearts and the thrill in their guts. I’m not one of those people. 
 
    I don’t like surprises, at least not the kind that threatens to scare the living bejeezus out of me. I like discovering money in a supposedly empty pocket, I enjoy a good plot twist in a book or a movie, and I love unwrapping presents at Christmas. Even an unexpected monster spawn adds a bit of spice to those otherwise long and tedious treks between towns in Lorecraft. What I don’t ever want to experience is that bowel-loosening fear that results from someone jumping out from a dark corner and yelling “Boo!” 
 
    Most of my friends mock me for my lack of adventurous spirit as they troop off to the next Corkscrew Plummet of Screaming Death at the theme park, but I’m okay with remaining on solid ground while their stomachs trade places with their lungs. 
 
      
 
    “Bellaxragor was just the first of many,” Mrs. Kendricks told us with a heavy sigh. “More will follow.” 
 
    “Bellakh-whatever was a pretty bad-ass demon lord, all things considered,” I argued. “Is Lilith really going to be able to find someone stronger to do her dirty work?” 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head. “Certes, Peter Simon Collins,” she said dolefully. “Bellaxragor Stormreaper was naught but a messenger for my Dread Lord. He was powerful, aye, but there are countless others more potent than he.” 
 
    “Well, sure, but how many of them would actually go along with Lilith’s crazy plan?” 
 
    “To wrest the Burning Throne from my Dread Lord? Many have such ambitions, they only lack the means. Lilixandriel offers them a chance for victory. An they slay thee and claim thy Philosopher’s Stone, their ascension is all but assured and she will be rewarded most handsomely.” 
 
    “She just wants the Stone for herself,” I countered. I felt the Stone under my shirt, smooth and warm against my skin. “She’ll stab them in the back the first chance she gets.” 
 
    “Aye,” she agreed, “yet she needs must work through others to achieve her aim.” 
 
    “Which means more demon attacks,” Mrs. Kendricks said, hauling the conversation back on track. “We have to be prepared.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Melissa asked uneasily. We all sat in a close circle on Mrs. Kendricks’ patio and Melissa’s fingers gripped mine tightly. “We barely beat the first one.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t even have been able to do that,” Prescott said, shaking his head with a scowl. The FBI agent sat on Mrs. Kendricks’ left, their knees almost touching. “That spell you cast was incredibly powerful, Melissa. Where did you learn that?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, I don’t know, actually,” she stammered. “It just came to me.” Prescott looked skeptical and Mrs. Kendricks touched him on his arm. 
 
    “That was my doing, Ryan,” she said quietly. “We were outnumbered and vulnerable. I had to open her mind’s eye to give her the spells she needed.” 
 
    “Including that orb?” he asked skeptically. “Where did you learn that?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks hesitated. “I didn’t,” she admitted. “Melissa came up with that one all on her own.” 
 
    “You knew it too,” I reminded Prescott. “You and Susie cast the same spell.” 
 
    Prescott shook his head. “She created it,” he said, nodding to Melissa. “I just repeated it to reinforce it.” 
 
    “Me, too,” added Susie. She sat slumped in her chair, looking bored as she twirled her wand between her fingers. “It was pretty cool.” 
 
    “It completely disintegrated a demon lord,” Prescott pointed out sharply. “It could easily have killed one of us or taken out a building.” 
 
    “That would have been cool, too,” she agreed thoughtfully. 
 
    Prescott blinked at her but Mrs. Kendricks made a calm-down motion with her hands. “It doesn’t matter, that enhancement faded hours ago. You can’t remember how to do that spell now, can you, Melissa?” 
 
    Melissa screwed up her face like she was trying to recall what she had for breakfast last Columbus Day. “No,” she said, sounding disappointed. “It’s gone.” 
 
    “Can we get it back?” Stacy asked. She sat on her mother’s other side, looking annoyed that she missed all the excitement behind the town library. “It sounds like we’re going to need it.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks hesitated and then shook her head. “It’s far too risky. She shouldn’t have been able to come up with that spell on her own, not without a lot more training than she’s had. Who knows what might happen next time?” 
 
    “It was a Lorecraft spell, wasn’t it?” I asked Melissa. “Dark Void?” 
 
    “I suppose,” she said doubtfully. “All I knew right then was that I had one chance to cast the strongest spell I knew. It just popped into my head.” 
 
    “It certainly fit the bill. Maybe you can do Melisandre’s other spells too.” 
 
    The adults stared at us like we were speaking gibberish. “What are you talking about?” Prescott demanded. “What’s Lorecraft?” 
 
    “Legends of Lorecraft,” I explained. “It’s a fantasy MMO. We all play it.” I indicated myself, Melissa, Daraxandriel, and Stacy with a spin of my finger. “Melisandre is one of the most powerful characters in the entire game.” 
 
    “And you were able to recreate a spell from a computer game?” he asked with a dubious grimace. “How is that even possible?” Melissa confessed her ignorance with an apologetic shrug and he shook his head with a sigh. “Arial’s right, we can’t risk it.” 
 
    “So what’s the alternative?” Stacy pressed. “Are we just going to bring knives to a gun fight?”  
 
    “I’ve called in reinforcements,” Prescott assured her. “We’ll be ready.” 
 
    “The FBI has a SWAT team for demons, does it?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to scoff at him and then shut it again. “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” he said firmly, “although we don’t call it that.” 
 
    I waited but no further information was forthcoming. “So what do you call it?” 
 
    Prescott shook his head. “That’s classified.” 
 
    “Ryan,” Mrs. Kendricks told him quietly, “they deserve to know what’s going on. They saved our lives, after all.” 
 
    He looked like he was going to argue the point but then he let his breath out in a huff. “Fine, but this absolutely can’t be shared outside this group, understood?” We all nodded dutifully, leaning forward on our chairs. “I’m with the Occult Investigations unit, based in Philadelphia. Officially, we look into cases involving religious groups, cults, Satanic rituals, and the like.” 
 
    “And unofficially?” I prompted. 
 
    “We hunt demons.” Prescott looked at Daraxandriel when he said that and she stiffened in her chair. “My boss, Special Agent Morgan, is one of the most powerful witches I’ve ever met. Her entire team is made up of witches and warlocks with experience dealing with demons. I’ve been with them for almost ten years now.” 
 
    “And the government knows about this?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Not exactly,” he admitted. “We handle a lot of mundane cases as well and we’re careful to keep any supernatural aspects out of the reports.” 
 
    “How big is your team?” Melissa asked. “I mean, there can’t be that many demons wandering around, right?” 
 
    “There are a lot more than you’d think, unfortunately” he said grimly. “There are twelve of us at the moment, plus Agent Morgan, but we’re always on the lookout for new recruits. It’s a dangerous job,” he added grimly, brushing his fingertips along the triple scars across his temple. 
 
    “Can I join?” Susie asked, sitting up eagerly. “It sounds like fun.” 
 
    Prescott looked her over doubtfully. “How old are you?”  
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    “You have to be at least twenty-three.” 
 
    “And you have to follow orders,” I added sardonically. 
 
    “Oh. Well, never mind, then.” She slumped back down again. 
 
    “So Lilith was one of your cases?” I asked Prescott. 
 
    He nodded. “Most demon incursions are pretty easy to identify and eliminate. We get reports of strange creatures roaming around or violent murders and we can usually track down the demon responsible within a few hours. Succubi are much more subtle.” He eyed Daraxandriel again and his familiar Merlin glared balefully at her from under his chair. “They can operate for years before we catch wind of them.” 
 
    “But you knew Lilith was in New Orleans.” 
 
    “We got lucky. We have an arrangement with the NSA’s domestic surveillance program. They alert us to anything that might signal a succubus encounter. People who sell their souls in return for some benefit often brag about their changes in fortune. Olivia Benoit’s hospital videos triggered an alert when she mentioned Lily and receiving a lot of money.” 
 
    “I wasn’t bragging,” Olivia grumbled. She sat between me and Daraxandriel, clad in her borrowed shift. “I was grateful.” Merlin growled at her and she stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    “I flew down to New Orleans as soon as I got the report,” Prescott went on. “I found Olivia and convinced her to let me bind her soul to my amulet before she died.” He parted the collar of his shirt, revealing a worn silver coin hanging from a thin leather cord. “After Lilixandriel claimed her soul, I tracked her here to Hellburn. Then I lost her.” He glanced sideways at Mrs. Kendricks, who refused to look embarrassed. 
 
    “It was the right thing to do,” she said firmly. “I still believe that.” 
 
    “Except that she got away and she’s planning to send more demon lords to kill Peter,” he retorted. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” she replied heatedly, “but Dara doesn’t deserve to suffer for her sister’s crimes. You certainly didn’t seem to mind her leading you around after us,” she added pointedly. 
 
    “I thought she was helping me!” he protested. “We were able to use her Philosopher’s Stone to track Olivia’s soul.” 
 
    “My Philosopher’s Stone,” I reminded him sourly. “She stole it from me.” 
 
    “In my own defense,” Prescott said irritably, “she was very convincing, but that’s the hallmark of a succubus. She shouldn’t have been able to fool my detector spell, though.” He frowned down at the palm of his right hand. 
 
    “How does that work?” Susie asked eagerly. “Can I learn that?” 
 
    “It’s pretty simple. It just reacts to the auras of the people I touch.” Prescott reached over to rest his hand on Mrs. Kendricks’ arm and then held it up for the rest of us to see. A black crescent moon showed on his palm, already fading away. “It didn’t react at all to her.” 
 
    “My Dread Lord cursed me with humanity for my transgressions,” Daraxandriel explained reluctantly. “Lilixandriel took my curse upon herself to escape thy pursuit.” 
 
    “She wasn’t human back at the library,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Bellaxragor removed the curse from her and cast it upon Peter Simon Collins.” Her glowing eyes dimmed at the memory. “Even the Philosopher’s Stone was not enough to save him.” 
 
    “I recovered,” I assured her, “thanks to Olivia.” Olivia ducked her head shyly, but not before I caught her pleased smile. “Speaking of which, we still need to remove her bond to the Stone. She can’t ascend while she’s tied to it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go!” Olivia protested. “I like it here!” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but if we don’t do anything, you’ll be stuck getting dragged along behind me wherever I go. Is that what you want?” I liked Olivia but I didn’t want her chained to me for the rest of my life, however brief that might be. 
 
    “Well, no,” she admitted. 
 
    “Good, so let’s get it done,” I said firmly.  
 
    “I agree,” Mrs. Kendricks nodded. “Let’s get that taken care of while we’re all together. Susie?” 
 
    “Fine,” Susie sighed, as if we just asked her to clean her room. “Let’s see it.” 
 
    I pulled the Stone out from under my shirt and held it up by its chain. Mrs. Kendricks leaned closer with a frown. 
 
    “Is that spark brighter now?” she asked. I inspected the Stone doubtfully. The tiny glow bounced around inside the Stone like a caffeinated firefly trapped in a ruby jar. 
 
    “It might be,” I acknowledged. “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine. Ryan?” 
 
    Prescott shook his head. “I don’t have any idea but I don’t deal with crystals much. Fay might know but she’s in England at the moment.” 
 
    “Fay?” 
 
    “My boss. We can try asking Paula – Agent Shelby – when she gets here tomorrow,” he suggested. “She’s our expert on wardstones and crystal artifacts.” 
 
    “Cool,” Susie said. “Maybe we can compare notes.” She leaned past Daraxandriel and Olivia and rapped the Stone sharply with the tip of her wand, sending it swinging wildly. “Lapis anima dimittere,” she pronounced and the world novaed in a painful flash of blood-red light. 
 
    “Susie!” I dropped the Stone and tried to scrub away the spots in my eyes. “What the hell?”  
 
    Nobody answered and I blinked away the tears as Mrs. Kendricks’ back yard slowly returned to its normal hue. Everyone else was still frozen in shock, wincing from the flash or gaping at me. Susie had her wand outstretched, frowning in concentration. 
 
    “You couldn’t at least have warned us?” I griped. She didn’t react at all. “Susie?” Nothing. She didn’t so much as blink. “Susie, are you okay?” I asked worriedly. “Guys, what’s wrong with –” My voice trailed off as I realized everyone else was in exactly the same state, locked into whatever position they were in the moment Susie cast her spell. 
 
    “Guys?” I carefully reached out and touched Melissa’s hand, half-raised to shade her eyes. She looked perfectly normal but she was absolutely immobile, as if she’d been replaced with an exact replica made of stone. I slowly got to my feet, looking around as my heart thumped a double-time rhythm in my chest. 
 
    The slight breeze that had been swirling around the patio was gone and the air felt thick and heavy. There were no sounds at all – no cars in the distance, no birds chirping, no dogs barking – just the harsh rasp of my breathing in my ears. It was like time had suddenly stopped for everyone except me. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered. Obviously Susie’s spell had gone horribly wrong but all of the people who could possibly do something about it were caught in its effects. “Mrs. Kendricks?” I waved my hand in front of her face but there was no response. I patted her cheek and got the same result, nothing. “Agent Prescott?” Snapping my fingers beside his ear accomplished nothing. 
 
    I looked around again, trying to keep my rising sense of panic at bay. Maybe this wasn’t a botched spell after all. Maybe Lilixandriel already found another demon lord to send after me, one with the ability to stop time, and he was just waiting for the right moment to strike. I spun around in a circle but there were no ravenous, razor-clawed, needle-fanged creatures in sight. 
 
    No, I told myself firmly, that can’t be it. Mrs. Kendricks has wards all around her property. Demons can’t get in. 
 
    Wards didn’t prevent whatever this is from affecting everyone, I argued with myself. Mrs. Kendricks is a powerful witch but she’s obviously not powerful enough. 
 
    Maybe whatever it is isn’t affecting them, it’s affecting me, I countered. Maybe they’re not slowed down at all, maybe I’m sped up. I peered closely at Melissa’s face, trying to discern if her eyes were moving at all, but I didn’t see so much as a twitch.  
 
    Think, Peter, think! I berated myself. Who else might be able to help? I knew the names of most of the other members of Mrs. Kendricks’ coven but I didn’t have their phone numbers. Except they’d be frozen too, wouldn’t they? I thought doubtfully. How far does this go? 
 
    I squeezed out from the circle of chairs and ran around the side of Mrs. Kendricks’ house. The street out front was empty except for Mom’s minivan parked behind Prescott’s black SUV and none of the neighbors were in sight. I searched the sky for any passing airplanes but it was perfectly clear, without so much as a bird or a streak of cloud showing against the expanse of blue overhead. 
 
    I pulled out my phone but it refused to respond to my increasingly frustrated taps on the screen. I toyed with the idea of driving into town to see how far the time stoppage or whatever it was extended, but I didn’t want to leave everyone sitting here helpless, not until I understood the situation better. 
 
    Instead, I returned to the patio and gnawed on my lip as I contemplated the seven people and one cat sitting motionless around the circle. Nothing changed during my brief absence, except – I held my breath as I leaned closer to Olivia. I can see through her. 
 
    I moved to her side and carefully poked her shoulder. I met no resistance, although my finger felt cold. She was definitely a ghost again. She was still wearing her shift but her nightgown was showing through in spots. She must have popped when Susie’s spell went off, I mused. That was interesting but not terribly surprising and it didn’t help me figure out what was going on. 
 
    I stood back, chewing on my lip as I tried to decide what to do next, and I heard a brief titter of laughter, quickly stifled. I whirled around but there was no one else in sight. “Hello?” I called, feeling the hairs on the back of neck stand up. “Is someone there?” 
 
    Silence surrounded me and I clutched the Philosopher’s Stone like a talisman. I didn’t have any weapons or magical powers. I was completely helpless if something decided to leap out at me from the shadows, which suddenly seemed a lot darker than they were before. I tried to tell myself that it was just my imagination playing tricks on me, but then I heard another giggle right behind me.  
 
    I spun around, raising my fists to confront whatever terror awaited me, and found myself staring at empty space. I listened carefully over the staccato thudding of my heart but everything was quiet again. 
 
    Is Olivia playing some stupid game of hide-and-seek with me? I wondered doubtfully, but no, she was still sitting there. Where’s that laughter coming from? 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Gah!” I literally jumped two feet in the air, came down off-balance, stumbled over my chair, windmilled my arms, and landed hard on my butt. I gaped up at the figure standing over me, grinning at me in delight. 
 
    She couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen years old, with pale skin, straight black hair and icy blue eyes. She wore a short dress that I could only describe as Victorian loli goth, completely black with way too many bows, frills, and petticoats, matching her black knee-high stockings, black buckle shoes, and black hair ribbons. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” she told me, even as her smile spread even wider. “You didn’t hurt yourself, did you, Peter?” 
 
    “I, uh, no, I, um, I’m –” I wrested back control of my babbling tongue. “Who are you?” I demanded, wincing at the squeak in my voice. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “Oh, Peter,” she said, tilting her head coquettishly, “I know everything about you. I’ve been watching you ever since you put on my father’s soulstone.” 
 
    “Your father’s soulstone?” Technically, the Philosopher’s Stone was mine now, bound to me by my blood. Four hundred and thirty years ago, though, Daraxandriel stole it from – “The Dread Lord?” 
 
    Her eyes crinkled in amusement. “Yes, that’s him.”  
 
    I stared at the girl incredulously and then snorted. “You’re not His daughter.” 
 
    Her smile faded out, replaced by an irritated scowl. “Yes, I am,” she insisted. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” I clambered to my feet and slapped the dust from my jeans. “You don’t look anything like a demon.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked coldly. “And what do demons look like?” 
 
    “Well, like her.” I waved a hand in Daraxandriel’s direction. 
 
    “Really,” she said dryly. “And how many demons have you met?” 
 
    “Um, four?” I admitted. To be fair, I didn’t actually get a good look at Metraxion before he dragged Dr. Bellowes down to Hell, but Daraxandriel, Lilixandriel, and Bellaxragor all had the classic demon motif going for them. 
 
    “Right.” She favored me with an exaggerated eyeroll this time. “And that makes you an expert on demons, does it?” 
 
    “Well, maybe not,” I conceded, “but you don’t sound like a demon either.” 
 
    “Wouldst thou have me converse in the style of ages past, Peter Simon Collins?” she said snidely, in a perfect imitation of Daraxandriel’s speech. “’Twould greatly prolong our discussion and we are pressed for time.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, but you’re still just a kid.” 
 
    “I’m older than you are,” she smirked. 
 
    “You’re not even a teenager yet!” 
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving,” she reminded me. 
 
    “Wait, are you saying you don’t actually look like this?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Maybe,” she teased, recovering her smile. I couldn’t be sure, but her upper canines looked a teeny bit longer and pointier than a normal girl’s. 
 
    “Well, regardless, the Dread Lord isn’t your father,” I insisted. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Because evil demon lords don’t have tweenie daughters dressed up like dolls!” That wasn’t perhaps the most persuasive argument I could have made but the whole situation was just too surreal. 
 
    “Peter, Peter, Peter,” she said, shaking her head at my naiveté. “If our Dread Lord wants a daughter, He gets a daughter. But I know you’re just going to keep arguing with me about it so let’s skip right to the part where I convince you I’m telling the truth. Hold still.”  
 
    She stepped right up to me and reached up to point her finger at the center of my forehead. She was a foot shorter than me so she almost had to stand on her tiptoes to do it. “This will only hurt a little bit,” she promised as she touched her finger to my skull. “Maybe.” 
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    Satan is only mentioned a handful of times in the Bible, primarily when he tempts Jesus in the desert. He also appears in the Book of Revelation during the epic battle between Heaven and Hell and most people believe he was the serpent in the Garden of Eden, even though the Book of Genesis doesn’t actually come out and say that. Other than that, Satan was actually a pretty minor character in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    He didn’t hit the big time as the Prince of Darkness until the late Middle Ages, around the time people began believing in demons and witchcraft. The Bible doesn’t describe Satan at all but it’s traditional to depict him with horns, a tail, and cloven hooves, sometimes with bat wings thrown in for good measure. A lot like Bellaxragor Stormreaper, now that I think of it. 
 
    Over time, Satan got mixed in with a lot of other beliefs and myths. One of the more popular ones is that Satan is actually Lucifer the Lightbringer, a beautiful and powerful archangel who challenged God for the throne of Heaven and who was cast down into Hell for his pride and arrogance. There he seeks to corrupt mankind while gathering an army of demons and fallen angels to conquer Heaven. It’s all complete nonsense, of course. After all, demons and witches are just figments of people’s hyperactive imaginations, right? 
 
      
 
    The world spun around me like a whirlwind and then – 
 
    Molten brimstone etched away my flesh and ignited my clothing, sending noxious smoke and flames up around my head as I writhed in agony. In the brief moment before my eyes boiled in my skull, I saw countless others all around me, burning like gruesome candles, and their shrieks raked my ears like ragged claws. I opened my mouth to scream with them but the caustic air seared my lungs and scoured my throat, leaving me with no voice. Blind and choking and burning alive, I collapsed into the lake of fire and –  
 
    I found myself on my hands and knees on Mrs. Kendricks’ patio, sucking in the sweet, clean, cool air as the pain faded away to just a hint of a memory. A pair of glossy black shoes appeared in my field of view and I scrabbled backwards frantically until I collided with one of the concrete planters edging the patio. The girl looked down at me with her hands on her nonexistent hips. 
 
    “So,” she said tartly, “are you convinced or should I try something else?” 
 
    “No!” I squeaked. “I’m convinced!” I levered myself to my feet, ready to run for it if she got any closer. 
 
    “Good,” she nodded in smug satisfaction. “Now, let’s get down to business.” 
 
    “Bu-bu-business?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’m prepared to offer you the opportunity of a lifetime.” Her smile had a chilling edge to it this time. 
 
    “You can’t have my soul!” I protested. “I’m not signing anything!” 
 
    “Pfft,” she said dismissively. “I don’t deal with souls. That’s what they’re for.” She flicked her wrist at Daraxandriel. 
 
    “You can’t take the Philosopher’s Stone either!” I clutched it protectively. 
 
    “No,” she sighed, “I don’t want the Stone.” 
 
    “Hang on a minute. You’re not here to kill me?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Well, I can if you want,” she shrugged. 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” I assured her quickly. “So what are you doing here then?” 
 
    “I’m here to help you, Peter.” 
 
    I looked around the back yard, half-expecting one of my friends to jump out of nowhere and yell, “Surprise! We sure fooled you!” The circle of petrified people convinced me that my situation was still deadly serious. “Help me do what?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “Survive the next few days,” she grinned. 
 
    “Why? Not that I mind,” I added hastily, “but I’m confused. Aren’t you on Lilith’s side?” 
 
    She made a rude noise. “As if I’d listen to anything a succubus would have to say. No, my motives are purely altruistic.” 
 
    It was hard not to laugh out loud at that bald-faced lie. “Really,” I said flatly. “You’re helping me out of the goodness of your heart?” The word goodness didn’t apply to her in any way, shape, or form, not after her little demonstration, and I was willing to bet that heart was a foreign concept to her as well. 
 
    “Well, I do get a bit of a benefit from you not dying for a while,” she admitted cheerfully, “but that’s beside the point. I owe you a big thanks, after all.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “For letting me out, of course.”  
 
    I blinked at her, trying to figure out what the heck she was talking about, and she wiggled her finger at my chest. I flinched automatically before I realized she was actually pointing at the Philosopher’s Stone. I held it up cautiously, trying to discern what she was getting at, but it looked exactly the same to me, gleaming with a faint but steady ruby light. Then my breath caught in my throat. The flickering mote of light was gone. 
 
    “That was you?” Her smile broadened. “You were trapped inside the Stone this whole time?” 
 
    “Your little witchy sister probably should have been a bit more specific when she cast her spell,” she said. “She released everything inside, not just that soul binding.” She spread her hands in a ta-da sort of gesture. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “Why were you in there? What did you do?” My mind instantly conjured up a dozen possible scenarios, none of them suitable for the faint-hearted. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” she said with a careless wave, “but don’t worry. I’m not going to go on a murderous rampage or anything like that. In fact, I’m going to help you and your merry little band of magicians deal with Lilixandriel.” She cast a disparaging look at the others. 
 
    “But why would you do that?” I asked again. “Shouldn’t you be helping her instead?” I realized belatedly that talking this girl into killing me herself really wasn’t a good strategy on my part but she heaved another long-suffering sigh. 
 
    “Peter, Peter, Peter,” she said with a dramatic shake of her head. “Think about it. What is Lilixandriel trying to do?” 
 
    “Kill me?” I said hesitantly. 
 
    “And why is she trying to do that?” 
 
    “Because she doesn’t like me?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Why else?” 
 
    “To get my Philosopher’s Stone?” 
 
    “Good answer. And why does she want it?” 
 
    I tried to remember what Lilixandriel’s bargain with Bellaxragor had been. “She wants to be Queen of Hell?” 
 
    “Precisely. And what’s stopping her from just waltzing in and sitting on the Burning Throne right now?” 
 
    I blinked my way through that one. “The Dread Lord?” 
 
    “And he is –?” She pointed at herself. 
 
    “Your father?” 
 
    “Exactly.” She let her breath out with a shake of her head. “That was an uphill climb,” she muttered to herself. “So if I help you take care of Lilixandriel, certain people might be a bit more inclined to overlook certain –” she waved her hands aimlessly as she searched for the word, “transgressions on my part and let me go back home.” She smiled winningly at me. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said suspiciously. “Who put you in the Stone in the first place?” 
 
    “Let’s not dwell on the past, Peter,” she said blithely. “Let’s talk about what happens next.” 
 
    “Not so fast, um –” She put on an attentive pose while I tried to get my train of thought unstalled. “What did you say your name was?” 
 
    She snorted. “Your tongue would strangle your tonsils if you tried to pronounce it. Call me Amy.” 
 
    “Amy? Seriously?”  
 
    “Absolutely. It’s from the French word ami, did you know that? And ami means friend and that’s who I am, Peter, your newest and bestest friend.” I just stared at her in disbelief. The name Amy completely and utterly failed to convey the sense of ominous danger and impending doom I would normally have associated with the supposed daughter of the Dread Lord. Maybe that was why she picked it, to put me off my guard. 
 
    “So, um, Amy,” I said, “what did you do to everybody? Are they going to be okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” she assured me. “I just wanted to have a private little chat with you first. All that screaming just gets on my nerves.” 
 
    “Why would there be screaming?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Who knows?” she shrugged. “It just seems to happen a lot. Anyway, I’m going to help you help me get back home.” 
 
    “And why exactly should I help you?” 
 
    “Because if you don’t, I’ll rip every bone from your body without cutting you open first,” she smiled.  
 
    “The, um, the, uh, Stone won’t let you kill me,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Well, probably,” she agreed, waggling her hand in a maybe, maybe not gesture, “but it’ll still hurt. A lot,” she added. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed shakily. “Okay, so what do you have in mind?” 
 
    Amy smirked in triumph. “So here’s the thing, Peter. You need to stay alive until Lilixandriel runs out of demon lords to send after you.” 
 
    “Um, why? Not the staying alive part,” I hastened to add. “Why don’t you just, you know, kill Lilith now?” 
 
    “Well, for one, she’s an elusive little bitch,” she sighed. “But two, and this is the important part, every demon who agrees to kill you and take the Stone is someone who’s planning to betray my father. So we need her to keep going while you thin out the ranks of the disloyal.” She spread her hands like she was offering me an all-expenses-paid cruise around the world. I was, to say the least, unenthused about her plan. 
 
    “So what exactly do I get out of this?” 
 
    “Practice?” she suggested brightly. 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Killing demons, of course.” 
 
    “That’s not my job,” I protested. “That’s his job!” I jabbed my finger at Agent Prescott, still frozen in his chair. 
 
    “Now it’s your job too,” she said with a nod. “For now, anyway.” 
 
    “I can’t hunt demons! I don’t have any magic, how am I supposed to fight them? I wouldn’t last two seconds!” 
 
    “Oh ye of little faith,” she intoned, shaking her head. “I’m not going to paint a target on your back and send you off to your painful demise, Peter. The whole idea is to keep you alive so Lilixandriel keeps trying to kill you, remember? I’m going to give you all the help you need.” 
 
    “What sort of help?” I asked carefully. This entire conversation was an ever-expanding spiral of darkness and despair, growing worse with every twist. 
 
    “I’m going to give you your powers back,” she announced proudly. 
 
    “My powers?” 
 
    “The ones you used to take down Dr. Bellowes, remember? That was a really impressive piece of work on Daraxandriel’s part, I have to say,” she added grudgingly. “Anyway, that worked out well for you and why reinvent the wheel, I always say. So, here goes.” 
 
    She reached up to poke my forehead again and I backed away hastily, tripping over the planter and landing on my butt again. Before I could scramble out of range, Amy’s finger touched me and – 
 
    Lightning snapped and crackled through my skull, searing mystical lines across my cerebral cortex that didn’t belong there and leaving trails of writhing agony behind as – 
 
    Amy stepped back and I blinked up at her, trying to convince my eyes to focus again. My temples throbbed like someone had jammed a wand straight through them but everything seemed a bit sharper and more colorful now, except for Amy herself. Her image fluttered and wobbled for a moment before it settled back down and my heart started racing for some reason as a cold trickle of sweat ran down my back. 
 
    “Wh – what did you do?” It took me a couple of tries to get back on my feet and I had to steady myself against the patio table to keep my balance. 
 
    “I just flicked the switch back on,” Amy said off-handedly. “You’re an enchanter again, Peter. Give it a try if you like. Set something on fire,” she suggested with mischievous grin. 
 
    The powers Daraxandriel had given me to defeat Dr. Bellowes had been an exact replica of what my main character Coronox used in Legends of Lorecraft, right down to the spell bars and the targeting reticle. I carefully raised my right hand and I sucked in my breath as glowing blue crosshairs appeared in midair. I shifted my hand over and Amy was outlined in a soft white glow. 
 
    I lifted my left hand and my main spell bar appeared, twelve icons in a row representing my primary damage powers. A flick of my wrist replaced them with my control spells and then my support spells. Everything was there, waiting for me to tap an icon and launch a Fireball or a Conceal or a Restore. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “I can do magic again.” 
 
    Amy’s delighted smile stretched from ear to ear. “See, I told you I’d help you. In fact, just to make things a little more interesting, let’s see who else could use a boost.”  
 
    She moved over to the circle of chairs and perused their occupants thoughtfully. “Well, it’s Daraxandriel’s fault her sister is causing all these problems,” she declared, “so she’s on her own.” 
 
    “Dara didn’t do anything!” I protested.  
 
    “Well, maybe she should have instead of just going along with everything Lilixandriel said,” Amy retorted. “Moving on.” She continued around the circle and stopped behind Susie’s chair. “Now she’s an interesting case. Imagine what she could do if I doubled her power.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I told her uneasily. 
 
    “Oh, Peter, where’s your sense of adventure?” she chuckled. “Well, it doesn’t much matter anyway.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She has a ward. Quite a nice one, too,” Amy noted approvingly. “It’ll be too much of a hassle to break it.” She continued on. “He’s warded,” she reported with a hint of disappointment, tapping Prescott on the top of his head. “Warded.” She tapped Mrs. Kendricks’ head. “Warded.” She tapped Stacy. It was like a diabolical version of Duck Duck Goose. Then Amy stopped behind Melissa’s chair and smiled. “Not warded.” 
 
    “Wait a minute –” I said, alarm squeezing my heart in my chest, but I was too late. Amy touched her finger to the crown of Melissa’s head and absolutely nothing happened. “What did you do to her?” I demanded. 
 
    “I just reopened her mind’s eye,” she assured me, which wasn’t very assuring at all. “After all, she’s the one who killed Bellaxragor. Lilixandriel’s not going to just let that slide.” She stepped back and inspected Melissa with her head tilted, like she was admiring a statue in a museum. “Some of my finest work, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “Leave her out of this!” 
 
    “Nonsense, you’re going to need all the help you can get. Well,” she said, clapping her hands together with a satisfied nod, “I think we’re done here. Good luck and try not to die too quickly.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re leaving?” I asked in dismay. “How am I supposed to explain this to everyone?” 
 
    “Oh, thanks for the reminder. Let’s just keep this our little secret, shall we?” She reached over and pressed her finger against my mouth. Something shocked my lips painfully, as if she’d scuffed her shoes across a carpet before touching me. “It’s much more fun if everyone’s surprised.” 
 
    “I don’t like surprises!” I told her but she just grinned. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Peter,” she insisted, waving away my protest. “You worry too much. Well, I’m off,” she announced, raising a hand over her head. “I’ll check back in every now and then to see how things are going. Ta!” 
 
    “Wait!” I yelled but Amy snapped her fingers and vanished an instant before the screaming started. 
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    Meetings have got to be the most inefficient way to make a decision. The only person in the room who really cares about the result is the one who called the meeting in the first place and he already knows what he wants the decision to be. Nobody else really cares one way or the other, as long as they don’t get any action items. 
 
    Running a meeting like a democracy, where every attendee gets a vote, is a sure-fire recipe for failure. Half of them don’t have the necessary background to make an informed opinion, a quarter of them will agree with whatever the boss says, ten percent are busy checking their emails on their phones, another ten percent are trying to prove that they know more about the subject than everyone else, and the remaining five percent are just there for the donuts. 
 
    The best approach to gain consensus is to declare your proposed solution to be the answer, table any objections as enhancements to be considered in Phase Two, and thank everyone for their valued input. This way, the meeting is over in fifteen minutes, everyone feels that they’ve been involved, and there’s still time to have donuts before the next meeting starts. 
 
      
 
    “Peter!” Melissa leapt to her feet, gaping at my empty chair. “Oh my God, Susie, you killed Peter!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Susie argued, inspecting her wand with a frown. “There’s no body.” 
 
    “Then where is he? Oh my God, what happened to Olivia?”  
 
    Olivia was still there in her chair, looking completely lost, but her shift had dropped onto the seat underneath her. Everyone else jumped up, looking around and yelling instructions to each other, completely failing to notice me standing beside the patio table. 
 
    “I’m right here, people!” I called but I couldn’t make myself heard over the noise. 
 
    Olivia got up slowly, plucking at her nightgown as she realized she was a ghost once more. She looked around doubtfully and started when she caught sight of me. “Peter?” she asked worriedly. “What happened? How did you get over there?” 
 
    “That flash caught me by surprise, that’s all,” my mouth told her, even though that wasn’t what I wanted to say. “You were blinded so you didn’t see me move.” 
 
    She looked doubtful, as if her memory of events was different, but Daraxandriel’s tail poked her on the shoulder and directed her attention to me. “Peter Simon Collins!” she exclaimed in relief. “Thou art whole!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her. The words matched my thoughts this time. “Susie must have put a little too much oomph in her spell.” Those ones didn’t. 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” Melissa threw herself at me, pinning my arms against my sides in a full body hug while pressing her softer bits against my chest. “I thought I lost you again!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said again. That was me. “Nothing happened.” That wasn’t. Amy’s spell or whatever it was refused to let me talk about her. “How do you feel?” That managed to slip past Amy’s magical censor. 
 
    “I’ve got a bit of a headache, actually,” she admitted, rubbing the top of her head with a grimace. “That flash was really bright.” 
 
    Can you do any new spells? I tried to ask, but what came out was, “It’ll pass in a minute.” 
 
    “Peter, are you sure you’re okay?” Mrs. Kendricks asked worriedly. “An unbind spell shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    Amy, Spawn of Darkness, gave me my powers back so I can fight demons. “I’m fine, really.” I considered casting a small Fireball on something but my fingers refused to move the right way. 
 
    “Susie, you should have waited until we were ready,” Mrs. Kendricks told her sternly. “The Philosopher’s Stone isn’t like a normal warding crystal. Who knows what might have happened?” 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” Susie grumped, crossing her arms and sitting back in her chair. “The bond’s gone.” 
 
    All of the other witches – and one warlock – leaned closer to peer at the Stone resting against my chest. “True,” Mrs. Kendricks admitted grudgingly, “except – where did she go? Is Olivia still here, Peter?” 
 
    “She’s right there,” I told her, pointing. “She tends to disappear when she’s surprised.” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia protested, as if I just revealed some embarrassing secret. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Mrs. Kendricks sighed. “Is she free now? Is her bond truly gone?” 
 
    I looked questioningly at Olivia and she gave a diffident shrug. “I guess,” she allowed reluctantly. “I don’t feel it pulling me anymore.” 
 
    “So you can ascend now, right?” I asked. 
 
    She crossed her arms and glared at me, echoing Susie’s posture. “I’m not ready to go yet.” 
 
    “There’s no hurry,” I sighed. “She’s fine,” I reported to Mrs. Kendricks. “She’s planning on sticking around for a while, though.” 
 
    “I’m not actually sure she has a choice,” Mrs. Kendricks mused uneasily. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “The Dread Lord’s curse is still inside her, isn’t it? Heaven won’t let her in with that and Hell doesn’t have a hold on her soul. She may be stuck here forever.” Mrs. Kendricks looked regretful but Olivia gasped excitedly. 
 
    “Really?” she asked eagerly. “I don’t have to go?” 
 
    “That’s not a good thing,” I pointed out. “You’re still dead, remember?” 
 
    “Mostly dead,” she argued. “I can still become real and be your girlfriend.” She looked down at herself. “Sometimes,” she amended. 
 
    I let the girlfriend comment slide. “Speaking of which, maybe you should change so everyone can see you again.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Be right back.” Every other conversation on the patio stopped as everyone watched her dress fly across the patio. Halfway to the back door, her panties fluttered to the ground and Olivia hastily reversed her course to retrieve them. “Sorry,” she said in a small voice before hurrying into the house. 
 
    “That’s still creepy,” Melissa said, shaking her head. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks cleared her throat. “Well, at least that’s taken care of,” she said. “Now we just have to figure out how to keep Lilith from, um –” She searched for the right words. 
 
    “Killing me?” I suggested. Mrs. Kendricks winced but she nodded apologetically. 
 
    “Dara, how long do you think it would take Lilith to convince another demon lord to come after the Stone?” 
 
    “Who can say?” Daraxandriel replied, letting her shoulders rise and fall. “She needs must overcome their rightful fear of our Dread Lord, yet the lords of Hell are naught if not ambitious. They will flock to her call.” 
 
    “They’ll stop listening to her if we just kill everybody she sends,” Susie predicted, flicking her wand to punctuate her point. “She’ll have to give up sooner or later.” 
 
    “Killing demons is a lot harder than you think,” Prescott argued. “We barely defeated Bellaxragor and we took an incredible risk doing that.” He gave Mrs. Kendricks an accusing look, which she ignored. 
 
    “Maybe the others will be pushovers,” Susie countered. “Dara, who’s the most powerful demon lord in Hell?” 
 
    “My Dread Lord, certes,” Daraxandriel replied, as if she wondered why there would be any debate about that. 
 
    “Okay, so if he’s a ten,” Susie raised her hand up as high as she could reach, “and an imp is a one,” she dropped it to knee level, “what would Bellagragargle be?” 
 
    “Bellaxragor,” Prescott corrected her. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Daraxandriel frowned as she considered that and finally held her hand at chin level. “Six, prayhap?” she said hesitantly. “The powers of demon lords are so varied, ‘tis hard to compare them.” 
 
    “Bellaxragor was just happenstance,” Mrs. Kendricks pointed out. “Lilith didn’t choose him, she just used him because he happened to be there. Surely she’ll find someone stronger next time.” 
 
    “But it’ll take her longer to talk them into it, won’t it?” Stacy argued. “They have more to lose if something goes wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe she’ll go for quantity over quality and send a thousand imps after Peter instead,” Susie suggested hopefully. She flicked her wand at the trees lining the property. “Fuge, fuge, fuge!” None of the trees ran for their lives or vanished in a sulphurous puff of smoke. 
 
    “One imp or ten thousand,” Daraxandriel shook her head, “it matters not. None have the strength to wrest the Stone from its rightful owner. ‘Twould require a demon lord puissant enough to slay Peter Simon Collins with a single stroke and claim the Stone ere it revives him.” 
 
    Olivia reappeared at my elbow, her tangibility restored once more. “Aren’t there any stronger witches you can call?” she asked worriedly. “Someone who can actually beat a demon lord? I mean, you’re a demon hunter, aren’t you?” she asked Prescott. “There have to be others like you, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” he frowned. “Agent Shelby and Agent Singh will be here tomorrow.” 
 
    “Are they better than you?” Susie asked pointedly. Prescott’s frown deepened but he shook his head. “So who is?” 
 
    “Agent Morgan,” he said without hesitation. “I’ll contact her and see how soon she can get here.” 
 
    “What’s she doing in England anyway?” I asked. “The FBI doesn’t have jurisdiction there.” 
 
    “She’s there as a consultant, that’s all. Our counterparts in London have a bit of a mystery on their hands, I gather, but I don’t know the details. In any event,” Prescott went on, “there’s not much we can do until tomorrow. Once the rest of the team is here, we’ll assess the situation and come up with a plan of action.” 
 
    “While the rest of us do what, exactly?” Mrs. Prescott asked him, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Well, nothing,” he said, surprised. “Just stay put and we’ll take care of it. That’s what we do.” 
 
    “I’m not just going to stand aside and watch while people I care about are in danger!” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do, Arial,” he argued. “You’ll just be putting yourself at risk for no reason.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” she said coldly. “And what about Bellaxragor, hmm? Should we have just stood aside and let him kill Peter?” 
 
    “He did kill Peter!” 
 
    “And we killed him. Or would you rather he wiped out the entire town while your team got its act together?” 
 
    Prescott blew out his breath in frustration. “That’s not the same and you know it.” 
 
    “It is the same! We don’t know when and where Lilith is going to attack next. We have to be ready! All of us,” she insisted, sweeping her arm around, “not just you.” 
 
    “You’re not trained demon hunters,” he argued. “You could die.” 
 
    “So could you. We’re witches, Ryan,” she said quietly. “This is what witches do.” 
 
    He shook his head doggedly. “I lost you eighteen years ago, Arial. I don’t want to lose you again.” 
 
    She took a step back, looking shocked. “Is that what this is about? You feel guilty about leaving me so now you want to pack me up in bubble wrap to keep me safe?” 
 
    “No, I just meant –” 
 
    “You broke my heart, Ryan,” she told him tightly. “I moved on when you didn’t come back and I built a good life for myself. I raised our –” She caught herself just in time. “I raised my daughter to be strong and proud and independent. I’m teaching the other girls in the coven to be the same. I don’t need you to protect me anymore. I just thought we could –” Her voice caught in her throat and she shook her head vehemently. “Excuse me,” she whispered. She hurried to the back door and banged her way into the house. 
 
    “Arial, wait!” Prescott tried to follow her but Stacy blocked his way. 
 
    “I think you’ve said enough, Agent Prescott,” she said coldly. “Maybe you should leave.” 
 
    For a moment, it looked as though Prescott was going to push her aside, but he bit back his retort and slapped his thigh in frustration. He turned on his heel and stalked away around the corner of the house, snatching up Merlin as he passed. A few moments later, I heard the roar of the SUV’s engine and the squeal of its tires as he left. Stacy let her breath out slowly and threw the rest of us an embarrassed look before disappearing into the house after her mother. 
 
    Susie was the first one to break the awkward silence. “So what’s the plan, then?” she asked. “I want to hunt demons. Fuge, fuge, fuge.” She attacked the empty chairs this time, with no discernable results. 
 
    “We should go,” I sighed. “They have a few things they need to work out.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Melissa muttered. “And I thought our relationship was complicated.” 
 
    We hiked around the house to the front and I unlocked the van with the key fob. Susie immediately shouted “Shotgun!” and raced for the passenger door. Melissa pelted after her but she was still wearing her heels from work and Susie beat her easily, jumping in and slamming the door in her face. Melissa thumped her fist on the window in frustration and grudgingly climbed into the middle row behind the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Are they always that competitive?” Olivia wondered. 
 
    “It’s just force of habit. Nobody wants to sit in the back of the Mustang.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” she grumbled. Daraxandriel claimed the other middle seat before she could make her move, though, relegating her to the back row again. At least she had plenty of room back there. 
 
    I climbed in behind the wheel and started up the van. “Buckle up, everyone.” I shifted into gear, checking the mirrors automatically, and then I did a double-take. A small furry shape with baleful yellow eyes was sitting on the sidewalk behind us. “Did Agent Prescott leave Merlin behind?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    Everyone else craned their necks to see. “Prayhap Sir Prescott left him here to keep watch over Dame Kendricks’ abode,” Daraxandriel suggested. 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks doesn’t need to be guarded,” I argued. “Her whole house is warded against demons.” 
 
    Olivia knelt on the seat to look out the back window. “He’s not watching the house,” she said uneasily. “He’s watching us.” 
 
    “Should we take him with us?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “Easier said than done,” I warned her. “Cats and demons don’t get along very well.” 
 
    “Or ghosts,” Olivia chimed in. 
 
    “Or ghosts,” I agreed. “Somebody send a text to Mrs. Kendricks and let her know. No, on second thought, send it to Stacy. Mrs. Kendricks has enough on her mind right now.” Melissa nodded somberly and pulled out her phone. “Hopefully she can get him inside before someone reports him to the animal shelter.” I lifted my foot from the brake to pull away from the curb and then slammed it down again as a frightening thought occurred to me. I twisted around in my seat. “Oh my God!” I gasped. “Is he wearing a collar?” 
 
    “I’m on it!” Susie flung her door open and leapt out into the street with her wand raised, ready to strike. She sprinted around to the rear of the van and then slowed, looking around with a puzzled expression. She turned in a full circle and even peered under the van, but she finally shrugged helplessly. “It’s gone,” she reported, lowering her wand in disappointment. 
 
    “Does anyone see it anywhere?” I asked anxiously. Everyone scanned the area but no black cats were to be found anywhere. “Where did it go?” 
 
    “You think that was another imp?” Melissa asked worriedly. “Was it spying on Mrs. Kendricks?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Demons can’t see her house. Right?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Her wards are excellent” she agreed. “All I perceive here is barren land. And yet –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We did bring Lilixandriel here that first night when she arrived,” she reminded me. “She knows of this place, even if it is hidden from her sight. Mayhap she set the imp here to discover our intent.” 
 
    “Or maybe it followed us from our house,” Susie suggested, climbing back in beside me.  
 
    “You killed that one,” I argued. 
 
    “There could have been two of them,” she pointed out. “Lilith knows where we live too.” 
 
    I mouthed a word I wasn’t supposed to say in polite company. “That’s not good. Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy can protect themselves. Mom and Dad can’t.” 
 
    “We can protect them,” Susie insisted, waggling her wand. 
 
    “It’s too risky. At the very least, I don’t want to have to explain to them that magic is real and demons are trying to kill me.” I gnawed the end of my thumb while I contemplated our options. There weren’t many, frankly. We had no way to know what Lilixandriel was planning to do next. All we could do is wait to see what she did and hope we could fend off whatever creature she sent after me. I repeated the forbidden word, a bit more forcefully this time. 
 
    “Lilith says that people who resort to profanity have already lost the argument,” Susie said tartly. 
 
    “This really isn’t a good time to be quoting her, Susie,” I retorted. “All right, let’s go.” I pulled away from the curb and made a U-turn. “I’m going to drop Susie and Olivia at the house and pick up a few things. I can bring you home afterwards, Melissa, and then Dara and I will find someplace to hole up for a while until we sort this out.” This excellent and well-considered plan was greeted with chilly silence. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re going to dump us at home so you can shack up with Dara?” Melissa asked incredulously. 
 
    “I’m not shacking up with her,” I told her tersely. “Lilith’s after us, not you. She’ll be too busy looking for us to bother you.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to protect you if you’re not there?” Susie asked. “Fuge, fuge.” The air vents in the dash bore the brunt of her attack this time. 
 
    “You guys aren’t strong enough to fight her,” I argued. 
 
    “Neither are you!” Melissa countered. “You don’t have any powers at all and what can Dara do? Bargain for their souls?” Daraxandriel looked irked at her unflattering description but she didn’t contradict it. 
 
    I have powers, I wanted to tell her, but Amy wouldn’t let me. “Dara can take us into the shadowed paths if we run into trouble,” I pointed out, “and I have the Philosopher’s Stone to keep me alive. I don’t need to be worrying about you while we’re trying to figure out how to stop Lilith.”  
 
    “The shadowed paths are perilous for humans,” Daraxandriel warned me ominously. “Thy very sanity would be at risk.” 
 
    “I’m willing to –” 
 
    “I have the best wards of anybody around here,” Susie interrupted. “I’m not afraid of a little demon lord.” 
 
    “That’s great, but –” 
 
    “And if we’re with you,” Melissa jumped in, “we can use the Philosopher’s Stone to crank up our spells like we did at the library. I killed Bellagrog or whatever, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, but –” 
 
    “I’m already dead,” Olivia pointed out. “It doesn’t matter if they kill me again. Although I’d rather they didn’t,” she added. 
 
    “Oh my God.” I wanted to rub my temples but I needed my hands to steer. “This isn’t a debate, people. You’re staying behind where it’s safe.” 
 
    The silence stretched out even longer this time. “Isn’t that exactly what Agent Prescott said to Mrs. Kendricks?” Melissa asked coldly. 
 
    “It’s completely different,” I insisted, except it wasn’t. I was trying to protect them because I still thought of them as teenage girls. But Susie had an astonishing array of magical skills at her command and absolutely no compunctions about using them, Amy supposedly turned Melissa back into Melisandre even if she didn’t realize it yet, and Olivia was in no danger whatsoever. We were safer together and a whole lot stronger. “You’re right,” I sighed. 
 
    “Apology accepted,” Melissa told me smugly, although I didn’t recall actually apologizing. “So what’s the new and improved plan?” 
 
    I mulled that over for another block or two. I still wanted to make sure Mom and Dad were okay but we couldn’t stay there for long. Finding a place where five people could hang out for a couple of days wasn’t going to be easy, though. Mrs. Kendricks’ house didn’t have enough bedrooms and I couldn’t afford to rent hotel rooms for everyone. 
 
    “Can we get into your new apartment?” I asked Melissa. “Lilith doesn’t know where that is, right?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “I – I mean we – don’t move in until Saturday. They’re still doing the cleanup from the last tenant and besides, there’s no furniture. Or curtains. Or AC. Or food –” 
 
    “I get the picture, thanks. Anyone have any friends with a lot of spare bedrooms?” 
 
    “Well, there’s my house,” she said tentatively. “We have a lot of empty space since Mother moved out.” 
 
    “I wasn’t serious about that,” I told her. “We don’t want to put anyone’s family at risk. I’m sure your father wouldn’t appreciate us battling demons in the foyer.” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t,” she sighed. “He’s mad enough about the car.” 
 
    “Well, let’s table that for now. Worse comes to worst, we can grab a couple of tents and sleeping bags and camp out somewhere.” I was unenthusiastic about that option but one had to make sacrifices when battling the Apocalypse. “Susie, bring all your witch stuff just in case we need it. Oh! How fast can you make Melissa a wardstone?” If nothing else, that would keep Amy from tampering with her again. 
 
    “Wardstones are obsolete,” Susie declared with a sniff. “I have a much better solution now. See?” She held out her hand to me with her fingers spread. I looked for rings or tattoos or anything else that might hold a warding spell but her hand was unadorned and perfectly normal. 
 
    “What exactly am I looking at?” I asked. She wiggled her fingers impatiently. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    She made a rude noise in the back of her throat as she rolled her eyes. “What do you think, Melissa?” 
 
    Melissa peered at her hand. “You mean your nail polish?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “See? She gets it.” Susie held up her hand to admire the pink glitter coating her nails. “It’s like wearing ten wardstones without the risk of losing any of them. Twenty, if you do your toes too.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked incredulously. “Those are wardstones?” 
 
    “Not wardstones, ward ... polish, or something. I guess I should come up with a better name,” she mused. “Do you think Dad will help me with the patent?” 
 
    “So can you do Melissa tonight?” I pressed. 
 
    “Sure, I have all the stuff. She just needs to pick a color. I have lime, carnation, fuchsia –” 
 
    “You two can sort that out when we get home. Everyone needs to pack up a change of clothes, maybe two. Toothbrush and whatnot too.” If we needed more than that, we would probably be in too much trouble to care. “Don’t forget your phones and chargers. Dara, bring your laptop and I’ll bring mine, just in case we need them.” Access to the Internet was as essential as food and water as far as I was concerned, if not more so. 
 
    “Certes,” Daraxandriel said absently, gazing thoughtfully out the window. I wondered if she was looking for imps. 
 
    “My wand is still in your car,” Melissa reminded me. “All my other magic stuff is at home.” 
 
    “That’ll be our next stop.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to bring,” Olivia noted from the back. 
 
    “That’s okay,” I assured her. “We need to travel light anyway. Anything else that anyone can think of?” 
 
    “What are you going to tell your parents?” Melissa asked. “Aren’t they going to wonder what’s going on?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I sighed. “I guess we’re having another sleepover.” 
 
    “I used to love sleepovers,” Olivia said wistfully, “before I got sick. Except –” 
 
    “Except what?” 
 
    “Momma says that boys and girls can’t be left unsupervised, especially at night. That just leads to temptation and, you know, things.” 
 
    Melissa gave her an incredulous look. “What century did you die in, exactly?” 
 
    “It’s true!” Olivia insisted. “Boys can’t control their lusts.” 
 
    “Peter doesn’t seem to have any trouble with that,” Melissa grumbled, favoring me with a sideways glare. 
 
    “It’s not a real sleepover,” I explained. “That’s just what we’re going to tell Mom and Dad so they don’t wonder why we’re gone all night. They’ll be fine with it, I promise, especially if we tell them there’ll be adults there.” 
 
    “But isn’t that lying?” Olivia frowned. “That’s a sin.” 
 
    “Is she for real?” Melissa murmured to me. 
 
    “She’s led a sheltered life,” I murmured back. “It’s okay, Olivia,” I said, louder. “It’s just a little white lie for their own protection.” 
 
    “Lilith says that little lies become big lies before you know it,” Susie pronounced. 
 
    “I’m really not interested in anything Lilith has to say, Susie,” I gritted. 
 
    “You should listen to her,” she argued. “She makes a lot of sense.” 
 
    “If I listened to her, I’d be dead,” I pointed out. Susie shrugged and sat back in her seat, flicking her wand at the mailboxes we passed. Fuge, fuge, fuge. “Dara, is everything okay back there? You’re awfully quiet.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked up and considered the question. “Certes, Peter Simon Collins,” she nodded. “All is unfolding as it should.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked suspiciously. She seemed awfully smug. 
 
    “What is most needful.” Her glowing eyes cast a sidelong glance at Melissa. “Without bargaining for souls,” she sniffed. 
 
    Oh, great, I thought. Her feelings got hurt so now she’s up to something. “What did you do?” I asked again. 
 
    “Patience. All shall be revealed in time.” She turned away to the window again. 
 
    “I don’t like surprises,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Fear not, Peter Simon Collins,” she assured me. “Thy composure is not at risk this day.” 
 
    “But someone else’s is?”  Her unbroken fang flashed as she smiled to herself but she didn’t deign to answer. “Dara, stop fooling around. We’re fighting for our lives here.” 
 
    “Dost thou not find me worthy of thy trust?” she countered with sudden heat, her eyes flaring brighter. “Have I not proven time and again I have thy interests at heart? Did I not grieve at thy untimely death and seek to avenge thee against Bellaxragor?” She crossed her arms and glared out the window. “I would not harm thee or thine, Peter Simon Collins. I wish the same as thee, to be free of Lilixandriel and her predations.” 
 
    “I do trust you,” I told her earnestly, “and I don’t mean to doubt you. Just ... be careful, okay? It’s more than just you and me now.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked at me and then around at the other girls. “All will be well, Peter Simon Collins,” she said soberly. “I swear this on my Dread Lord’s –” She stopped and blinked. “On –” She stalled again. “I have forsworn my Dread Lord,” she said glumly. “I have naught else upon which to pledge my honor.” 
 
    “It’s all right, we get the idea.” I can hardly wait to find out what she did, I thought resignedly. Not. I really hope whatever she did solves more problems than it causes. “Okay, we’ll be home in a few minutes. Everyone know what to do?” I got an atonal chorus of Yes from the girls and Aye from Daraxandriel. “Good. Whatever you do, don’t do anything to make Mom and Dad suspicious or we’ll never get out of there.” I gave Susie the evil eye but she ignored me, as always.  
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    There’s a moment in everyone’s life when they leave childhood behind. That moment isn’t a date on the calendar. It’s when they make a decision that changes their life forever. 
 
    That moment is different for everyone. It might be when they first had sex, or had a baby, or dropped out of college, or turned left instead of right that one time. That moment may be a positive, uplifting experience that inspires others, or it may be a tragic mistake that destroys people’s lives. My moment was when I killed Dr. Bellowes. 
 
     I don’t regret doing it, although I wish there’d been some other way to stop him, but I can’t undo it and I can’t forget it. Before that moment, I was just a stupid high school kid. I’m still a stupid high school kid, but now I’m responsible for protecting my friends and family from dangers I’m not allowed tell them about. My decisions will affect their lives in ways I can’t even imagine right now. If I make a mistake, they’ll suffer because of it. I didn’t ask for this but I have to see it through no matter what, because I’m an adult now. 
 
    Being an adult sucks, frankly. 
 
      
 
    I eased the van along the alleyway towards our house, scanning left and right for any sign of trouble. “Does anyone see any imps?” I said quietly, as if anything I said could be heard outside. 
 
    “All clear,” Melissa reported from her side. 
 
    “Nothing,” Susie said, sounding disappointed. 
 
    “Naught,” Daraxandriel confirmed. 
 
    “Do all imps look like black cats?” Olivia asked worriedly. “There’s a chihuahua following us.” 
 
    “That’s Morris, Mrs. Hannity’s little rat-dog,” I assured her. “Just ignore him. Okay, here we are.” I pulled into the garage beside Dad’s Jeep and waited anxiously until the overhead door closed behind us before letting out my breath in relief. “All, right, let’s make this quick.” 
 
    We piled out of the van and made our way into the kitchen. Mom was there mixing cookie dough by hand and she looked up in surprise. 
 
    “You’re back already?” she asked. “That didn’t take you very long. Did something happen?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Mom,” I assured her. “There’s just not that much to see in Hellburn.” We’d told her we were taking Olivia sightseeing. 
 
    “There’s plenty to see,” she argued, counting off the possibilities on her dough-covered fingers. “There’s the Henry Milton Museum, the Veteran’s Memorial, the downtown historic district, City Hall, of course, the Lacey estate –” 
 
    “Fine, there’s nothing for teenagers to see. We’re heading out again in a few minutes anyway. We just dropped by to grab a few things.” 
 
    “You’re going out again?” she echoed in dismay. “I was making snickerdoodles to welcome Olivia to Texas.” 
 
    “Oh, I love snickerdoodles!” Olivia exclaimed. “Do you do the kind with sprinkles?” 
 
    “Not usually, but I’ll check to see if we have some.” 
 
    “We don’t really have time for cookies,” I protested. 
 
    “It’ll only take fifteen or twenty minutes, Peter,” Mom told me. “There’s always time for cookies.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed, “but we need to leave right after. Come on, everyone.” I herded my troops towards the hallway just as Dad stepped out of his office. He was still wearing his uniform and he looked worried and distracted. “Hey, Dad,” I said in what I hoped was a polite but too-busy-to-engage-in-casual-conversation sort of tone. 
 
    “Peter,” he nodded. His eyes immediately fastened on Olivia and his frown deepened. “Are you going to introduce me to our guest?”  
 
    I tried not to display any nervousness as I did the honors. “Olivia, this is my father, Jack Collins. Dad, this is Olivia.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Olivia,” Dad said somberly, holding out his hand. Olivia shook it gingerly and ducked her head in embarrassment. “Peter’s mother tells me you’re from New Orleans.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” she said faintly. 
 
    “Are you here visiting family?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, no, just, um, visiting.” 
 
    “How did you and Peter meet?” 
 
    Olivia shot me a desperate look. She was an even worse liar than I was, which was a pretty impressive feat. “Dara and Susie and I met her downtown this afternoon,” I said hurriedly. “We all got caught in that freak,” I almost said tornado, “rainstorm so we invited her back here to dry out.” Olivia nodded her concurrence with my story. 
 
    “You were downtown during that storm?” Dad scowled. “The crews are still cleaning that mess up. Everyone’s all right? I noticed your hands are cold, Olivia.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she insisted, tucking her hands under her armpits. “I get cold easily.” 
 
    “Everyone’s fine, Dad,” I said firmly. “We’re going to head out in a little bit after we have some of Mom’s cookies.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “It’s a sleepover.” I was thankful we came up with that cover story before we got home. “Just a few friends,” I added casually, “no big deal.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Where’s the sleepover? Whose house?” 
 
    I supposed we should have worked out a few more details beforehand. “At, um –” I glanced around for help but everyone else had disappeared. I couldn’t say Stacy’s since we already used that excuse a few days ago. Justin’s? His parents already have enough kids underfoot, they’d never agree to a sleepover. Does Dad know that? I wondered. His frown was growing deeper. I needed to come up with an answer. “Melissa’s,” I blurted. “We’re going over to Melissa’s.” I hoped I could catch her before Dad asked her about the particulars. 
 
    “I see.” He didn’t sound entirely convinced. “Are you going too, Olivia?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, yes?” She looked at me for confirmation. 
 
    “Of course she is!” I exclaimed heartily. “She doesn’t know anyone else here so we thought we’d invite her along.” 
 
    “Ah.” Dad gazed at her for a long moment. “If you don’t know anyone in town, what brings you here? Hellburn’s a long way from New Orleans.” Olivia got that deer-in-the-headlights look and I doubted my own expression conveyed a sense of calm composure. “Come to think of it, how did you get here?” 
 
    Olivia swallowed nervously. “A car?” She sounded like she wasn’t entirely sure what one of those was. 
 
    “I didn’t notice it out front.”  
 
    “It’s still downtown,” I lied, “where we picked her up. We’ll get it on the way.” 
 
    “I see.” He looked at us both and then finally nodded to Olivia. “Well, welcome, Olivia. I hope you enjoy your stay.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she said faintly. “I hope so too.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get packed up,” I said, feeling an overwhelming sense of relief that the ordeal was finally over. I nudged her towards my bedroom. “The cookies will be ready soon.” 
 
    “Peter,” Dad said. I froze in my tracks. “Can I talk to you for a moment?” 
 
    “Uh, sure, Dad. Go on,” I told Olivia. “I’ll be right there.” She glanced back at us with a fearful expression and then hurried on down the hall. “Yes, Dad?” 
 
    “In here.” He waved me into his office and followed me in, closing the door behind us. That was never a good sign. “How well do you know Olivia?” 
 
    She’s a ghost with a curse that lets her turn human again, as long as nobody surprises her. “I just met her, Dad. Why?” 
 
    “I’m ... concerned.” 
 
    “About Olivia?” I was genuinely surprised. Olivia was probably the most harmless person on the planet. 
 
    Dad didn’t respond right away. He walked over to his desk – all of three steps away – and rested his hand on top of his computer monitor. It was facing away from me so I couldn’t see what was on it. “I spoke with Agent Prescott again this morning,” he said finally. “We discussed how the department could help him find Lily Cantrell.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said carefully. There was no way the Hellburn Police Department could track down Lilixandriel now that she was a succubus again. 
 
    “He told me a bit more about his case back in New Orleans. Apparently the victim was a terminally-ill patient, a young girl named Olivia Benard.” 
 
    Oh, crap. I tried to think of something to say but my mind was a complete blank. 
 
    “When I got home, your mother told me about this new friend of yours named Olivia.” He turned to look at me. “From New Orleans.” 
 
    “That’s just a weird coincidence, Dad.” 
 
    “She also told me that Lilith left unexpectedly.” 
 
    “Yes, something to do with her work.” I wanted to swallow but my mouth was too dry. 
 
    “Do you know where she went?” 
 
    I didn’t know enough about Lilixandriel’s life here on Earth to come up with a plausible answer. “No.” 
 
    “Did she seem nervous or frightened?” 
 
    “Lilith?” I asked, surprised. Those words didn’t apply to her at all. “No.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Dad drummed his fingers on his monitor as he considered that.  
 
    “What’s going on, Dad?” 
 
    He drew in a long breath and let it out slowly. “I think Agent Prescott is lying to me.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Prescott was lying, or at least not telling the whole truth. How can you tell someone you’re hunting a succubus without sounding like a complete lunatic? 
 
    “He came here looking for Lily Cantrell. Lilith happens to match her description so he insists they’re the same person. Then they meet here last night and he suddenly decides they’re not. He talked to me this morning looking for help to find Lily and then, according to your mother, he and Lilith joined up at the animal shelter and went off somewhere together. There’s been no sign of either of them since and now a girl named Olivia shows up the very same day, literally on our doorstep.” 
 
    “Olivia doesn’t have anything to do with –” My protest died in my throat as Dad turned his monitor around to face me. It showed two portraits side by side. The girl on the left was a very pretty teenager, maybe thirteen years old, with wavy brown hair and blue-gray eyes. The girl on the right was bald, with sunken eyes and dry, sallow skin. They were both Olivia Benard, before and after, and there was no denying that the Olivia sitting in my bedroom less than fifty feet away was the same girl. 
 
    “According to the New Orleans police,” Dad said somberly, “Olivia Benard died of cancer earlier this month. She was buried in the local parish cemetery, leaving behind her parents and a younger brother. And yet here she is about to eat cookies in our kitchen. Can you explain that, Peter?” 
 
    I tried to come up with some plausible explanation for how a supposedly dead girl was not only still alive but perfectly healthy as well. Telling Dad that she was actually dead wasn’t going to make this problem go away. I just shook my head as my heart sank into my stomach. 
 
    “The FBI office in Philadelphia confirmed that Prescott is one of their agents and that he’s working a case in New Orleans,” Dad went on, “although they wouldn’t share the details with me. I think he’s involved with something far more serious than solving a supposed murder case.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Dad looked positively grim. “I don’t think Lilith is the murderer. I think she’s the victim.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing about Prescott’s story adds up. Olivia isn’t dead, she isn’t even sick, but somebody’s gone to a lot of trouble to make us think she was killed.” 
 
    “Why would anyone do that?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Because it gives Prescott official sanction to look for her supposed murderer, Lily Cantrell a.k.a. Lilith Alexander, who has now disappeared without a trace. She was last seen with Prescott,” he added pointedly. 
 
    “Wait a minute, you think Prescott killed Lilith?” I could hardly wrap my mind around Dad’s wild theory. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know but I intend to find out.” His eyes slid over to the door. “Olivia’s the key to all this. I need to bring her down to the station and find out what she knows. If nothing else, she’s involved in a cruel hoax.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. I couldn’t let that happen. As soon as Olivia popped out of existence – and I had no doubt that she would at the first sign of trouble – Dad would start asking questions that we couldn’t answer. “Olivia has nothing to do with any of this, Dad, I swear!” 
 
    “Peter, you can’t assume she’s innocent just because she’s young and pretty,” he said sternly. “As a cop, you’re going to learn very quickly that appearances really are deceiving.” He picked up his gun belt from his desk and buckled it snugly around his waist. The snap of him releasing the safety strap sounded just like a gun shot. “I’ll talk to her. Keep everyone else out of the way, just in case.” 
 
    Oh my God. I had to stop him but words and force weren’t going to do it. I needed a solution that would make him forget everything he just told me, at least long enough for us to escape and disappear ourselves. Thanks to Amy, I had that solution. I just wish I didn’t need to use it on my own father. I tilted my right hand up until a white glow enveloped him and then I reached out with my left forefinger. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Dad,” I whispered and then I tapped Bewilder. 
 
    In Lorecraft, Bewilder confuses the target for a few minutes, making him unable to distinguish friend from foe. It also prevents him from attacking anyone or casting spells. There was no way to know what it would do in real life, but I hoped it would just throw Dad off for a little while and give me a chance to straighten things out before he arrested Olivia and Prescott and probably me as well. 
 
    Dad swayed on his feet, blinking and shaking his head groggily. He rubbed his eyes and looked around his office as if he didn’t recognize it. He didn’t seem to notice me standing there at all. 
 
    I took advantage of his distraction and edged around him to his computer, keeping half an eye on him as I turned the monitor back around and closed the photos of Olivia. He had a whole folder filled with files related to the case and I seriously considered deleting everything, but he’d remember it after Bewilder wore off and the last thing I needed was a charge of tampering with evidence added to my rap sheet. Instead, I closed everything and shut down his computer. 
 
    “Peter?” I looked up in alarm but Dad had his eyes shaded with his hand. 
 
    “Dad? Are you okay?” I asked worriedly. He wasn’t reacting at all like the characters in Lorecraft. 
 
    “I – I’m feeling a bit dizzy.” He lowered his hand and squeezed his eyes shut a couple of times. “Sorry, I guess the day just caught up with me. What were you saying?” 
 
    I had no idea what to tell him. I just used magic against a fellow human being who also happened to be my father and the Chief of Police. I wanted to apologize and beg his forgiveness but he wouldn’t understand what I was talking about. “I was wondering whether I’m really cut out to be a policeman,” I said glumly. 
 
    “Are you having second thoughts about the internship?” he frowned. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do it. What if I make a mistake? What if someone gets hurt because of something I did?” Someone like you. 
 
    “Policemen are human, Peter,” he told me, “we make mistakes and our mistakes can be deadly. That’s why we train every day and that’s why we work together as a team, so we prevent as many of them as we can.” He rubbed his forehead with a sigh. “Give it a chance, Peter. We won’t ask you to do anything you can’t handle. After a couple of weeks, if you still think it’s not something you want to do, you can quit, no problem. Okay?” 
 
    I drew a shaky breath. “Okay.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine, Peter,” he said firmly. “I know you’ll do the right thing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” I’d already done the wrong thing for what I hoped was the right reason. Maybe that counted for something. Dad nodded absently, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Are you going to be all right?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I’m just a bit light-headed, that’s all,” he said, “I think I’ll head to bed early tonight.” He opened his office door and stepped aside to let me out first. “Have fun with your, um, your –” He shook his head to try to clear out the cobwebs. “Sorry, what is it you’re doing?” 
 
    “A sleepover,” I told him, feeling miserable. 
 
    “Oh, right. Well, have fun.” 
 
    “We will.” I watched him walk slowly down the hall towards his bedroom, shaking his head like he was trying to remember something important. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Peter?” Mom called from the kitchen. She had a sheet of unbaked cookies in her hand, ready to go into the oven. “Your father looked a bit, well, distracted.” 
 
    “He’s just tired,” I told her. “He’ll be fine in the morning.” I really, really hoped that was true. “I need to get packed.” 
 
    “All right. The cookies will be ready in fifteen minutes. Tell Olivia I found the sprinkles,” she added with a smile. 
 
    “I will.” I don’t deserve sprinkles, I told myself as I shambled down the hall to my bedroom. I’m a miserable excuse for a son. I plopped down on the edge of my bed and scrubbed my face with both hands. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Peter?” Olivia asked hesitantly. She had her borrowed book in her hands but it didn’t look like she was actually reading it. “Are we in trouble? Your father’s a policeman, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I told her, although my body language probably conveyed a completely different message. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Melissa’s in your sister’s room,” she reported. Susie’s door was closed, as usual. “Dara’s getting changed into proper clothes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she get changed in here?” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia looked aghast at the suggestion. “She wasn’t wearing any, you know,” she dropped her voice to a confidential whisper, “underwear.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I would have seen her – her – everything!” she protested. 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood for this sort of nonsense. “You really need to lighten up about this, Olivia,” I said. “Different people have different ideas about showing their bodies. Dara’s just an extreme example, that’s all.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it right!” 
 
    “This from the girl who handed me her panties last night,” I observed dryly. 
 
    Olivia may not have been able to blush as a ghost but she more than made up for it now. “That was different!” she insisted. 
 
    “How, exactly?” 
 
    “Because I was trying to, you know –” Her voice trailed off into a mumble and she couldn’t meet my eyes. 
 
    “Trying to what?” 
 
    “Trying to make you like me,” she admitted meekly. “I mean, I was just a ghost then and you were the only person who could see me and I thought maybe, since I was dead anyway, it wouldn’t matter and I could just –” Her words faded out again. 
 
    “Seduce me?” I guessed doubtfully. 
 
    “No! I mean, tease you, maybe,” she admitted, “because I wanted you to like me but then they evaporated and now I have to walk around forever without any, you know,” she cleared her throat, “underwear and I realized it was a bad idea as soon as I did it but I hope you don’t mind. I mean, you are my boyfriend, after all,” she added with an eager nod. 
 
    For someone as painfully shy as Olivia was, she certainly had a knack for turning a simple No into a stream-of-consciousness ramble. “I’m not your boyfriend, Olivia,” I reminded her carefully. 
 
    “Yes you are,” she insisted, “you just haven’t decided if I’m your girlfriend yet.” 
 
    “I don’t think it works like that.” 
 
    “It does and as soon as you dump Melissa properly we can be together forever.” 
 
    I was sure she didn’t mean to make that pronouncement sound quite so ominous but a shiver ran down my spine anyway. I was saved from any further discussion on the subject by Daraxandriel’s arrival. 
 
    “Does this garb meet with thine approval?” she asked Olivia irritably.  
 
    She wore a white polo with a pleated navy blue skirt along with ankle socks and sneakers. Her tail made it impossible for her to wear panties and it was pretty obvious that she wasn’t wearing a bra either. Olivia opened her mouth, no doubt to complain about these wardrobe oversights, but then she glanced at me and reconsidered.  
 
    “It’s fine,” she said curtly, making it very clear that it wasn’t. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I said. “Pack up your laptop and grab another change of clothes,” I told Dara. “I’ll find something to carry everything in.” 
 
    I had a suitcase stashed away somewhere but it was too unwieldy to carry if we had to move quickly. Instead, I hauled my backpack out of the bowels of my closet and dumped the detritus of the last school semester onto the floor. I replaced it with another pair of jeans, two t-shirts, underwear, and socks, and went into the bathroom to retrieve my toiletry kit. By the time I returned, Dara had thrown one of her sundresses and her favorite Dallas Cowboys jersey on the bed and was busy shutting down her computer. 
 
    It took me several tries to shoehorn all of the clothes, computers, kit, and cables into the backpack and I ended up filling all of the pockets to capacity. The thing had to weigh at least twenty-five pounds but at least we were ready to make a run for it if we needed to. 
 
    “Should I bring something too?” Olivia asked doubtfully. The only things she had was the shift and panties she borrowed from Dara and a pair of Susie’s sandals. 
 
    “You’re probably fine,” I told her. “You can always go ghost if you need to.” She nodded reluctantly. “What’s taking Melissa and Susie so long?” 
 
    “Thou didst request a wardstone for Melissa,” Daraxandriel reminded me. “Such are not quickly fashioned.” 
 
    “We need to get going,” I grumbled. The longer we stayed in one place, the easier it would be for Lilixandriel to find us. An insistent beeping sounded in the distance. “Your cookies are ready,” I told Olivia. “I’ll check on Susie.” 
 
    Olivia and Daraxandriel went off to indulge their sweet teeth – sweet tooths? – as I nearly threw out my back slinging the pack over my shoulder. I trudged across the hall like a Sherpa and rapped on Susie’s door. “Are you two almost done?” 
 
    “Just a minute!” Melissa called. 
 
    “Two minutes,” Susie corrected her. “Maybe five. Ten, tops.” 
 
    “Faster is better,” I reminded them. 
 
    “You can’t rush these things, Peter. You don’t want them to smudge.” 
 
    “Smudge?” I wasn’t sure I heard that right. 
 
    “Talking slows me down,” she warned. 
 
    “Fine, just hurry it up. We need to go.” I hiked to the kitchen and found Olivia, Daraxandriel, and Mom seated around the table with a plate of sprinkled snickerdoodles in front of them. Olivia had a glass of milk as well. 
 
    “These are perfect, Mrs. Collins!” Olivia enthused, savoring another bite of her cookie. “They’re just like Momma makes.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you like them, dear,” Mom smiled. “Here, Peter, have one.” She held out the plate to me. 
 
    “I’m good, thanks.” I dropped the backpack to the floor with a thud, wincing as I belatedly remembered the two laptops jammed inside. The plate remained pointed in my direction and I took a cookie with a sigh. “Thanks,” I said grudgingly. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Mom said placidly, returning the plate to the table. “So where are you off to now?” She eyed my backpack like she thought I might be smuggling contraband out of the house. 
 
    “We are oversleeping,” Daraxandriel said absently, carefully nibbling around the edge of her snickerdoodle as if she intended to make it last as long as possible. 
 
    “Sleeping over,” I corrected her. “At Melissa’s,” I added hastily, before anyone could contradict the story I told Dad. 
 
    “What about me?” Melissa appeared behind me, holding her hands like she just scrubbed up for surgery. 
 
    “The sleepover’s at your place,” I told her, trying to give her a significant look so she wouldn’t argue with me. 
 
    “Oh, the sleepover. Right. It’s at my place,” she told Mom. 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” Mom asked. 
 
    “Occasion? Um –” Melissa looked at me for a hint but I didn’t have one to give her. “It’s a, uh, house-warming party.” 
 
    “House-warming?” Mom frowned. “Did you move already?” 
 
    “Oh, no, sorry, that’s not until this weekend,” Melissa stammered. “No, this is actually a, um, a house-unwarming.” Mom just blinked at her. “You know, to celebrate finally leaving and being out on my own?” Her smile wasn’t as reassuring as she probably meant it to be. 
 
    “I see,” Mom said doubtfully. “Well, would you like a snickerdoodle?” she asked hopefully, offering the plate again. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I can’t. My nails are still wet.” Melissa blew on her fingertips and flapped her hands. 
 
    “They’re black,” I observed doubtfully. 
 
    “It was the only color Susie had that didn’t glitter,” she grimaced. “I’m not actually sure I’m allowed to have black nails at work.” 
 
    “I can add the crystals to whatever color you want,” Susie shrugged as she walked into the kitchen. “Just bring me the bottle.” 
 
    “Let’s worry about that later,” I said, shooting a glance at Mom to see if she suspected anything. “Aren’t you going to get packed?” 
 
    “I have everything I need.” She flipped her wand in the air like a baton but fortunately Mom was used to seeing her with it. 
 
    “What about your clothes and your toothbrush and stuff? And your other stuff?” I added, pointing surreptitiously to her wand as she twirled it between her fingers. 
 
    “I don’t have it.” 
 
    “I can see that. Why not?” 
 
    “We left my bag at the library, remember? Everything’s in there.” 
 
    “The library’s closed now,” I complained. Mrs. Kendricks would probably let us in but I hesitated to bother her right now. 
 
    Susie shrugged. “I need a new athame anyway. Mine got fried.” Daraxandriel ignored her resentful glare. 
 
    “You’re not going to a sleepover without a change of clothes,” Mom insisted, “and a proper pair of pajamas.” 
 
    “Pajamas make me itchy,” Susie argued. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Remember Hannah Ingram’s sleepover back in eighth grade? Mrs. Ingram wouldn’t speak to me for almost a year.” Mom got to her feet and ushered Susie back down the hall, ignoring her protests. 
 
    “My wand’s still in your car, Peter,” Melissa reminded me. I dug out my key fob and held it out to her. She waggled her fingers at me with an exasperated expression.  
 
    “Oh, right. Are those really wards?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “They better be or I contributed a lot of blood to the cause for no good reason. My fingertips are tingling,” she added bemusedly. “Hopefully that means they’re working.” 
 
    “With any luck, we won’t need to test that theory. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I went out to the Mustang and rummaged through the interior, searching for Melissa’s errant wand. It wasn’t on the back seat or stuck in between the cushions or lying on the floor. I was starting to wonder if it had fallen out onto the street outside her office but I finally discovered it hiding under the driver’s seat. 
 
    I looked it over curiously as I closed and locked the Mustang. It was just a tapered rod of reddish-brown wood, like an oddly-shaped chopstick, and I couldn’t detect anything special about it at all. I gave it a few experimental flicks but I didn’t know any actual witchcraft spells. I might as well have been conducting an invisible orchestra for all the good the wand did me. 
 
    I turned back to the house but I paused with my hand on the gate, absolutely certain someone was watching me. The front door was closed and all the curtains in the windows were closed. I glanced around uneasily but there was no traffic in the street and all of the neighboring yards were empty. Then my eyes fell on a small black shape sitting on the sidewalk directly across me, watching me with unblinking yellow eyes with its tail curled around its paws. It wasn’t wearing a collar. 
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    The word neighborhood often brings to mind an image of a street of similar-looking houses populated by friendly people who greet each other by name and wave as they go about their daily business. This impression is reinforced by all those old black-and-white TV shows Mom and Dad used to watch, where people looked out for one another, offered sodas and sage advice to troubled kids, and solved every problem within half an hour. 
 
    That image is woefully out of date. I’m aware of the existence of our neighbors, mostly when they make too much noise on the weekend, but it would never occur to me to go to them for help if something happened. I know their last names and I might recognize some of them if I happened to encounter them somewhere else, but they’re basically strangers to me. I can’t remember the last time any of them dropped by to visit. 
 
    These days, neighborhoods aren’t close-knit communities, they’re collections of families with the same zip code. I have closer relationships online with people I’ve never met than with the folks who live next door. It’s a pity, really. I could use some sage advice. And a soda. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed convulsively to get my heart back down where it belonged as the cat and I held a staring contest, which I lost. I held Melissa’s wand outstretched in a death grip, its tip pointed right between the cat’s eyes, but unless it charged me and impaled itself on the wand, I needed a better weapon. 
 
    I slowly tucked the wand into my waistband and lifted my right hand until my targeting reticle outlined the cat in a white glow. My left index finger shifted back and forth as I tried to decide how best to deal with this situation. Fireball. Flame Lance. Lightning Strike. Whirlwind. Dart Swarm. Any of my damage spells would immediately obliterate anything as small as a cat but they tended to be noisy and visually spectacular, which would attract a lot of unwanted attention. I needed something subtler. 
 
    I switched to my control set, made sure the cat was still targeted, and touched Sleep. The cat exploded with a loud pop! leaving behind a noxious smudge on the sidewalk. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “It really was an imp.” 
 
    I turned around in a complete circle, searching for any others that might be lurking about, but the street was cat-free. I edged my way to the front door and eased my way inside, half-expecting something to jump out from behind the rose bushes and attack me, but I shut the door unassailed. 
 
    “Guys, I just saw an imp –” I stopped when I realized Mom and Susie were standing right there. 
 
    “An imp?” Mom frowned. 
 
    “No, not an imp! An imp ... ressive black cat.” 
 
    “I’m on it!” Susie bounded past me and out the front door before I could stop her, leaving Mom and me staring after her. 
 
    “I guess she really does like cats now,” Mom mused doubtfully. Melissa, Daraxandriel, and Olivia looked at each other worriedly. 
 
    “She can’t get enough of them,” I agreed. “Pack up, everyone, we need to go. Mom, do you mind if we use the van again?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose, but what if I need to go out before you get back tomorrow?” 
 
    “You can use the Mustang.” I handed her my key fob. “Just be careful. It’s got a lot more power than the van.” 
 
    Mom snorted. “I drove a Dodge Charger with a 5.7 hemi and a five-speed stick in college, Peter. I think I can handle your Mustang.” 
 
    “You did?” This was the first I’d heard of this. 
 
    “Oh, yes. That’s how I met your father.” 
 
    “Really? How?” 
 
    She coughed delicately. “I got the first speeding ticket he ever wrote.” 
 
    “What? Mom!” I was aghast. Mothers weren’t supposed to commit crimes, even minor ones like traffic violations. 
 
    “I showed him some cleavage and batted my eyes at him so he’d let me off with a warning. He wouldn’t do it, though,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “I wrote my phone number on the ticket and he called me that weekend, though, so it worked out okay.” She smiled to herself at the memory. “Enjoy your sleepover, kids!” She sashayed down the hall towards her bedroom, humming to herself. All I could do was stare as another childhood illusion crumbled into dust. 
 
    “Got it!” Susie reappeared, looking smug. 
 
    “You didn’t get it,” I told her. “I already got it.” 
 
    “You did not,” she insisted. “It was sitting right there on Melissa’s car. Fuge and pop, like always. You should probably take it through a car wash, though,” she told Melissa, who heaved a put-upon sigh. 
 
    “It was on her car? Crap, there must have been two of them. We need to get out of here before any more show up. Do you have your stuff?” Susie turned around to show me the pink backpack on her back. She probably hadn’t used it since she was ten. “Good enough. Let’s go!” 
 
    Olivia chugged her milk and snagged another handful of snickerdoodles as I herded everyone into the garage, although I had to reverse course at Melissa’s insistence to retrieve her purse from my bedroom and find a plastic bag for her damp work clothes. I grabbed my own backpack on the way out and threw everything in the back of the van before opening the garage door. I checked for imps as it lifted but the driveway was clear. 
 
    Melissa won the scuffle for the front seat this time and Daraxandriel and Olivia managed to snag the middle seats, so Susie was consigned to the back. She accepted her fate with her usual grace and poise, namely with a lot of glares and grumbles. I handed Melissa her wand, which she held carefully between her thumb and forefinger to protect her nails, and then I had to help her with her seatbelt. Any contact with her anatomy was purely accidental but that didn’t stop her from smirking knowingly at me. 
 
    “Keep an eye out for any imps,” I cautioned. “Can they follow us?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Certes,” she said with a nod. “They are swift and canny trackers.” 
 
    “Great. Let’s hope we got them all, then.” 
 
    I backed out into the alley, scanning the fence tops on either side, but there were no cats, real or otherwise, anywhere to be seen. I drove down the alley as fast as I dared and pulled out into the street with a sigh of relief. “Okay, we’ll run over to Melissa’s house to get her stuff and then figure out where we go from there.” 
 
    Melissa nodded and then frowned. “Peter,” she said uneasily, “do you feel that?” 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    “I feel it too,” Susie said, sitting up. 
 
    “As do I,” Daraxandriel concurred as her tail reared up slowly. “Something approaches.” 
 
    “What?” Olivia asked nervously. “What is it?” 
 
    “Evil,” Melissa breathed, looking around with wide eyes. She gasped and pointed straight ahead. “There!” 
 
    The van’s tires squealed as I jammed both feet on the brake pedal, bringing us to a shuddering halt. “Where?” I leaned forward, staring through the windshield, but all I saw was a small dog pattering towards us down the middle of the street. I sat back as I tried to convince my heart to slow down to a normal pace.  
 
    “That’s just Morris,” I said in disgust. I started forward again but Morris plopped his butt down on the pavement and dared me to run him over. I was sorely tempted but Mrs. Hannity would probably complain. I honked the horn but he just bared his teeth at me. 
 
    “Oh, come on.” I put the van in park and opened my door. “Shoo! Move, you stupid animal!” His beady little eyes narrowed at me but he stayed where he was. I sighed in resignation and got out. 
 
    “Peter,” Melissa told me anxiously, “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “He’s all talk,” I assured her. “He’ll run off as soon as I get close. Go on!” I urged him, waving my hands at him. “Go home!” He growled at me, a surprisingly deep-throated sound from something the size of a loaf of bread. 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa’s voice had a note of panic in it. She was pointing at Morris and the others looked shocked. I turned back and my heart lodged in my throat. 
 
    Morris was growing, his body swelling quickly and changing shape. His fur faded into bristly patches scattered over dark scaly hide, a row of bony hooks erupted down his spine, and his tail lengthened into a razor-tipped whip. His eyes glowed deep red and fangs like steak knives lined his slavering maw. His claws scored the pavement as he crouched on all fours, already the size of a small horse, and then he leapt right at me with an ear-scraping roar. I ducked and covered my head, cringing as I waited to be torn to shreds. 
 
    When nothing happened, I looked up cautiously. The creature hung in mid-air not five feet from me, its mouth gaping wide and its front paws grasping for me. It was absolutely motionless. 
 
    “Peter, Peter, Peter, it’s like you’re not even trying.” I whirled around. Amy stood beside the van, shaking her head dolefully. “I gave you all those wonderful powers and this is the best you can do? It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    I carefully backed away from the creature, eyeing it for any sign of movement. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s just a hellhound,” she sniffed dismissively.  
 
    “So it’s not a demon lord?” Amy made a scoffing sound. I wasn’t sure whether I should be relieved or worried. “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “It’s from Hell, Peter, of course it’s dangerous. I mean, look at it. It’s about to chew you up and spit out your bones. What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “Me? Why don’t you just –?” I snapped my fingers. 
 
    “I explained all this before,” she sighed. “You have to defeat the demon lords – and other things,” she amended, jerking her thumb at the hellhound hovering over me, “– so Lilixandriel keeps sending them after you. If I do it, she’ll just give up.” 
 
    “But that’s not fair!” I protested. “My life’s at risk but you get the reward!” 
 
    “Yeah, sucks to be you,” she agreed. “All right, enough chit-chat. Stand here.” She hauled me over about five feet. She was surprisingly strong for someone on the other side of puberty. “It’s going to land here.” She scraped an X on the pavement with her shoe. “Get ready.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Amy slumped over in an exaggerated display of despair. “Prepare a spell to destroy the hellhound,” she explained slowly, like she was speaking to someone with an IQ in the single digits. “Preferably something that will one-shot it. You don’t want to give a hellhound a second chance if you can avoid it. Ready?” She held her hand up with her fingers poised to snap. 
 
    “Wait! How am I supposed to explain this to them?” Everyone in the van was frozen in place, gaping at the hellhound. “They don’t know I have my powers back.” 
 
    “All right, fine, you can tell them,” she said with ill grace. “But you still can’t talk about me.” She reached over and zapped my lips again. 
 
    “Ow! Stop doing that!” I touched my lips gingerly, checking for blood. 
 
    She ignored me. “Okay, here we go, on three. One.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m not ready!” I hastily brought up my targeting reticle, outlining the hellhound, as I flipped back to my damage spells. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    Flame Lance? Lightning Strike? Dark Nova? Whatever I picked had to be potent enough to kill the hellhound while minimizing collateral damage. The X was awfully close to the van. 
 
    “Three.” I squeezed the reticle down to a few inches across and tapped Lightning Strike as Amy snapped her fingers. 
 
    The hellhound landed on the X with a thump that I felt through the soles of my shoes. An instant later, an actinic bolt of lightning slammed down out of the clear blue sky and incinerated it. I staggered back, blinded, deafened, and gagging as the odor of charred, rotting meat wafted around me. 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa’s voice sounded like it was coming from a mile away. I blinked away the spots and the tears and saw her running around the van, gaping at the roasted hellhound corpse lying in the middle of the street. “Oh my God, what was that?” 
 
    “How did you do that?” Susie demanded, pushing her way through Olivia, who was a ghost again. “You don’t have any magic!” 
 
    “This is a hellhound,” Daraxandriel said, looking puzzled. “Whyfor would Lilixandriel dispatch it against thee?” 
 
    I edged closer to the body, cautiously tapping its outstretched paw with my toe to make sure it was actually dead, although it was hard to imagine how it could possibly have survived. I’d seen armadillos hit by 18-wheelers that were in better shape. “Maybe she couldn’t convince any demon lords to join the cause.” 
 
    “Yet this avails her not,” Daraxandriel argued. “A hellhound is but a three upon the waif’s measure.” She held her hand at mid-thigh. “It poses but a minor threat to thee.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it was handy.” I looked around anxiously, surprised that none of the neighbors came out to see what all the noise was. “We need to get rid of this before anyone sees it.” 
 
    “But how did you kill it, Peter?” Susie persisted. “I’m supposed to be hunting demons, not you!” 
 
    “My powers came back,” my mouth said. “I guess the shock of being attacked triggered them or something.” 
 
    “Such should not be possible,” Daraxandriel insisted, shaking her head. “The terms of thy contract were met and thy powers were withdrawn. Unless thou hast sworn thy soul to another?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” I assured her. Amy’s one-sided deal didn’t count, hopefully. At least she wasn’t after my soul. “Come on, let’s sort this out later.” I flipped through my spells again. Fireball would cremate the remains but someone would probably call the fire department. Instead, I pulled up my support set. 
 
    Most support spells, like Heal or Rush, provide some boost or benefit to the target. Others do the opposite. Wither drains the life energy of an enemy, weakening and eventually killing them. Decay does the same sort of thing for inanimate objects like weapons and armor, making them break down and lose their effectiveness, but it works pretty well on corpses too. I targeted the hellhound’s body and tapped the icon. The others stepped back in surprise as the hellhound’s corporeal remains abruptly slumped into dust. A brief burst of Whirlwind scattered them across the road in a thin layer of ash, leaving behind only a blackened scorch mark on top of Amy’s X. 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” Melissa exclaimed. “You’re a wizard!” 
 
    “Warlock,” Susie corrected her, glowering at me. 
 
    “Enchanter,” I told them. “Come on, we need to get out of here.” 
 
    I herded them back into the van and we sped off, alert for any more cats and hellhounds. I wondered if that thing just disguised itself as Morris to get close to us or somehow took over Morris’ body. Mrs. Hannity was going to be upset if Morris didn’t come home tonight but we had bigger problems at the moment than a missing ill-tempered chihuahua. 
 
    “Peter,” Melissa asked anxiously, “what happened back there? One moment you’re about to get eaten by a monster and the next moment, boom! The wrath of Zeus or something.” 
 
    “Lightning Strike, actually,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Like in Lorecraft?” 
 
    “Exactly like that. My powers are a copy of Coronox’s, remember. Come to think of it,” I suddenly realized, “it’s my current build.” I took my left hand off the wheel to flip through the sets. “I didn’t have Greater Reveal or Power Surge when I fought Dr. Bellowes. I went up a couple of levels since then.” 
 
    “So if you swap out your spells in the game, do your powers change too?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We’ll have to try that when we get the chance.” I had access to about fifty different spells but I could only equip thirty-six of them at a time. 
 
     “It’s not fair,” Susie complained from the back seat. “I had to train and study and meditate and do boring stuff like that. You get kick-ass powers by getting attacked by a hellhound.” 
 
    “That’s not what happened.” 
 
    “Maybe I should play your stupid game too,” she groused. 
 
    “Can I play too?” Olivia asked hopefully. “I’d like to have magic powers.” 
 
    “That’s not what happened!” 
 
    “You just said that, Peter,” Melissa told me, eyeing me uneasily. 
 
    “I was talking to Olivia.” 
 
    “Oh. Is she okay?” She glanced back at Olivia’s shift lying crumpled on her seat. 
 
    “She’s fine. Are you going to join us back in the land of the living, Olivia?” I asked her. 
 
    “Peter! I don’t have anywhere to change!” 
 
    “We can wait until we get to Melissa’s,” I assured her, “unless we pass a phone booth on the way.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s a joke,” I sighed. “Superman used to change into his outfit in a phone booth.” 
 
    “What’s a phone booth?” 
 
    “Seriously? You’ve never seen a phone booth?” Olivia shrugged helplessly. “Kids these days,” I muttered. 
 
    “I am concerned, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel interjected. “All is not as it seems.” 
 
    Does she suspect I’m not telling the truth about what happened to me? I wondered hopefully. Maybe she can help me break Amy’s gag order. I wonder if she knows who Amy really is. I couldn’t ask her that, though, so all I said was, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I did not bind thy powers to Lorecraft when I granted them to thee. Even an they somehow remained latent within thee after thy defeat of Parathraxas, they should not have altered twixt then and now. Summat else has changed thee.” She fixed me with another suspicious glare. “Art thou certain thou has not consigned thy soul to another?” 
 
    “I haven’t, I swear,” I told her, “unless Mrs. Burns stuck a contract into the middle of all that paperwork I went through yesterday at the police department. Even if she did, it still wouldn’t count because I didn’t sign them in blood.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked unconvinced. “Further,” she went on, “Lilixandriel would not trouble herself to summon a hellhound without purpose. She meant to test thee and us, away from the protection of Dame Kendricks and Sir Prescott, that she might know our strengths and plan accordingly.” 
 
    “We killed it,” I argued. “How’s it supposed to tell her what happened?” She just cocked an eyebrow at me. “Lilith was there,” I realized in dismay. “She saw me kill it.” I hadn’t noticed her watching but I was a bit distracted at the time. I wondered if Amy sensed her presence. Probably, I thought sourly. Too bad she couldn’t be bothered to mention it to me. 
 
    Daraxandriel nodded. “She did not expect it to succeed. But for thy foolhardy attempt to dispel it, I would have defeated it on thy behalf. Yet she now knows thou hast magic at thy command and the next opponent she dispatches will be all the more potent.” 
 
    “Great. That’s just what I needed to hear.” 
 
    “It is not to Lilixandriel’s advantage to extend our conflict needlessly,” she said. “She will seek the strongest champion she can tempt to her cause, that her victory over thee might be swift.”  
 
    Daraxandriel probably meant that to be reassuring, although it came across as pretty much the exact opposite. The problem was, Amy wanted this whole thing to drag out for as long as possible. Between Lilixandriel escalating the threats she sent after us and Amy helping us beat them, we’d be facing a real honest-to-goodness Armageddon in fairly short order. We needed to stop Lilixandriel before anyone got hurt but I had absolutely no idea how to go about doing that. 
 
    Maybe Agent Prescott and his Occult Investigations team have something up their sleeves, I wondered hopefully. We just need to stay out of trouble until tomorrow. How hard can that be? I didn’t bother asking that out loud. I already knew the answer. 
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    Traditionally, the oldest child helps take care of the younger children, making sure they don’t poke forks into electrical outlets, wander off in the mall, or waste their allowances on inferior game sequels. I never really had to do that with Susie, mostly because she was never interested in doing anything. Even when she took up witchcraft a year or two ago, she focused mostly on herbs and crystals, which were basically harmless activities other than that one notable exception with the geode last month. 
 
    I’ve never had people rely on me before. Sure, Mom and Dad ask me to run errands all the time and my boss at the DQ depended on me to keep the store clean and stocked, but those were all trivial tasks. No one’s life was in danger if I messed up. Before Daraxandriel arrived, the hardest decision I had to make was which elective to take last semester. 
 
    How did I end up being responsible for the health and well-being of four girls? Daraxandriel is older than me by several centuries. Susie knows more about magic than I ever will. Melissa is smarter than the rest of us put together. Olivia is – well, never mind her. Is it just because I’m the only guy in the group? I’m perfectly willing to let a woman take the lead, especially if it means I won’t get blamed for whatever happens. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure he’s here?” I asked doubtfully. All of the windows in Melissa’s house were dark. 
 
    “His bedroom and study are in the back,” she explained. She gingerly pressed the access code with the pad of her forefinger, keeping her other fingers well out of the way. The latch clicked and she bumped the door open with her hip. “Daddy!” she called. “I’m home!” 
 
    We followed her into the entrance hall, gawking like tourists. I’d been here twice before but I spent most of that time up in Melissa’s bedroom keeping her from doing something she’d regret later. The lights were off but enough of sunlight leaked in from outside to reveal wealth incarnate, from the tiled floor to the vaulted ceiling to the wrought-iron stairs leading up to the second floor. The only way I’d ever be able to afford a place like this would be to win the lottery. Twice. 
 
    “I want to live here,” Susie declared. “Can I have your room after you leave?” 
 
    “Shh,” Melissa admonished her. “I just need to tell Daddy I’m heading out again and then I’ll pack a bag. Wait here and don’t touch anything.” Daraxandriel’s tail pulled back from the antique vase it was inspecting. 
 
    “What about your stuff?” I held up the plastic bag holding her damp work clothes and her purse. 
 
    “Hang on to that,” she instructed, pointing at the purse. “Put the rest in the kitchen.” She gestured down the hall. “I’ll toss it in the laundry room before we go. Daddy?”  
 
    She climbed the steps as I continued on towards the back of the house, glancing curiously down the hallways I passed. The closed doors offered no hints as to what lay beyond. 
 
    The kitchen opened up like a cavern at the end of a long tunnel. It was easily twice the size of ours, with enough counter space and appliances to feed a small army. It was also spotlessly clean and I wondered whether Melissa and her father took care of that themselves or had a service come in every week. 
 
    I set Melissa’s bag and purse on the counter as the others trailed in after me. Susie started peeking in all the cabinets until I told her to stop, while Daraxandriel surveyed the back yard and pool through the windows. Olivia stood in the middle of the room and looked around uneasily with her hands clasped tightly together, as if she was afraid of touching anything. Not that she could, since she was still a ghost. 
 
    “Why don’t you get changed and rejoin us?” I asked her. “Olivia,” I added, in case anyone was wondering what I was talking about. 
 
    “My dress is still in the van.” 
 
    “I can get it for you.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay, there’s no rush. This place is very nice,” she noted with a hint of envy. “Melissa must be rich.” 
 
    “Well, her father is, anyway.” 
 
    “My family doesn’t have a lot of money. That’s why I was so grateful when Lilith paid for all the medical bills.” Her shoulders slumped. “That’s why it’s my fault we’re in all this trouble.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I told her firmly. “Lilith took advantage of you.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “No buts. If you’re going to blame anyone, blame Dara. It’s her fault she has an evil twin sister.” 
 
    Daraxandriel turned to look at me askance. “Lilixandriel was spawned afore me, Peter Simon Collins,” she protested. “Do not lay her existence and character at my feet.” 
 
    “I was kidding,” I assured her. “Mostly.” Melissa entered the kitchen then, wearing a worried frown. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Daddy’s not home,” she said, biting her lip anxiously. “His car’s not in the garage.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s stuck at work.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The dealership closed at seven. He’s not answering his phone, either.” 
 
    It said a lot about how my day was going that my first thought was that Lilixandriel had somehow gotten to him in retribution for Melissa killing Bellaxragor, but I couldn’t imagine her doing that without gloating about it to us. “I’m sure he’s fine,” I said. “He probably went out for a drink with his friends or something.” 
 
    “He’s in Vegas,” Susie said. 
 
    “He is not,” I told her irritably. “Don’t make stuff like that up.” She silently held out a sheet of paper. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I found it on the counter. Read it.” 
 
    I took it, puzzled, and Melissa moved closer to look over my shoulder. Someone had written a note on it with a fountain pen. 
 
    Honey, it said, sorry about the short notice but Lauren and I decided to finally tie the knot. We’re heading to Las Vegas tonight for a quick chapel wedding and then we’ll spend a week in Tahoe for our honeymoon. Take care and wish us luck! Love, Daddy. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Melissa whispered, backing away from me with her hand covering her mouth in shock. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. “Who’s Lauren?” 
 
    “I don’t – I can’t – oh my God.” Melissa shook her head in wide-eyed denial and then she bolted for the hallway. We heard her feet on the steps and then a door slammed somewhere upstairs. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered. “How can her father just suddenly decide to get remarried without telling her?” The answer came to me immediately and I turned on Daraxandriel. “You did this, didn’t you?” I demanded, shaking the paper at her. “This is the thing you wouldn’t tell me about before.” 
 
    “Certes,” she said, completely unfazed by my accusation. “Melissa would have interfered had she learned of this sooner.” 
 
    “Of course she would! I would have too! You can’t just make someone up and get married!”  
 
    “We had need of a sanctuary unknown to Lilixandriel,” she explained patiently. “Melissa’s abode is ideal and yet her father’s presence would be a hindrance. He is now out of harm’s way.” 
 
    “He’s also getting married! You have to undo this before it’s too late!” 
 
    “They are already united in wedlock, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, shaking her head. “Wouldst thou have me turn their hearts against each other? Would such sudden acrimony not destroy them as surely as Lilixandriel’s hellhounds?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead. “I can’t believe you did this. You ruined Melissa’s life just so we could stay at her house for a couple of days?” 
 
    Daraxandriel frowned. “How is she disadvantaged?” 
 
    “You just turned some random woman into her new mother!” 
 
    “Thou dost not have the right of it, Peter Simon Collins,” she said archly. “Seek Melissa out and comfort her. She will understand the wisdom of this course once her thoughts are calmed.” 
 
    “Me? Why should I talk to her? I’m not the one who caused this problem.” She just pointed to the hallway. “You need to tell her what you did.” She remained steadfast. “I’m no good at this sort of thing,” I protested. “One of you should go.” 
 
    “She needs thy counsel, Peter Simon Collins,” she said firmly, “not mine.”  
 
    “You do it,” I begged Olivia. “You’re a girl, you know what to say.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” she refused with a vigorous shake of her head. “I just met her this afternoon.” 
 
    I looked Susie over speculatively and immediately rejected that idea. No sane individual would ever consider sending her in to defuse an emotional situation. “Oh, come on! Why do I always have to do stuff like this?” 
 
    “Lilith says that people who avoid conflict never accomplish anything in life,” Susie pronounced. “Conflict is the stone that sharpens opportunity.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” She just shrugged. “What if Melissa doesn’t want to talk to me? What are we going to do, just leave her here by herself?” 
 
    “She will heed thy counsel,” Daraxandriel assured me. “We shall abide here for thy return.” 
 
    “I’m no good at this,” I grumbled but I trudged down the hall and climbed the steps to the second floor. Melissa’s bedroom door was closed and I pressed my ear against it, listening. I heard something that might have been a muffled sob but I couldn’t be sure. I cleared my throat nervously and tapped gently on the door. “Melissa? It’s Peter.” 
 
    “Go away!” I heard that clearly enough. Her voice sounded raw. 
 
    “I just want to talk.” 
 
    “I said, go away!” Something thumped against the door and slid to the floor, probably a pillow. “Leave me alone!” 
 
    That seemed pretty definitive but I wondered if this was another one of those situations where what she said wasn’t what she actually wanted. The problem was, if I guessed wrong, Melissa would probably throw something a lot harder than a pillow at me and she had a pretty good arm. I steeled myself and cracked open the door. 
 
    “I’m coming in,” I warned her. Please don’t hit me. Nothing happened, though, verbal or otherwise, and I slipped inside, nudging aside the aptly-named throw pillow lying on the floor.  
 
    Melissa’s bedroom was filled with a haphazard array of cardboard boxes, some taped up and others still open. Her bookcase was empty and her cavernous closet was decimated. Melissa herself sat on the edge of her bed hugging another pillow and looking miserable, snuffling and wiping at her reddened eyes. 
 
    “I guess this was a bit of a surprise,” I said quietly. She sniffled again and nodded jerkily. I spotted a box of tissues on her vanity and carried it over to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered. She took one and blew her nose noisily. I carefully sat down beside her and she didn’t shift away, which I took as a good sign.  
 
    Do I throw Dara under the bus for creating this mess, I wondered, or try to help Melissa deal with it? “Do you have any idea who this Lauren person is?” I asked finally. 
 
    She looked at me oddly, like I should have known that already. “Lauren Maurantonio. She’s Daddy’s sales director.” 
 
    “Oh. So they know each other, then.” That was something, at least. 
 
    “Of course! They’ve been dating for two years now.” 
 
    “Really?” That wasn’t what I expected to hear. “Did they ever talk about getting married?” 
 
    “Daddy bought the ring a couple of months ago.” She hugged her pillow so hard I thought it was going to pop and spray feathers everywhere. “He said he was waiting for the right moment.” 
 
    “Wait, so you knew they were going to get married?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. He asked me if I’d be okay with it.” 
 
    “And are you?” 
 
    “I like Lauren a lot. She’ll be good for Daddy. I don’t want him to be lonely after I move out.” 
 
    I blinked a few times while I tried to make sense of all this. “So you’re saying that your father eloping isn’t really a surprise and you like your new stepmother.” She nodded. “So why are you upset?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she burst out. “It just hit me all at once, after everything that happened today with you getting killed and me killing that demon and you killing that thing in the street and then Daddy running off and getting married without telling me. It was too much, I just couldn’t deal with it.” She buried her face in her pillow and I could have sworn she said, “Aidan thin keep row bosun till laughter I move doubt.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She lifted her head a fraction of an inch. “I didn’t think he’d propose until after I moved out. That’s why I wanted my own place as soon as I turned eighteen. I didn’t want Daddy to have to wait to be with Lauren but I didn’t want it to look like I was leaving because of her.” She looked around at her half-packed room. “And now everything’s all messed up.” 
 
    I surveyed the room as well but I clearly wasn’t seeing the same thing she was. “How, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “Because now he’s gone and I’m still here and we still have to find someplace to hide from Lilith until –” She stopped with a gasp. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “This is perfect.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Everything.” She stared out at nothing and I could practically see the gears spinning in her head. She stood up abruptly, letting her pillow tumble heedlessly to the floor. “Don’t you see, Peter?” she said eagerly. “We can stay here. Daddy’s gone for a week so it’s just us and Lilith doesn’t know where I live. This is perfect!” 
 
    “Right.” I wondered if I should tell her that Daraxandriel already figured all that out and made certain her father took an extended leave of absence. It took me no time at all to decide to leave well enough alone. “Well,” I said instead, getting to my feet, “I guess everything worked out, then.” 
 
    “Okay,” she murmured absently, clearly not listening to me, “everyone’s going to need a place to sleep tonight.” Her eyes strayed thoughtfully to her bed and her tongue left a moist trail across her lips. 
 
    “How many bedrooms do you have?” I asked uneasily. It looked like her mental tachometer was already revving into the red. 
 
    “Enough. Let’s go.” She shoved me towards the door and marched me back down to the kitchen where everyone else was sitting around the table. 
 
    Susie glanced up at the clock on the wall. “Six minutes,” she said sourly. “You win.” Daraxandriel nodded with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “They were betting on how long it would take you to get Melissa back down here,” Olivia said. She was still in ghost form. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be able to cheer her up this quick,” Susie grumbled. “Dara said you’d be back down in less than ten minutes.” 
 
    “Thou hast far exceeded my expectations, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me. “Well done.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess. What were the stakes?” 
 
    “Naught that the waif cannot settle with me,” she assured me. 
 
    “But it’s not her soul, right?” I asked, just to be sure. 
 
    “I have sworn to take no more souls,” she reminded me, “unless it is needful. I am not certain she even possesses one,” she added doubtfully. Susie just smiled to herself. 
 
    “All right, that’s enough chit-chat,” Melissa said briskly, clapping her hands together. “We’ll be staying here until we deal with Lilith so let’s get organized.” 
 
    “I think I liked her better when she was upset,” Olivia muttered. 
 
    “First, the sleeping arrangements. Dara, you’ll be in the guest room closest to the garage. You’ll like it, it has a great view of the pool.” Dara nodded with a pensive frown. “Susie, you can have the sitting room at the far end of the hall upstairs. It has a day bed that’s pretty comfortable.” Susie shrugged indifferently. “Olivia –” Melissa hesitated, glancing around the room. “Is she still here?” she asked me quietly. I silently pointed to her chair and Melissa cleared her throat. “Olivia –” She stopped again. “Do ghosts need to sleep?” 
 
    I didn’t think so but I looked to Olivia for confirmation. She spread her hands with a shrug. “I haven’t been sleepy,” she said, “but I might need to if I stay human long enough. I need a place to change anyway,” she added. 
 
    “We’ll say yes until proven otherwise,” I told Melissa. 
 
    “All right. There’s a spare bed in the room beside Dara’s, but we’ll have to move the boxes off of it. Okay, next we’ll –” 
 
    “What about Peter?” Susie asked. “Where’s he going to sleep?” 
 
    “He’ll be in my –” If I hadn’t been paying attention, I would have missed the slight hesitation in her voice. “– father’s bedroom.” I couldn’t help but notice that everyone except me would be sleeping as far from Melissa’s room as possible. Before I could question that, she forged on. “Next, Peter needs to get onto Lorecraft and see if he can upgrade his spells.” 
 
    “It probably won’t work,” I predicted. 
 
    “We won’t know unless we try,” she insisted. She clapped her hands again. “Let’s get moving, people. There’s work to be done!” 
 
    Five minutes later, everyone leaned over my shoulders as I pulled up my Lorecraft character settings on Melissa’s computer. Everyone except Susie, anyway. She declared herself bored as soon as the splash screen popped up and she laid down on Melissa’s bed instead, pretending to draw shapes on the ceiling with her wand. 
 
    “Do your spells match?” Melissa asked eagerly. 
 
    I lifted my left hand and my main spell bar appeared, hovering between me and Melissa’s triple monitors. I flipped through my control and support spells as well. “Exactly,” I reported. 
 
    “Perfect,” Melissa breathed in my ear. “Now change something and see what happens.” 
 
    I opened Coronox’s spellbook and perused my options. The thirty-six spells that were already loaded up – memorized, in game parlance – were my more powerful and generally useful ones. The rest were either less effective in battle or had some specific use that didn’t come up all that often. I picked one at random – Beast Mastery, used to temporarily turn wild animals into pets – and swapped it with Blind in the control set. 
 
    “Did it change?” Melissa asked eagerly. Her grip on my shoulder was probably leaving bruises. 
 
    I lifted my hand again, holding my breath in anticipation, and checked my control spells again. Blind was still there. “No,” I said, slumping in disappointment. 
 
    “Thou didst not save thy adjustments,” Daraxandriel observed, pointing at the screen. “Lorecraft is not yet aware of thy will.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I clicked the Save button and checked the set again. “Oh my God.” Now I had Beast Mastery. “It’s there!” 
 
    “This is perfect!” Melissa exclaimed. She grabbed my head and planted a sloppy kiss on my forehead. “Now we just need to come up with the best build to fight demon lords with. Do you have Soul Spear?” 
 
    “That’s a sorcerer spell,” I reminded her. “I’m an enchanter.” 
 
    She tsked under her breath. “Enchanters are only good for blowing things up. Sorcerers are much better at killing things. Wait a minute.” She nearly broke my fingers snatching the mouse from me. “What happens if you switch characters?” She flipped through my knight, my rogue, and my cleric. “Why are all these girls?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Yours are all girls,” I argued. 
 
    “Because I’m a girl! Oh, never mind, let’s just try this one.” She selected the cleric, a petite redhead named Halana Lyresong. “Did that do anything?” 
 
    I checked my spells again. Half of the spell slots were empty and most of the rest contained various blessings and heals. “They match hers now,” I told her. “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “This should not be possible, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel said uneasily. “How can the force that returned thy powers to thee know what thou hast selected within the game?” 
 
    Amy’s doing it somehow, I wanted to tell her. For all I know, she’s standing right behind us under a cloak of invisibility watching everything I do. “Who knows?” my mouth said instead. “Let’s just make the most of it while we can.” 
 
    “Halana’s only level 6,” Melissa complained. “She’s useless. Don’t you have anyone better than Coronox?”  
 
    “He’s my main,” I said testily, a bit irked at her disdain for my characters. “I haven’t played as much as you.” 
 
    She tsked again. “If you were a demiurge, this fight would be over already. Move over, let me see what spells you have.” She bumped me with her hip and squeezed into the chair almost before I stood up. “What would be good against demons?” 
 
    “Lightning Strike worked pretty well.” 
 
    “The cooldown’s too long.” She switched back to Coronox and peered at his spellbook. “How about Earth Bind?” 
 
    “Such would slow a physical attack,” Daraxandriel mused, leaning in closer, “but would offer no protection against magic.” 
 
    “He has Arcane Shield.” 
 
    “Arcane Armor is superior.” 
 
    “He won’t get that until level 30.” 
 
    “True.” Their heads were nearly touching now as they contemplated the options. 
 
    “How about Iron Skin?” I suggested. “That might have helped against the hellhound.” 
 
    “The best defense is a good offense, Peter,” Melissa told me absently. “He should keep Flame Lance and Frost Lance, those have high DPS.” 
 
    “Certes, yet he needs quick attacks whilst they recharge,” Daraxandriel said thoughtfully. “Windwhip, mayhap?” 
 
    “That’s multi-target,” Melissa argued with a twist to her lips. “Is he likely to face multiple demons at once?” 
 
    “Unlikely, yet not impossible.” 
 
    “Hmm. We’ll keep that in reserve.” 
 
    “Neither of you plays an enchanter,” I reminded them. “I know what works and what doesn’t.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. Immobilize might be handy,” Melissa suggested to Daraxandriel. “He can get in an extra attack.” 
 
    I gave up. “Let me know when you’re done,” I sighed. “I can hardly wait to see what I’ll be able to do.” Neither of them responded. 
 
    “I have no idea what any of that means,” Olivia admitted. She was human once more, standing off to the side with an anxious look. I couldn’t blame her, frankly. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I told her. “Melissa’s one of the best players in the game. She’ll figure out the best set of spells for me to use.” I hoped. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then we sit tight and wait for Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Prescott to figure out how to stop Lilith.” 
 
    Olivia looked about as enthusiastic about that plan as I felt, namely not at all. Waiting for someone else to fix an urgent problem wasn’t particularly satisfying. “I don’t think they’re speaking to each other right now,” she pointed out. 
 
    “They’re just having a little disagreement, that’s all,” I insisted. “They’ll get over it.” I certainly hoped so, anyway. Without their guidance and expertise, we were pretty much hosed. 
 
    “But how are we supposed to find Lilith?” she persisted. “Isn’t she in Hell recruiting demons?” 
 
    “Dara thinks she was there when we fought that hellhound. She needs to be close by to grab the Philosopher’s Stone as soon as I’m dead. I doubt she trusts a demon lord to just hand it over to her out of gratitude.” 
 
    “So we have to wait until we’re attacked before we can stop her?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Er, well, yes, I suppose.” I hoped Melissa and Daraxandriel didn’t leave off all my defensive spells. I had a sneaking suspicion I might need them at some point. 
 
    “But how is she supposed to find us if we’re hiding out here?” 
 
    “Well –” That was a darn good question, actually. 
 
    “Imps,” Susie said, sitting up on the bed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s using imps to spy on us. We just need to let one of them see us and then we can spring the trap.” 
 
    “Which trap would that be?” 
 
    “The one where we let the demon jump you and then we get it from all sides. Fuge, fuge.” She attacked Melissa’s moving boxes. 
 
    “Is there another kind of trap that doesn’t involve using me as demon bait?” Susie waved off my objection as inconsequential. “And what if there aren’t any imps around?” 
 
    “Details. I’ll go find one.” She slid off the bed but I blocked her path to the door. 
 
    “Hold on there! What if one of them sees you?” 
 
    “That’s the idea, Peter,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “We’re not ready yet!” I directed her attention to Melissa and Daraxandriel, still huddled together at the computer muttering between themselves. “How about we let Olivia look for imps instead?” 
 
    “Me?” Olivia asked incredulously. 
 
    “As a ghost,” I explained. “They won’t be able to see you so you won’t alert Lilith.” 
 
    “But they can sense me,” she protested. “They keep hissing at me.” 
 
    “Just don’t get too close.” She grimaced doubtfully. “All you have to do is look around the property and see if there are any hanging around. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed reluctantly. She squeezed her eyes shut, concentrating, and a moment later she popped into intangibility. Her shift dropped to the floor and she gathered it up with a disgruntled expression, draping it over her arm as she headed for the door. She stopped and looked back when I cleared my throat delicately, pointing at the white pair of panties lying crumpled on the carpet. She gasped and snatched them up, scurrying out of the room with her shoulders hunched in embarrassment. 
 
    “Is everything okay over there?” Melissa asked, eyeing me over her shoulder with a suspicious glint. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I assured her. “Just a, ah, minor wardrobe mishap.” She looked unconvinced but she turned back to the monitors without further comment. “As for you,” I told Susie, “you need to stay out of the way the next time we fight a demon.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because fugu isn’t going to do anything except piss him off!” 
 
    “Fugu’s a poisonous fish, Peter. Fuge makes things run away. Or explode,” she added as an afterthought. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want you getting hurt. How am I supposed to explain to Mom and Dad that you got eaten or torn to shreds or incinerated or whatever?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’ll probably be dead too.” 
 
    “I have the Philosopher’s Stone,” I pointed out, patting my chest. 
 
    “And I don’t. The demons aren’t after me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to let you get hurt.” 
 
    “You don’t have a choice. You’re going to need all of us to beat Lilith. I’m the one who blew Blarglargle into the dumpster, remember?” She smirked to herself. “That was so cool.” 
 
    “Susie –” 
 
    “The waif has the right of it, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel interjected. “The powers of thy Coronox are potent but limited. All must join in the coming battle, lest all be lost.” 
 
    “But you’re not strong enough to beat a demon lord!” 
 
    “Thy Stone augments those close to thee, an thou wills it so. Together, we are more than a match for any demon. Up to level eight, prayhap,” she amended thoughtfully, tapping the side of her hand against her forehead like she was saluting me. 
 
    “Told you,” Susie said, in a tone that was usually accompanied by the sight of her tongue. 
 
    I wasn’t ready to surrender to their logic but my phone chose that moment to ring. I yanked it out of my pocket, glared at the unknown number, and jabbed the reject button. I had no patience for spam calls right now. 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying, guys –” I said. 
 
    “I hear a but coming,” Susie observed dryly. 
 
    “But we don’t really know what we’re doing. We got lucky with Bella-whatever and that hellhound. We’re not going to be so lucky next time.” My phone gave a two-note alert indicating I had voicemail. I pulled it out again and tapped the notification to listen to the message before I deleted it, just in case. “We just need to stay out of sight until Mrs. Kendricks and –” My voice faded out as I lowered my phone and stared disbelievingly at it. 
 
    “Peter?” Melissa asked uneasily. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I silently turned on speaker mode and played the message again. It was only a few seconds long but it still sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    “Greetings, Peter Simon Collins,” Lilixandriel said in the recording. She sounded exactly like Daraxandriel except for the current of amused malice running underneath her words. “’Twould be to thy great advantage to return my call forthwith. I have a proposition for thee.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Melissa whispered, rising to her feet. “How does she know your number?” 
 
    “She lived with us,” Susie reminded her. “Call her back,” she urged me. “Maybe she wants to surrender.” 
 
    “Do not heed her,” Daraxandriel warned me ominously. “Lilixandriel shall twist thy thoughts around her finger. The only advantage she will offer is to herself.” 
 
    “We have to find out what she’s up to,” I said. I didn’t for a moment believe Lilixandriel was about to give up but maybe we could get some clues about her plans. It took a deliberate effort to tap the call button, though. Everyone gathered around and listened anxiously to the ringing. She picked up on the third ring. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” she greeted me unctuously. “To what do I owe this honor?” 
 
    “What do you want, Lilith?” I demanded. 
 
    “Such is why the modern world is so fraught with rancor,” she sighed dramatically. “In times past, even sworn enemies could converse in a civilized manner to resolve their differences, and I am not thine enemy.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you are.” 
 
    She tsked at me. “I perceive thy thoughts are set steadfast against me, so let us proceed to my purpose. I wish thee to surrender the soulstone to me, Peter Simon Collins.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” I said flatly, “but why should I?” 
 
    “To preserve the lives of those about you.” 
 
    Another shiver swept through me as I glanced at the others listening in. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Thou didst dispatch my hellhound most expeditiously,” she said, “though I cannot but wonder who did the actual deed, given thine own artless nature. Nonetheless, the next champion I send after thee will not be so easily bested. There will be casualties.” 
 
    “We’re not afraid of you.” That would have sounded a lot better if my voice didn’t choose that exact moment to wobble. 
 
    “Then thou art more foolish than I thought possible. Do not cast aside the lives of those you care for so callously. Surrender the Stone and I shall trouble thee and thine no more.” 
 
    “Except you need to kill me to be able to use it,” I said tersely. “What’s my incentive?” 
 
    “Thine own demise is inevitable,” Lilixandriel agreed, sounding almost regretful, “yet through thy sacrifice, none else needs must suffer thy fate. These are the weights upon thy balance, Peter Simon Collins: thy death and the deaths of all those dear to thee, or thy death alone. Surely thy choice is clear.” 
 
    “Don’t do it, Peter!” Melissa whispered, grabbing my arm in a painful grip. 
 
    “Is that Melissa at thy side?” she asked with a chuckle. “Hast thou yet taken thy pleasure of her? If no, thou shouldst proceed posthaste, for thy remaining hours are few in number.” Melissa’s ears flared bright pink and neither of us could meet the other’s eyes. “Dare I presume my protégée accompanies thee as well? And my dear clutch-mate, of course.” 
 
    “Susie’s not your protégée!” I insisted. “She’s nothing like you!” 
 
    Lilixandriel laughed. “She is only human,” she agreed, “yet our thoughts are more akin than thou knowst. I have so much more to teach thee, Susie,” she offered smoothly. “Seek me out, an thou dost survive the coming fray.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” I told Susie, aghast. 
 
    “But if you’re dead –” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    “No deal, Lilith!” I said sharply. “We’re all in this together!” 
 
    “The die is cast, then,” Lilixandriel replied calmly. “Look for my next champion soon, Peter Simon Collins. Yet when the moment comes that thy heart quails at the toll, call upon this number and we shall speak again of the terms of thy surrender.”  
 
    The call disconnected and I just stared at my phone with my heart in my stomach. There was no way I was just going to turn myself over to her and let her kill me for the Stone, except she was right. The only way to save everyone I cared for was to die. 
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    Survival of the fittest. You immediately thought of Charles Darwin, the father of modern evolutionary science, didn’t you? Well, you’re wrong. That particular phrase was actually coined by a contemporary of Darwin’s, a philosopher named Herbert Spencer, although Darwin adopted it later. 
 
    Regardless, it’s important to remember that Darwin’s principles on evolution don’t mean that the next generation of a particular species is somehow better than the previous one, only that its members have characteristics that the previous generation found useful for continued reproduction. In other words, if some aspect of a particular living thing gets it laid more often, there will be more offspring with that same aspect as a result. 
 
    This then brings up the question of why human beings exhibit certain characteristics that have no discernable value in reproduction. Take embarrassment, for example. Why do people get embarrassed? It doesn’t improve their chances for advancement in today’s society; quite the opposite, in fact. Boys aren’t vying for the attention of that shrinking violet hiding in the corner. A salesman who’s afraid to speak up at the bargaining table isn’t going to close the deal. A student who doesn’t dare ask the teacher to explain a difficult concept is going to do poorly on the final exam.  
 
    You’d think that natural selection would have naturally unselected people who are easily embarrassed ages ago, and yet blushing abounds to this day. It’s like the appendix of emotional responses: it serves no obvious purpose but it occasionally causes a lot of problems. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Andrews’ bedroom was the size of a small apartment all by itself, filled with heavy oaken furnishings and decorated with oil paintings of sailing ships. I suspected the freshly-crowned Mrs. Andrews was going to want a hefty remodeling allowance once the two of them returned from Tahoe. 
 
    I sat propped up in the massive four-poster bed, studying the spell bars hovering in the darkness in front of me. Melissa and Daraxandriel had swapped out about a quarter of my normal set and rearranged everything else, making it hard to remember what was where. I usually placed my most powerful spells on the left of each row where they were easier to reach on the keyboard, but these were all scrambled up. 
 
    “Flame Lance, Immobilize, Mind Shock, Crush, Frost Lance, Hinder, Blood Darts, Earth Bind, Lightning Strike, Bewilder, Pitchfire, Dark Nova,” I murmured as I ran my finger along the row. These were set up as casting chains, sequences of spells that could be set off one after the other without having to worry about cooldown timers, as long as I had enough magical energy to power them. Anything that survived this barrage was either insanely strong or incredibly lucky. 
 
    I closed my hand with a sigh, letting the spells fade from sight. The only light in the room came from the pale slice of moonlight leaking through a gap in the curtains and the alarm clock telling me it was just past midnight. I wasn’t sleepy at all, although I couldn’t be sure if that was the Philosopher’s Stone keeping me charged up or the memory of Lilixandriel’s wicked laughter echoing around my skull.  
 
    I am so screwed, I told myself gloomily. I wondered if the courts would accept a last will and testament typed out on a cellphone. 
 
    A tentative tap on the door broke the silence blanketing the house, followed a moment later by the shush of the door sweeping across the thick carpet as it eased open. “Peter?” Melissa whispered. “Are you awake?” 
 
    Uh-oh. I toyed with the idea of pretending to be asleep but she’d figure that out as soon as her eyes adjusted to the dark. “I’m awake,” I told her softly. “Is something wrong?” I was reasonably certain there’d be a lot more screaming going on if another demon lord had found us. 
 
    “No.” She quietly closed the door and carefully made her way around to my side of the bed. Whatever she was wearing threatened to slip off her shoulder and only reached down to mid-thigh, exposing a fair bit of pale skin that almost glowed in the darkness, as if she was another ghost. “I just wanted to talk.” 
 
    “What about?” I shifted over to make room as she sat beside me on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “About what Lilith said. About –” she cleared her throat, “– about us.” 
 
    “Us? As in all of us?” I sensed more than saw her shake her head. “As in you and me?” She nodded. Now it was my turn to clear my throat. “What about us?” 
 
    She drew in a breath to say something, hesitated, and then tried again. “I think I know why you don’t want to have sex with me.” 
 
    Oh God. “It’s not that I don’t want to –” I hedged. 
 
    “It’s like when we were talking to Justin,” she forged on heedlessly. “You’re an alpha male and you want everything to be on your terms but you’re too much of a gentleman to tell me to slow down.” 
 
    No one had ever accused me of being an alpha anything before. “I don’t think that’s quite –” 
 
    “So when I try to push you into it, you just push back and we get nowhere.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s kind of true –” 
 
    “So I have a proposal for you.” 
 
    “You mean a suggestion, right?” I asked, just to make sure. “Not a marriage proposal?” 
 
    “No, don’t be silly.” She slapped my leg to express her annoyance, although the comforter absorbed most of the impact. “There’s no rush for that. No, I think we just need to start over again and not hurry into anything until we’re both ready.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said carefully. This sounded exactly like what I wanted, so there had to be a catch. 
 
    “So we’re agreed then?” She sounded a little too eager about it. “We’ll start at first base and go from there.” 
 
    “First base? You mean kissing?” That wasn’t exactly the starting point I had in mind. 
 
    “Exactly.” She twisted around until she was kneeling on the bed right beside me. “Ready?” 
 
    “You mean right now? Here?” 
 
    “Of course.” She pulled me forward by my shoulders and my hands automatically went around her waist to keep us from toppling over. Her nightie slid under my fingers like silk. “Kiss me, Peter.” Her head tilted to present the proper angle of approach for me. After a second, she made little fishy noises with her lips. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    Kiss her! Little Peter insisted as he registered his approval of current events. First base doesn’t mean anything. It’ll make her happy and she’ll stop bothering you for a while. He had a good point, no pun intended, so I carefully leaned forward until our lips made contact. 
 
    Melissa’s hair no longer smelled like Mom’s, thankfully. Instead, a faint floral perfume wafted around us, mixing with the cherry scent of her lip gloss. We stayed that way for what seemed like forever, until her mouth curved into a smile and she pulled away a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “There,” she said with satisfaction. “Wasn’t that much better?” 
 
    “Yes, actually.” This may have been the first stress-free kiss I’d ever had with her. It was really nice. 
 
    “I’m glad. Okay, once more.” 
 
    “More?” 
 
    “Just for practice,” she assured me. This time she leaned into me and her lips parted to let the tip of her tongue tease mine, sending a shiver through my entire body. I was grateful for the thick covers as Little Peter sat up and took notice. She disconnected and then pressed her lips to my forehead. “Thank you, Peter.” 
 
    “Um, you’re welcome.” My breath let out in a sigh as she slid off the bed and then caught in my throat when she slipped under the covers and snuggled up against me. “What are you doing?” I squeaked. 
 
    “I’m cold.” She was lying. The bare leg pressing against mine was as warm as it was smooth. She wiggled around until she had her head resting on my chest and her hand on my stomach, scant inches from discovering the effect all this was having on me. “This is nice,” she murmured. “I could fall asleep right here.” 
 
    “Um, yes.” The odds of me falling asleep were pretty much nil at this point. I didn’t dare move, lest something of mine brushed against something of hers. I was all too aware of the feminine softness of her pressing against me right about kidney-level. 
 
    “So about that list,” she said. 
 
    “What list?” 
 
    “The one you sent Justin.” 
 
    “He sent it to me!” 
 
    She tapped her palm on my stomach to get me to stop telling such outrageous lies. “We’re not going to be able to do them in order. I hope that’s all right.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do them at all!” 
 
    “So for number nine, how big does it need to be?” 
 
    “Number nine?” I’d barely glanced at the list once I realized the sorts of things it included. Melissa apparently had it memorized. 
 
    “Yes. Did you mean just a little one, like on my shoulder,” she used her fingertip to draw a circle around my navel, “or one of those fancy illustrations that covers my whole back? It has to be something that Mr. Franklin can’t see when I’m at work,” she warned. 
 
    “You mean a tattoo?” 
 
    I practically heard her roll her eyes. “Of course I mean a tattoo, Peter.” 
 
    “Why do you want a tattoo?” 
 
    “I think the real question is, why do you want me to have a tattoo? I get to pick the design, right?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to get a tattoo!” 
 
    “Then why is it on your list?” 
 
    “It’s not my list!” 
 
    “Peter,” she said firmly, propping herself up on her elbow, “I’m not going to do any more of these things for you if you can’t be serious about it. This isn’t a game.” She rolled onto her back, pinning my arm under her shoulders. “I was thinking I’d get a triple moon to honor the Goddess, or maybe a full pentagram with all the colors – you know, gold, green, blue, white, and red. About this big so it’s not too obvious.” She circled her thumbs and forefingers to illustrate. 
 
    “Aren’t you too young to get a tattoo?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “You have to be eighteen and I’m officially eighteen and three days.” She glanced at the alarm clock. “Four days. You could get one too,” she said thoughtfully. “Something epic, like a dragon or a flaming sword. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think my parents would kill me if I came home with a tattoo.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have to know. You could put it here.” She scooted down and touched her lips to the point of my shoulder, “or here,” she pushed the covers aside and kissed me over my heart, “or –” She moved lower and then stopped, lifting her head. “Did you hear something?” 
 
    All I heard was the thumpity-thump of my heart. I had to swallow before I could respond. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like a splash.” She abandoned me and slipped out of bed, hurrying over to pull the curtains aside. Moonlight blasted my retinas until I blinked them back into working order. “There’s something in the pool!” 
 
    “What is it?” I got out to join her, taking a furtive moment to move Little Peter to a less prominent position under my shorts before peering over her shoulder. 
 
    The Olympic-sized pool was right below us, taking up a good portion of the back yard. The underwater lights were on, giving it an unearthly glow, and a slender shadow glided towards the shallow end, trailing a long flaxen tail like a comet. “I think that’s Susie.” 
 
    “Susie? What’s she doing in my pool?” 
 
    “Swimming?” I suggested. 
 
    “Why isn’t she asleep?” she complained. “Everyone’s supposed to be asleep!” She made it sound like all her plans were ruined now, although I couldn’t see what difference it made. Susie reached the end of the pool and stood up, using both hands to sweep her hair back from her face. She looked like the world’s least buxom mermaid from up here. “Oh my God, is she naked?”  
 
    “Probably,” I admitted ruefully. “I’m surprised she held out this long, frankly.” 
 
    “Peter! I –” Her voice cut off as she suddenly stepped back and bumped into me. “There’s something out there,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s Susie,” I frowned. 
 
    “No, something else!” The moonlight flickered and faded and she gasped as she pointed up. “What’s that?” 
 
    At first I thought it was just an odd-shaped cloud shrouding the moon, but the sky was otherwise perfectly clear. Whatever it was swept past, all but invisible against the night, and then it swooped back again, lower this time. In the pool below, Susie looked up and then scrambled out of the water. 
 
    “Susie!” She couldn’t hear me through the window. She planted her feet on the patio, her right hand raised as the thing suddenly plummeted to the ground, landing on the grass not ten yards from her. I could barely see it against the shadows cast by the trees surrounding the property. “Stay here!” I ordered, pushing Melissa behind me as I brought up my spells and searched for the one I needed. I concentrated on a spot just to Susie’s left and tapped Teleportal. 
 
    A dizzying moment later, I was standing beside Susie facing the creature. It seemed to be formed out of shadow itself, with no clear outline or features, but it was at least a foot taller than me. It rippled strangely, like a sheaf of thin black tissue paper in a stiff breeze, even though the air was absolutely still. 
 
    “Get back in the house!” I told Susie. She ignored me, of course. I raised my right hand but my targeting reticle couldn’t seem to latch on to anything, as if the demon – this thing had to be Lilixandriel’s next champion – wasn’t actually there. 
 
    I always assumed that Susie needed her wand to cast spells but she proved me wrong. “Fiat lux,” she said, and her hand blazed with a painfully bright golden glow, lighting up the patio like it was noon. The demon retreated a short distance but Susie’s magical handful of sun didn’t seem to affect it at all. 
 
    The patio door banged behind us but I didn’t need to look away to figure out who it was. “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel called anxiously. “Be wary! That is Sadraximbril Shadowmaster.” 
 
    “What can he do?” I called over my shoulder. At the moment, he seemed perfectly content to just stand there, which was fine by me. 
 
    “She,” Daraxandriel corrected me. She stood on Susie’s other side, clad in her Dallas Cowboys jersey. “Ware her shadows, they can blind and smother and cut thee.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered as I tried to get my reticle to lock on. “Get out of here, Susie!” I got a rude noise for my trouble. 
 
    “Daraxandriel.” Sadraximbril’s voice was like a thousand people in a concert hall all whispering the same thing at once. “Thy clutch-mate sends thee her fondest greetings.” Daraxandriel spat something that sounded like an Elizabethan curse. It didn’t faze the demon at all. “Witchling,” it went on, “stand aside. Lilixandriel bids thee no ill-will and would not see thee suffer thy sibling’s fate.” 
 
    “Nope.” Susie snapped her fingers and her golden light shattered, sending a hail of flaming darts right at Sadraximbril. Every one of them struck and every one of them was immediately snuffed out. “Darn it,” she grumbled. 
 
    The door banged again. “Peter, don’t just stand there, do something!” The slap of bare feet on the pebbled concrete heralded Melissa’s arrival on my left, wand in hand. 
 
    “I’m trying! I can’t target her!” 
 
    “Use Fireforge! It’s an AoE!” 
 
    “Where is it?” I scanned my spells frantically but Fireforge was a new addition and I couldn’t remember what the icon looked like. 
 
    “Second set, third spell!” 
 
    I found it and pointed the crosshairs at Sadraximbril’s feet, spreading my fingers until it encircled her. I tapped Fireforge and the grass within the circle immediately burst into flame as the ground turned into molten stone. Sadraximbril studied the effect for a moment and then drifted up, hovering a foot above the furnace I just lit under her. 
 
    “Thy skills are feeble, Stonebearer,” she whispered. “This is a waste of my power.” My hope that she was about to give up and leave were dashed a moment later, when she split into a hundred copies of herself and spread out left and right like the world’s scariest paper cutout doll.  
 
    “Dara!” I called urgently. “How do we kill her – it – that?” 
 
    “I know not,” Daraxandriel confessed regretfully. “None have challenged her and lived. Ware, she comes!” 
 
    The shadow copies started to encircle us, bobbing just a few inches above the ground like they were filled with helium. They all had the same general shape, just a vague suggestion of a humanoid form, but they were two-dimensional, thinner than paper. When they turned sideways, they were almost impossible to see. 
 
    The four of us stood back-to-back-to-back-to-back, trying to keep all of the shadows in sight as they surrounded us. “Anyone know any good shadow-dispelling spells?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Fuge!” Susie’s favorite imp-destroying spell had no effect. 
 
    “Um.” Melissa sounded scared to death as she pointed her wand at the nearest shadow with a shaky hand. “I don’t know any fighting spells.”  
 
    Whatever Amy did to her apparently hadn’t done any good. I wondered if she’d stop time again if we got into trouble but I didn’t dare wait to find out. I couldn’t target any of the shadows directly but I could aim at things behind them. I highlighted a section of the lawn and tapped Flame Lance. 
 
    A bolt of red-gold fire shot out from my hand and shredded the shadow it blasted through before igniting the grass. My victory was short-lived, though, as the fragments reformed without any apparent damage. “God damn it,” I muttered. 
 
    Fire didn’t do any good but maybe ice would. Frost Lance shattered another shadow. It reformed as well but it seemed to take longer to reassemble itself. Is she getting weaker, I wondered, or does the cold slow her down? I flipped to my second set and hit Blizzard. 
 
    A frozen whirlwind swept around us, instantly dropping the temperature at least fifty degrees and filling the air with sharp-edged ice crystals. The shadows retreated out of range, moving a lot faster than I thought they could, their edges torn and ragged where the ice ripped at them. A thin layer of ice covered the patio and us, which was a problem since none of us was dressed for an Arctic excursion. Susie’s wet hair crackled when she turned to glare at me and Melissa’s teeth chattered. My goosebumps had goosebumps. 
 
    “Y-y-y-you’re b-b-barely affecting it,” Melissa said, rubbing her shivering arms. “It’s like it’s n-n-not really th-there.” 
 
    “This would be a good time for a sorcerer to show up,” I said, hoping that might trigger something in her. “Wither or Soul Drain might hurt her.” 
 
    “Or m-m-maybe flying unicorns will c-c-carry us out of here,” she snapped. “What else do you h-have?” We didn’t have much time. The air was already starting to warm up again and the ice was melting underfoot. 
 
    Earth Bind didn’t do anything that I could see and I still couldn’t target Sadraximbril to try Immobilize or Hinder. The shadows began to move in again and Melissa pressed up against me. Susie, on the other hand, stepped forward and held her hands out to her sides, palms out. 
 
    “Catena fulgur,” she stated and electricity snapped and crackled around her fingertips as her sodden hair tried to rise. I leaned away from her, alarmed, as she clapped her palms together. 
 
    A ragged streak of lightning shot out, striking the nearest shadow, and then continued on to the next and the next, one after the other in quick succession. The shadows twitched and writhed when they were hit, briefly lighting up with an actinic aura, but they recovered immediately and they looked angry, even though they had no faces that I could discern.  
 
    The lightning sputtered out before it got halfway around the circle and the shadows began to close in around us quickly. Several rose up into the air like misshapen kites, as if they planned to come at us from above. 
 
    “Thy death shall be unpleasant,” they whispered in unison. “Few dare to assail me. None survive.” 
 
    I hit Susie with Iron Hide as they rushed us and then I spun around to do the same to Melissa, but it was too late. A shadow sped in straight for her, slashing at her with its razor-thin edge, and then, literally in the blink of an eye, she was gone. 
 
    “Melissa!” I tried to grab the shadow as it sped by but it just slithered through my fingers and left a stinging welt across my palm like a paper cut. Daraxandriel leapt at it like a ruddy-skinned panther and managed to snag it, hauling it to the ground and wrestling with it, nearly tumbling both of them into the pool. Then I saw Melissa standing not twenty feet away, looking down at herself in shock. “Melissa!” 
 
    She looked at me wide-eyed. “I just did Shadow Step,” she breathed. “How?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it! Just – duck!” Another shadow flitted at her and she spun around and jabbed at it with her wand. It disintegrated like a sheet of paper tossed into a furnace and I thought I heard a far-away shriek. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Wither,” she whispered disbelievingly. “I’m a sorceress.” 
 
    “Great! Help Dara!” I turned to do the same for Susie but she seemed to be in no danger at all. Iron Hide made her invulnerable to edged and piercing weapons but the shadows didn’t even seem to be trying to touch her. They whirled around her like a cyclone of paper crows and Susie just watched them, looking annoyed. 
 
    Something stung my arm and I spun around, batting away the shadow trying to wrap itself around my head. An angry red line down the length of my arm oozed tiny droplets of blood, as if someone had just slashed me with a razor. It hurt like hell and I hoped whatever did it wasn’t poisonous. 
 
    The blood seemed to attract the shadows and they swarmed around me, cutting at me with their edges. I tried to cast Arcane Shield on myself but I needed my hands to protect my face from their relentless attacks. 
 
    “Die, Stonebearer,” Sadraximbril seemed to whisper in my ear. “Thy soulstone and the Burning Throne shall be mine.” 
 
    “Don’t move, Peter!” Melissa shouted from somewhere behind me. I tried to hold still but a searing pain across my back staggered me and suddenly all the colors in the world leached away, leaving behind only a washed-out gray blur.  
 
    I collapsed to my hands and knees, feeling my heart stutter as my life drained away. Someone shouted in the distance but I couldn’t make out the words over the shrieking of rage and agony in my ears. I wondered if that was my voice as I slumped onto the hard pavement. 
 
    An eternity later, somebody rolled me over onto my back and I had a vague sensation of someone patting my cheek. Pain stabbed through me as my cuts protested this treatment but I didn’t have the strength to react. 
 
    “What do we do?” I knew that voice. Maria. Marianna. Marlena. Melanie. Melinda. Melissa. She sounded anguished. 
 
    “Place the Philosopher’s Stone over his heart.” Dena. Darla. Dara. She sounded anxious. I felt something smooth and hard and warm press against my chest.  
 
    “What did you do to him?” Susie. She sounded curious. 
 
    “I tried to hit them with Soul Drain but he got in the way. I couldn’t stop it. Why isn’t anything happening?” 
 
    “Fret not, Melissa, the Stone will – oh!” 
 
    The soothing warmth on my chest spread out, suffusing me from the top of my head all the way down to my toes. My cuts stopped aching and I took in a long, deep breath, letting it out slowly. 
 
    “Peter?” My eyes eased open and I found Melissa leaning over me worriedly. “Oh my God, Peter! You’re alive!” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I be?” I tried to sit up but she held me in place. 
 
    “Stay still!” she insisted. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    “I’m fine. What happened?” 
 
    “I almost killed you!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The misery in Melissa’s face morphed into irritation. “What do you mean, why? I didn’t do it on purpose. You got in the way!” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” My brain cells still weren’t all firing in synch but I knew there was something important I needed to know. I tried to look around but I couldn’t see much from my prone position, just the night sky overhead. Night. Dark. Shadow. Shadowmaster. I tried to sit up again and this time they let me. “Where’s Sadra-whatsit?” 
 
    “Gone,” Daraxandriel told me somberly.  
 
    “Gone as in left or gone as in dead?” It was an important distinction, especially when she hesitated. “It’s not that hard a question,” I said worriedly. 
 
    “I do not know the answer, Peter Simon Collins,” she admitted. “Sadraximbril fled after Melissa decimated her shades but I cannot say whether she can survive their loss. She is gravely wounded, of this I am certain. She shall not trouble us again soon.” 
 
    “You did it?” I asked Melissa doubtfully. 
 
    She sat back on her heels, looking affronted. “Is that so hard to imagine?” she asked tartly. “You’re not the only one with powers now.” 
 
    “It’s not fair,” Susie grumbled. “Now I’m going to have to play that stupid game of yours just so I can keep up with you two.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to try.” I really wanted to tell them the truth but Amy still had control of my tongue. “But Dara plays and she doesn’t have any magic, does she? Well, other than the whole succubus thing.” 
 
    I got to my feet and sucked in my breath as I finally got a good look at everyone else. Melissa and Daraxandriel were both marked with countless cuts, oozing red and black blood, respectively, and their clothes were slashed to ribbons. The three of us looked like we’d been wrestling in a briar patch. “Oh my God, you’re hurt!” 
 
    Melissa looked down at herself as if she hadn’t noticed until I pointed it out. “You’re worse off,” she argued. 
 
    “I’m already healed.” I rubbed at a streak of blood on my arm, revealing the unmarked skin underneath. “Hold on.” 
 
    I used Restore on both of them and their scars vanished almost immediately. I couldn’t do anything about their clothes other than pretend not to notice how much skin was showing through. 
 
    “So now what?” Melissa asked. She knelt by the edge of the pool and scrubbed at the drying blood on her arms. “That’s two demon lords down. How long before Lilith sends the next one?” 
 
    “Longer, I hope,” I told her. “Word’ll get around that teaming up with her is a bad idea. She’s going to have trouble recruiting anyone else.” Daraxandriel’s face twisted up into a doubtful grimace. “Or not?” 
 
    “The lords of Hell think highly of their own power,” she explained, “and disparage that of others. They expect their rivals to fail, so their deaths will not dissuade them.” 
 
    “That’s just great,” I muttered. “So how come they left you alone?” I asked Susie. She bent her fingers into claws, like she was about to scratch my eyes out. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I have better wards than you,” she said smugly. 
 
    “Melissa has the same wards and they got her,” I pointed out. 
 
    “These aren’t my only wards.”  
 
    I eyed her doubtfully. She absolutely wasn’t wearing anything else that could be construed as a ward but I hesitated to ask her where the other ones were because she might actually tell me. “Let’s get inside,” I said instead. “Hopefully that’s all the excitement for tonight.”  
 
    I took one last look around first, checking the shadows for any sign of supernatural movement. My Fireforge spell had faded at some point, leaving behind a smooth black circle of solidified rock, and there was a huge scorch mark on the grass where my Flame Lance had landed. I had no idea how we were going to explain those to Melissa’s father when he got back but that problem didn’t need to get solved until next week. 
 
    I herded everyone back into the house and closed and locked the door, as if that would somehow slow down the next demon lord. “Everyone try to get some sleep,” I said. “We’ll have to call Mrs. Kendricks first thing and let her know what happened.” 
 
    “Peter? Is that you?” Olivia appeared in the hallway, stifling a yawn as she scrubbed her fingers through her hair. She wore an oversized t-shirt with a pair of hearts embroidered on the front. “What are you doing up?” 
 
    “Did you just wake up?” I asked incredulously. “How could you possibly sleep through all that?” 
 
    “All I heard was someone talking outside my window. You were awfully loud,” she accused and then she finally realized I wasn’t alone. She gaped at the others with her jaw practically touching her collarbone. “Oh my God, what happened to you? And why is Susie naked?” She popped back into ghosthood and her t-shirt flopped to the floor at her feet. “Sorry,” she muttered in embarrassment. “I’ll be right back.” She snatched up the shirt but I raised my hand to stop her from leaving. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” I told her wearily. “You’re just going to pop again when you find out what you missed.” 
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    People complain about the prevalence of foul language in today’s society and yet modern cussing is remarkably feeble. After they’ve run through the D-word, the A-word, the S-word, and the F-word, the repertoire of a typical American is pretty much exhausted. In ages past, cursing was an art form. Shakespeare and his contemporaries were masters of the insult, ranging from cream-faced loon to whoreson obscene greasy tallow-catch. I have no idea what those mean, but they’re certainly much more poetic than F-ing A-hole, which is the best – or worst – most of us can manage. 
 
    Foul language falls into four basic categories. Insults ascribe various disgusting or undesirable traits to the target, often comparing him or her to something vile, such as, to pick a random example, a cream-faced loon. Cursing wishes ill upon the target, as in I hope you die or A pox on both your houses. Swearing invokes divine wrath upon the target, starting with the basic God damn it and working up from there. 
 
    The fourth category, expletives, is reserved for those moments where anger, frustration, or pain boil over and you just have to let out a short syllable to express your dissatisfaction with current events. The S-word and the F-word are, of course, the most common utterances in these circumstances. These two words have been around for several hundred years – even Shakespeare made use of them on occasion – but it’s only in the last few decades that they’ve become the go-to stress relievers. There’s a certain catharsis that happens when you let one of these fly at the right moment. Just make sure your parents aren’t in the room when you do, though, unless you really enjoy the taste of soap. 
 
      
 
    I walked back into Mr. Andrews’ bedroom scrubbing my hair with a towel and discovered that seventy-five percent of my cohort had fallen asleep on the bed in my absence. Daraxandriel and Susie took up most of the space, sprawled face-down across the sheets. Melissa looked like she made a valiant effort to wait up for me but she lay on the foot of the bed curled up around one of the pillows. The other twenty-five percent was back on ghost guard duty watching for imps, doing penance for sleeping through the battle with Sadraximbril. 
 
    It was a surprisingly sweet scene, although I couldn’t help but wonder how much Justin would pay me for a photo, considering Daraxandriel and Susie were wearing their usual sleepwear – nothing – and the long shirt Melissa chose to replace her ruined nightgown was riding up scandalously high. I glanced speculatively at my phone on the night stand and noticed that the alert indicator was flashing. 
 
    I picked it up and discovered that I’d missed several calls, all of them from Mrs. Kendricks. The times corresponded to our little contretemps in the back yard and I wondered if Mrs. Kendricks somehow knew what happened. There was a voice message as well and I tapped the icon to play it back. 
 
    “Peter,” she said tightly, “call me as soon as you get this message, no matter what the time is. There’s a situation.” My heart skipped a couple of beats and I nearly missed the rest. “I’m worried,” she said, but her voice was a lot fainter, as if she was talking to someone else. “What could have hap–” The message ended there. 
 
    I immediately jabbed the callback button but nothing happened. I closed the app or tried to, anyway, but my phone was completely locked up. “God damn it,” I muttered as I held down the power button to reboot it. “Of all the times to act up.” The usual prompt to restart or power down failed to appear and I shook it irritably. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Modern technology is so frail, don’t you think?” 
 
    I kept myself from leaping across the bed in a single bound, but it was a close thing. Amy sat on top of the dresser, kicking her heels against the drawers as she grinned down at me. “Stop doing that!” I complained. “Can’t you just knock like a normal person?” 
 
    “Certainly,” she agreed, “if I were a normal person.” 
 
    I bit back my sarcastic response and instead waved my phone at her. “Did you do this? I have to call Mrs. Kendricks!” 
 
    “There’s plenty of time for that later.” 
 
    “I need to call her now! Something might have happened.” 
 
    “But nothing’s happening right now, so there’s no rush, is there?” 
 
    “What do you – oh. You stopped time again, didn’t you?” None of the girls were moving at all and the alarm clock was stuck on the same number. 
 
    “You’re not as stupid as you look,” Amy smiled. She slid off the dresser, sticking the landing, and fluffed out her petticoats. “Nice work with Sadraximbril, by the way. That’s the kind of teamwork I wanted to see.” 
 
    “So did we kill her?” 
 
    “It’s kind of hard to tell with her, actually,” she said ruefully. “Either way, she’s in no shape to give you any more trouble, so well done.” She gave me a little mime clap. “Lilixandriel’s going to be livid when she finds out.” 
 
    “Wasn’t she watching?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “She has a lot of tricks up her sleeve,” she shrugged, “but flying isn’t one of them.” 
 
    “Well, her imps would have told her what happened, right?” 
 
    Amy shook her head. “There aren’t any imps around here.” 
 
    “Then how did she find us?” 
 
    She bared her teeth in a wide grin. “Do you like riddles, Peter?” 
 
    “No, I really don’t.” 
 
    “So what’s brown, big enough to swallow seven people at once, faster than a stooping hawk, and easy to spot from the air?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, you’re not even trying. Just make a guess.” 
 
    I let my breath out in a sigh and tried to imagine something big and fast and brown. A bear? They were large and pretty fast but I doubted they could eat seven people. A whale? Is there such a thing as a brown whale? They didn’t eat people anyway and they certainly couldn’t swim faster than a hawk could dive. Those things could hit a hundred and twenty miles an hour. Wait a minute.  
 
    “Are you talking about a car?” I asked suspiciously. “No, a van,” I corrected myself. “Mom’s van. Which is parked out front in the driveway.” I shook my head. “Lilith knows we’re using Mom’s van because that imp spotted us in front of Mrs. Kendricks’ house. She told Sadra-whatever to look for it.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Amy nodded, looking pleased at my deductive skills. 
 
    “Wonderful. Look, we’ve killed or maimed three of her demons. Can’t you just turn her over to the Dread Lord now?” 
 
    “Oh, no, we’re not even close,” she said, shaking her head. “She’s going to have to work her way up to someone truly impressive before I waltz in to save the day. At least an 8.75 on the Demonic Threat Meter.” Amy reached way over her head to illustrate. 
 
    “But someone’s going to get hurt!” 
 
    “Well, sure, if you’re going to hide out in crowded neighborhoods,” she agreed amiably. 
 
    “You mean we can’t stay here?” I asked in dismay. 
 
    “You can if you want to,” she grinned, “but if Lilixandriel can’t find you easily, she’s going to have to lure you out into the open. That’s probably not going to work out well for someone.” 
 
    “Why me?” I sighed, rubbing my forehead. 
 
    “Because you’re the good guy,” Amy shrugged. “That’s what happens to people like you. Well, I’m sure you’ll sort things out. Later.” She raised her hand to snap her fingers. 
 
    “Wait!” I begged, but it was too late. Amy vanished and Melissa rolled over onto her other side, mumbling something I couldn’t make out. Daraxandriel and Susie resumed their slow breathing but remained otherwise motionless. 
 
    There was no room left on the bed to lie down without getting entangled with someone and I was wide awake anyway. I pulled on my shirt and pants and went downstairs to the kitchen, peering into the fridge for a drink of some sort. There were two bottles of wine chilling in the rack, most of a six-pack of imported beer, a wide selection of juice, and a couple of sodas. I contemplated the options and then went with the old standby for late-night libations, a glass of cold milk. 
 
    I slumped in one of the kitchen chairs, turning my glass between my fingers as I stared at nothing in particular, wondering how we were going to get out of this in one piece. Amy was convinced Lilixandriel was going to escalate our conflict into some form of arcane mutually assured destruction but I couldn’t imagine her taking things that far. Lilixandriel was evil and ambitious but she wasn’t stupid. As soon as she realized there was no way she’d ever get my Philosopher’s Stone, she’d give up and go off to ruin someone else’s life. I just hoped we’d reach that point before anyone got seriously hurt. Any human, I amended. I wouldn’t mind thinning the demonic ranks some more before things got back to normal. 
 
    “Peter?” Olivia ghosted through the back door, looking at me doubtfully. “What are you doing up? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I assured her. “I couldn’t sleep.” I slurped my milk as Olivia perched on the chair across from me. 
 
    “I couldn’t find any imps,” she reported. “They must be hiding somewhere.” 
 
    “You can stop looking,” I told her. “Amy said there weren’t any.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Amy. She – wait a minute.” I sat up abruptly, almost knocking my glass over. “You actually heard me say that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said doubtfully. “Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “Amy’s the Dread Lord’s daughter!” I blurted, trying to get everything out before Amy stopped me again. “She gave me Melissa and me our powers back. She wants us to keep fighting Lilith until we wipe out all of the demon lords who are trying to overthrow her father so she can claim credit!” 
 
    Olivia leaned away from me. “Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “No! I mean, yes! Oh my God, this is great! She was keeping me from telling anyone about her.” 
 
    “So why isn’t she stopping you now?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I don’t know. Every time I opened my mouth, something else would come out. Except –” I looked her over speculatively and she nervously pulled the fabric of her nightgown closer around her. “Amy never mentioned you. She talked about everyone else but not you. You were always a ghost whenever she appeared,” I remembered. “Maybe she doesn’t know about you. No, that can’t be right. She seems to know everything that’s going on even when I can’t see her and you’ve been solid most of the time. This doesn’t make any sense,” I murmured. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Olivia grumbled. 
 
    “We need to tell Mrs. Kendricks and Agent Prescott about this. They don’t even know I have my powers back and – oh, crap!” I fumbled for my phone. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks left me a message. Amy interrupted me when I was trying to call her back.” I hit her number and she answered before the first ring finished. 
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed anxiously. “Are you okay? Is everyone else all right?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” I told her. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Her breath whooshed in my ear. “Praise the Goddess,” she murmured. “We were so worried.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” I set the phone on speaker and set it on the table so Olivia could hear as well. 
 
    “Tara called me about an hour ago. She said she woke up in a cold sweat and felt something terrible passing close by. She described it as a dark evil.” 
 
    “Tara?” 
 
    “Tara Kingsley. You must remember her, she was one of the witches we recruited to perform Dr. Bellowes’ ritual last month.” 
 
    “Oh, right, the black girl.” That wasn’t very PC of me, I knew, but that was how I remembered her. “It wasn’t just a bad dream or something?” 
 
    “It was a demon,” Mrs. Kendricks insisted, “and a very powerful one. Lilith must be getting ready to strike again, much sooner than I expected. Are you at home?” 
 
    “I’m at Melissa’s. All of us are,” I added hastily, in case she misconstrued the reason for my presence. 
 
    “How quickly can you get here? We can protect you better here.” 
 
    “You’re too late,” I told her.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’ve already taken care of it.” I gave her the abridged versions of our encounters with the hellhound and Sadraximbril Shadowmaster. The incredulous silence that stretched out on the phone was gratifying, frankly. 
 
    “You both have your powers back?” Mrs. Kendricks asked finally. “How is that possible?” 
 
    You can thank Amy, Spawn of Darkness, for that, I tried to say, but what came out was, “Who knows?” The Dread Lord’s daughter is using us to get herself out of the infernal doghouse. “We’re lucky they did, though.” I shoved the phone towards Olivia. “You tell her,” I demanded in frustration. 
 
    “How?” she protested, gesturing at her translucent self. 
 
    “Turn human again!” 
 
    “But –” My glare convinced her to go along with my request. “Fine,” she groused, stalking off to her bedroom. 
 
    “Who are you talking to, Peter?” Mrs. Kendricks asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Sorry, that was Olivia. She has something to tell you.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell me for her?” 
 
    “Um, no, not really.”  
 
    “I see,” she said, obviously not seeing. “Well, this changes things quite a bit. I’m going to have to tell Ryan about this.” She didn’t sound very enthusiastic about that. 
 
    “Are you two, um, going to be okay?” 
 
    She hesitated. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “We’ve both changed since that night. He spent the last twenty years protecting people from demons but I’m not that helpless girl he remembers. It’s going to take some time to get to know each other again.” 
 
    “I hope it works out,” I said sincerely, “for Stacy’s sake.” 
 
    “Yes,” she sighed. “In the meantime, we need to sort out what’s happened to you and Melissa.” 
 
    Olivia walked back in then, clad in her borrowed heart shirt, and I pointed eagerly at the phone. “Tell her!” 
 
    “Tell her what?” Olivia frowned. 
 
    “About, you know, how this happened.” I tapped my forehead but she shook her head doubtfully. “We just talked about this! About the Dread Lord.” That was as close as Amy’s restrictions would let me go. 
 
    “We didn’t talk about Him.” 
 
    “We did! About someone He knows.” I barely got that one past my lips. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay, Peter?” she asked dubiously. “You’re not making sense.” 
 
    “Is something wrong, Peter?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. 
 
    “Hang on, I’ll call you right back.” I hung up and turned on Olivia. “I need you to tell her about –” My lips refused to form Amy’s name. “We just talked about this two minutes ago! Why isn’t it working now?” I glared at Olivia as if it was her fault somehow and then the lightbulb went on. “Go back to being a ghost,” I told her. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it!” She grimaced and concentrated for a moment. This time she managed to catch her shirt before it hit the floor. “Amy! Do you remember Amy now?” 
 
    “Of course. What’s wrong with you, Peter? You’re asking all these weird questions. Did Melissa’s spell mess with your head or something?” 
 
    “So I can only talk about her if you’re a ghost,” I murmured to myself. “Maybe you’re canceling out whatever Amy’s doing to me.” I grabbed my phone and called Mrs. Kendricks back. “I need to tell you about –” My words stuck in my throat again. “Damn it! You still remember what we were just talking about, right?” I asked Olivia. 
 
    “About Amy?” she frowned. 
 
    “Yes!” That was a major triumph but not a terribly useful one since no one else could hear her. “Mrs. Kendricks, do you know anybody else who can talk to ghosts?” 
 
    “Why can’t you tell me what she’s saying?” Mrs. Kendricks asked doubtfully. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I sighed. 
 
    “Why doesn’t Olivia just manifest and tell me herself, then?” 
 
    “It’s still complicated. Do you know any mediums or something like that?” 
 
    “I’ve never had to deal with ghosts until now. I can ask the girls in the coven if they’ve ever conversed with spirits but I imagine they would have mentioned that before now.”  
 
    “What about that crazy lady in the library?” Olivia suggested. 
 
    “Who? Oh! Mrs. Whats-her-name, the one who was looking for cats.” 
 
    “Mrs. Phipps?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. 
 
    “Yes! She could see and hear Olivia. Do you have her number?” 
 
    “Peter, it’s one in the morning. I’m sure she’s asleep. Is this really important?” 
 
    “Yes! Well –” I reconsidered that. So far, Amy was helping us in her annoying, painful, and self-centered way, but we needed to stop her before things got out of hand. “I guess it can wait a little bit,” I agreed reluctantly, “but we need to talk to her first thing.” 
 
    “I’ll try to get hold of her in the morning. Perhaps we can speak with her while Ryan’s in Dallas picking up those other agents from the airport.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said absently. What’s Prescott going to think about all this? I wondered. We’ve suddenly gone from a bunch of useless kids to Demon Hunters, Inc. in just a few hours, but the FBI doesn’t want amateurs running around getting in their way. They’ll probably just lock us up in protective custody while they deal with Lilixandriel. Right before Dad arrests Prescott for her murder. I blinked at that thought. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia protested. 
 
    “Dad thinks Olivia and Agent Prescott are involved in some convoluted conspiracy to fake her death in order to find Lily Cantrell and murder her!” 
 
    “What?” If Olivia weren’t already a ghost, she would have popped right then. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Peter?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. I explained Dad’s reasoning, leaving out my shameful use of Bewilder. “Goddess guide me,” she murmured. “This is bad.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I asked. 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” she confessed. “I’ll call Ryan and tell him what happened. Perhaps he can come up with something.” 
 
    “He’s not going to do anything to Dad, is he?” I asked worriedly. I wasn’t going to let that happen, no matter what. 
 
    “No, certainly not,” she said firmly. “Our current disagreement aside, Ryan’s one of the good guys, Peter. We’ll figure out some way to explain Olivia’s situation that doesn’t cause more problems than it solves. I don’t suppose your father believes in magic?” she asked hopefully. “After all, Susie’s a very capable witch.” 
 
    I had to snort at that. “Are you kidding? He and Mom have been trying to convince Susie to give up all this nonsense ever since she started waving her wand around.” 
 
    “But they’re both church-goers? They believe in God?” 
 
    “Well, sure.” 
 
    “Then they believe in magic of a sort. What we do isn’t all that different.” 
 
    “I doubt they’ll see it that way.” The pastor of our church was a real fire-and-brimstone sort of preacher. He’d probably resurrect the Salem witch trials if he ever caught one of us casting a spell. 
 
    “It’s a start, anyway. All right, try to get some rest, Peter. I’ll call you in the morning once we sort things out.” I appreciated her attempt to sound positive and reassuring but I suspected Mrs. Kendricks felt as overwhelmed as I did. “Good night.” 
 
    “Good night,” I said glumly. I hung up and sat back in my chair, closing my eyes as I massaged my forehead. Between Lilixandriel’s attacks, Amy’s interference, and Dad’s suspicions, I had the beginnings of a major headache blooming under my fingertips. 
 
    I couldn’t do anything about Lilixandriel until she found another demon lord to send after us and Agent Prescott was going to have to somehow convince Dad of his innocence, but there had to be something I could do about Amy. Relying on a doddering old woman to relay messages through Olivia wasn’t a viable long-term solution, assuming we could talk her into it in the first place. 
 
    Is Amy’s control over me a curse or a spell or something else? Can I cancel it out somehow? I reached out with my left hand and flipped through my active spells, but they were pretty much geared towards killing demons and personal survival. The only buffs Melissa left me were Restore and Iron Hide, neither of which were any good against control spells and the like. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I murmured, sitting up straighter. 
 
    “What?” Olivia asked uneasily. 
 
    “Where’s Clarity?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “My Clarity spell. I always have Clarity. It’s the best debuff remover in the game.” I shoved myself back from the table, almost toppling my glass again. “Come on!” 
 
    I ran down the hall and bounded up the stairs two at a time, barging into Melissa’s bedroom. Fortunately, it was still unoccupied and I threw myself into her chair, jiggling her mouse impatiently to wake up her computer. Olivia caught up with me just as I finished logging in to Legends of Lorecraft. 
 
    “What’s going on, Peter?” she demanded. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going to get Amy out of my head.” I pulled up Coronox and accessed his spell book, selecting Clarity. Then I flipped through my memorized spells, trying to decide which one to replace. I finally chose Charm, made the exchange, and hit Save. “Okay,” I said, letting my breath out nervously, “here goes nothing.” I targeted myself and tapped Clarity. 
 
    The room wobbled around me for a moment and then settled down, leaving me blinking. My head felt a bit hollow, as if something was missing, and I gasped in sudden alarm. Did I just cancel out my own magic? I hastily swung my right hand around and the objects in Melissa’s rooms glowed white as the reticle passed over them. I sat back with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Olivia asked doubtfully. “Did it work?” 
 
    “Let’s find out. You still remember about Amy, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said carefully. 
 
    “So turn solid again and see if you still do.” She heaved a put-upon sigh and headed for the door. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “My clothes are downstairs.” 
 
    “Worry about that later. Just change here.” 
 
    “Peter!” She clutched her nightgown to her chest. 
 
    “I won’t look,” I promised, turning my back to her. 
 
    “You’ll peek!” she insisted. 
 
    “I won’t. It’ll just be for a minute, anyway,” I assured her. “You can change right back afterwards.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “This is important,” I told her, exasperated. I looked around for a solution and pointed at Melissa’s bed. “Get under the covers, then. I won’t be able to see a thing.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Just do it. Please?” Olivia hesitated and then sidled over to the bed, keeping an eye on me the entire time. It took her a couple of tries to lift the covers up high enough to slide underneath but she finally got herself positioned in the middle with the blankets pulled all the way up to her chin, watching me nervously. “Okay, whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    She took a shuddery breath and bit her lip. A moment later, she gave me a jerky nod. I peered at her but she looked exactly the same to me. No, I realized, her colors are a bit brighter now. “You’re solid?” I asked, to be sure, and she nodded again. “And you still remember Amy?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered nervously, but she didn’t really need to answer. The fact that I could ask the question was proof enough. 
 
    “All right, it worked!” I pumped my fist in victory. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” I pulled out my phone and tapped Mrs. Kendricks’ number. “Let’s see what we can learn about Amy, Spawn of Darkness.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks was surprised to hear my voice again so soon and astonished to hear about Amy. “I’ve never heard of such a person, demon or otherwise,” she confessed. “She was trapped inside your Philosopher’s Stone all this time?” 
 
    “That’s what she told me,” I acknowledged. “Do you think she’s really the Dread Lord’s daughter?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I would trust anything she says. She obviously doesn’t want the rest of us to know about her, so it’s clear she has some ulterior motive.” 
 
    “She needs us to fight Lilith for her,” I noted. “Maybe she’s not as powerful as she wants me to believe.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Mrs. Kendricks didn’t sound convinced. “She’s powerful enough to stop time and to give you and Melissa your powers back. None of us can do that.” 
 
    “Maybe Dara knows about her. I’ll ask her when she wakes up.” Mrs. Kendricks remained suspiciously silent. “Hello?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Peter. If Amy suspects the rest of us know about her, she may take action to protect herself and we have no idea what she’s really capable of.” 
 
    “But how are we going to get rid of her if we can’t talk about her?” I protested. 
 
    “I’ll make inquiries,” she promised, “but let’s keep this between you and me until we get some answers. Amy’s still helping you for the moment so we don’t need to make any rash decisions just yet. All right?” 
 
    “All right,” I sighed reluctantly. 
 
    “In the meantime, stay alert. Lilith’s still out there somewhere.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Good night, Peter, and good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll need it. Good night.” I hung up and leaned back in the chair, rubbing my eyes. “Crap.” I’d hoped for something more definitive than I’ll make inquiries, but at least someone else knew about Amy now. Two someones, I realized. I turned around and saw Olivia still huddled on Melissa’s bed with the blankets pulled up to her nose, staring at me with wide eyes. “Did you hear all that?” She nodded. “So you know to keep Amy to yourself, right?” Another nod. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Olivia carefully lowered the blankets to uncover her mouth. “Can I go back to being a ghost again?” she asked meekly. 
 
    “What? Oh, yeah. Sorry.” A moment later, the covers slumped onto the mattress, leaving Olivia sitting on top in her nightgown, looking relieved. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    She slid off the bed and stood, carefully settling the skirt of her nightgown around her legs. “So what do we do now?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m going to try to get some sleep. I guess I can use this one,” I mused, eyeing Melissa’s bed. 
 
    “What?” Olivia gasped in alarm. “This is a girl’s bed!” 
 
    “So? What’s the difference?” 
 
    “A girl sleeps in here! What’s wrong with your bed?” 
 
    “It’s filled with girls,” I explained wryly. 
 
    “What?” It was a good thing Olivia was a ghost again, because that would have woken everyone up. “What are they doing there?” 
 
    “Keeping me from sleeping in there. Don’t worry about it, nothing’s going to happen,” I assured her. “Just go to bed and we’ll sort everything out in the morning. Okay?” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Go.” I shooed Olivia out of the room and into the hallway. “Good night.” I said, and I closed the door in her face. 
 
    “It’s not right!” she called, her voice muffled by the door. 
 
    “Good night!” I turned off the light and made my way back to the bed by the dim glow of moonlight against the curtains. I stripped down to my shorts and slid under the sheets, laying my head back against a pillow that smelled faintly of Melissa’s perfume. 
 
    Second base is next, Little Peter reminded me slyly. You know what that means. 
 
    It doesn’t mean anything, I told him firmly. I’m alone. 
 
    If Melissa wakes up and discovers you’re not in your bed, she’s going to come looking for you. If she finds you here – 
 
    Nothing will happen. I’m the alpha male, remember? 
 
    The only alpha anything in this house is Melissa, Little Peter sneered. She’s going to go around those bases as fast as she can and there’s nothing you can do to stop her. 
 
    Shut up, I told him. That wasn’t really a compelling counter-argument but I was too tired to come up with a better one. I closed my eyes and tried not to think about baseball. 
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    Women have an unfair advantage over men, one that almost invariably drives every red-blooded male to distraction. I’m referring, of course, to their breasts. A mere glimpse of cleavage or side-boob can throw men completely off-kilter, while even a hint of a nipple pretty much shorts out the circuitry inside their skulls. 
 
    I know that breasts exist to feed and nurture babies. I’m aware that breasts aren’t inherently sexual and that my obsessive interest in them is largely a product of the society I was raised in. I understand that different cultures have wildly varying opinions on the subject, ranging from Meh, they’re just breasts to Oh my God, cover those up, you’re corrupting the young and innocent! None of that really matters to me, though. I just like looking at them, although I try not to be too obvious about it. 
 
    Movements like #FreeTheNipple have made some inroads towards removing the stigma of naked breasts in public and a handful of cities in North America have actually made it legal for women to walk around topless. Sadly, Hellburn is not one of those enlightened communities, but it’s probably just as well. My heart would seize up on the first day and the undertaker would have trouble getting my eyes to close as he laid me out for burial. 
 
      
 
    “Peter!” I sat bolt upright, scattering pillows left and right as I tried to remember where I was. The blue cover tangled around my legs and the shipping boxes scattered around the floor hinted that I was still in Melissa’s bed but I obviously wasn’t alone in the room anymore. “Help me find my other shoe!” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Something black hit me painfully in my chest and dropped into my lap. I picked it up and discovered a low-heeled leather shoe. Melissa herself was on her hands and knees under her vanity, sweeping her hands through the shadows cast by the early morning light oozing through the curtains. 
 
    “Find the other one!” she ordered in exasperation. “I have to get my makeup on and grab something to eat before I go.” She extracted herself and perched on her chair, snatching up a gold compact and a brush as she leaned into the mirror. She wore a black pleated skirt with a white bra and not much else that I could see. “Hurry!” she insisted, glaring at my reflection as she swept the brush across her cheeks. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I wiggled over to the edge of the bed and retrieved my pants from the floor, trying to get my brain back into gear. 
 
    “Mr. Franklin called. The power’s back on in the office so he wants me down there when he opens.” She used the tip of her little finger to smudge dusky eyeshadow across her lids and then carefully applied mascara to her lashes. I pulled on my pants, pretending not to notice her pretending not to watch me. 
 
    “Oh.” I looked around, searching for the shoe’s twin. There were three other pairs distributed around the floor but none of them matched the one she’d lobbed at me. “So you’re going to be at work all day?” 
 
    “I’ll bring my wand, just in case,” she assured me. She assessed her glossy black nails critically but their warding benefits clearly outweighed the dress code violation and she left them alone. She rattled through a drawerful of lipsticks, inspecting several before finally choosing a dark cherry hue. She pressed her lips together, kissed a tissue to remove the excess, and then turned to face me. “How do I look?” 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Unfinished.” She just smirked, waggled her shoulders at me, and then navigated her way around the boxes to her closet. 
 
    “Shoe,” she reminded me as she plucked a short-sleeved blouse from its hanger. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I muttered.  
 
    “Do you think Lilith is going to send any more demons after us today?” she asked, shrugging on the blouse. “I can tell Mr. Franklin I’m not feeling well or something.” 
 
    “No, she probably doesn’t know where we are.” That’s what Amy thought, anyway, and I didn’t have a reason to doubt her assessment. “We should be safe for the moment.” 
 
    “If you say so. Better?” This blouse had a scooped collar which just hinted at her feminine charms. With her makeup and her hair pulled back, she looked five years older. 
 
    “You look good,” I told her sincerely. “I don’t know about better.” 
 
    “You’re so sweet,” she smiled. “Where’s my shoe?”  
 
    “Working on it.” I knelt beside the bed and peered underneath. There were five mismatched shoes hiding there and I snagged the only black one. “Here.” I held them up and she grabbed them from my hand and dropped them on the floor beside me, leaning on my shoulder for balance as she wiggled her toes into them. 
 
    “Thanks!” she said, blowing me a kiss to avoid smudging her lipstick. “Call me if anything interesting happens.” She was out the door before I could point out the flaw in her plan. 
 
    I went across the hall into Mr. Andrews’ bedroom and found Daraxandriel still sprawled across the bed fast asleep. Susie was gone, though, and I wondered where she was. I dug a clean shirt out of my backpack, pulled on my socks and shoes, and headed downstairs to see if Melissa noticed her mistake yet. She rushed past me before I even reached the kitchen. 
 
    “Later!” she mumbled around her cream cheese bagel as she slung her purse over her shoulder and hurried towards the garage. She slammed the door behind her and I started counting. One, two, three – The door flew open again. “Peter! Where’s my car?” 
 
    “It’s at my house,” I told her. “You turned it into a swimming pool yesterday, remember?” 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault,” she argued. “How am I supposed to get to work now?” 
 
    “I’ll drive you,” I offered. “I want to run over to Mrs. Kendricks’ place anyway.” It would be a lot easier to talk to her about Amy over there without the others listening in. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Oh, um.” I wasn’t awake enough to come up with a plausible reason off the top of my head and Melissa’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. I grabbed at the first thought that popped up. “I didn’t want to worry you about it but my father thinks Agent Prescott and Olivia murdered Lilith.” 
 
    “What?” she asked incredulously. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “I know, it’s weird. Anyway, Olivia and I need to talk to Mrs. Kendricks and see what we can do.” I winced as soon as I said that. I hadn’t planned to take Olivia with me but now I was stuck with it. At least she couldn’t accidentally let anything slip about Amy while we were gone. “Let me go get her.” 
 
    I walked down the hall and tapped on Olivia’s door, easing it open when I didn’t hear a reply. Olivia was curled up under her blankets with only her head showing, smiling contentedly at whatever dream she was having. 
 
    “Olivia,” I called quietly but she didn’t stir. “Olivia!” She mumbled something inaudible. I heaved a sigh and walked to her side to poke her shoulder through the covers. She started and blinked up at me. 
 
    “Peter!” she gasped in surprise and popped. The blankets slumped through her as she clutched her nightgown tightly. “What are you doing in my room?” 
 
    “Come on,” I told her, “we need to drop Melissa off at work.” 
 
    “Why do I need to go?” she complained, sitting up and trying to rake her intangible curls back into some semblance of order with her fingers. “I was sleeping.” 
 
    “So we can talk to Mrs. Kendricks about You-know-who. Let’s go.” I left her room but Olivia stayed where she was. “Well?” 
 
    “I need to change,” she insisted, pointing at her clothes sitting in a neatly-folded stack on a nearby box. “Close the door.” 
 
    “You can go ghost this morning,” I assured her. “We’re in a hurry.” 
 
    “I’d rather be real,” she grumbled but she got to her feet obediently and followed me out. 
 
    “Is Olivia following us?” Melissa whispered, glancing around uneasily as I led them to the front door. 
 
    “I can hear her, you know,” Olivia grumbled. 
 
    “We really need some way for people to know where you are,” I told her. “This is getting old.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault they can’t see me. You’re the one who wouldn’t let me change.” 
 
    “We’re in a hurry,” I told her, exasperated. I pulled open the front door and stopped in my tracks. “Susie! What are you doing out here?” She sat cross-legged on the porch with her palms up and her eyes closed. 
 
    “Greeting the dawn,” she said absently. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Olivia gasped. “She’s naked again!” 
 
    “You can’t do that on my front porch!” Melissa protested. “Everyone can see you!” 
 
    “No, they can’t,” Susie argued. “The van’s in the way.” That wasn’t entirely true. I could clearly see a long section of the sidewalk from where I was standing. Anyone out for an early morning jog would have gotten themselves an eyeful. 
 
    “Well, the van’s about to move,” I told her tersely, “so get back inside.” 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled. She unfolded herself and walked past us into the house without a second glance. 
 
    “Has she always been like this?” Melissa asked me dubiously. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much,” I said, unlocking the van. 
 
    “And you think it’s normal for a girl to be walking around like that all day?” 
 
    “I’m just used to it,” I told her as I climbed into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Oh? And I suppose you expect me to do the same when we move in together?” She slid into the passenger seat beside me, giving me a look I couldn’t quite interpret. 
 
    “I’m going to plead the Fifth on that.” I looked around for Olivia and found her standing beside the van, glaring resentfully at Melissa with her fists on her hips, as if she’d intended to have the front seat. I opened the side door for her with the remote and she climbed in and sat in the middle with ill grace. “All right, everyone, keep your seat backs and tray tables in their upright positions.” Both girls rolled their eyes at me. 
 
    We reached downtown in the middle of the morning rush hour, although that didn’t mean all that much in Hellburn. Most of the debris from yesterday’s excitement had been cleared away, but temporary stop signs stood in place of some of the traffic signals. The entrance to the library parking lot was blocked off with orange cones and I slowed down as we passed, watching a work crew scratch their heads as they inspected the damage to the alley. 
 
    “I guess the coven won’t be meeting tonight,” Melissa noted. The front doors had caution tape strung across them. “Do you think they’re going to be able to repair it?” 
 
    “It depends on how badly it’s damaged,” I said. “Bellagra-whatever really messed it up.” 
 
    “And he was only a six, Dara said.” She rubbed her arms as if she was cold. “What’s the next one going to be like?” 
 
    Worse, I thought, but I couldn’t admit that out loud. “Let’s worry about that when it happens. Here you go.” I pulled over to the curb across from Mr. Franklin’s office building. 
 
    “Thanks.” Melissa leaned over with her lips puckered expectantly so I kissed her fleetingly, all too aware of Olivia’s disapproving glower. Melissa seemed disappointed by my feeble osculatory effort but she opened her door and slid out onto the curb. 
 
    “When should I pick you up?” I asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. “You don’t need to. I’ll call Luis at the dealership and have him drop off a loaner for me and tow my car to the shop. Try not to get yourself killed during office hours, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I told her dryly. She closed the door and jogged across the street, pausing to blow me another kiss before disappearing inside the lobby. 
 
    Olivia climbed into her vacated spot and resumed her sullen glare out the window. “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said curtly.  
 
    That obviously meant no but I couldn’t tell what was bothering her. Is she still annoyed at being woken up early? I wondered. Is she bored? Is she hungry? No, she’s a ghost, she doesn’t eat. Is she jealous of Melissa? That was a definite possibility but if I guessed wrong, I’d just make things worse. I decided to stall for time and pulled out my phone to call Mrs. Kendricks. 
 
    “Do you think I’m pretty?” 
 
    I froze with my finger hovering over my phone. Uh-oh. “Yes, of course,” I assured her. 
 
    “Prettier than Melissa?” 
 
    “You’re both pretty.” The slight tightening of her lips indicated that wasn’t the right answer, or at least not the one she wanted to hear. 
 
    “Am I prettier than Dara?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Dara’s a special case. You can’t really compare her to –” 
 
    “But you like looking at her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” I admitted carefully. 
 
    “And Melissa too.” 
 
    “Um, yes.” 
 
    Olivia finally turned to face me. “Do you like looking at me?” 
 
    I swallowed. “Sure, of course.” 
 
    “But you don’t want me to be your girlfriend.” 
 
    “There’s more to being a girlfriend than just being pretty,” I argued, wondering how I was going to get out of this conversation in one piece. 
 
    “Like boobs.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your girlfriend has to have boobs, right? That’s why you like them better than you like me.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” I protested. She was right about the boobs part, but only in the sense that a girlfriend had to be a girl and all girls had boobs. The exact size and shape didn’t much matter to me, frankly, although I had to admit that Melissa and Dara both possessed superb examples of the species. “Yours are, um, fine,” I said, clearing my throat again awkwardly. 
 
    Olivia gasped in alarm, hugging herself tightly. “How would you know that? Did you see me last night?” 
 
    “No!” I assured her hastily. “I’m just saying that you’re probably in good shape, being a ballet dancer and all.”  
 
    “Well, okay,” she acknowledged slowly, still eyeing me sidelong. She kept her arms crossed, though. “I don’t think you should choose girlfriends based on their bra size,” she groused to herself. 
 
    “I’m not!” If that were the case, I would have picked Mrs. Kendricks the first time she tried to seduce me. “There are a lot of factors to consider.” 
 
    “Exactly! A girlfriend should be kind and gracious and funny and happy and demure and supportive and –” 
 
    “In other words, she should be you.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” she mumbled, twirling a lock of hair around her finger. 
 
    Why is she so obsessed with being my girlfriend? I’m wondered irritably. She knows I like Dara and she knows Melissa’s already claimed me and she knows we wouldn’t have much of a future together. I mean, sure, I’m the only person she can talk to as a ghost, but – oh. The truth finally dawned on me. She’s afraid I’ll abandon her after all this is over unless she becomes my girlfriend. How do I convince her that’s not true? 
 
    “Olivia.” Her big blue-gray eyes looked up at me, glimmering with hope, and I cleared my throat. “I like you, I really do. You’re pretty and demure and all those other things you said but –” 
 
    “But I’m dead, that’s what you’re going to say, isn’t it?” She turned away from me, her shoulders slumping. “You can’t love a ghost.” 
 
    “I love a lot of people,” I told her firmly, “and at least one of them isn’t even human. You being dead isn’t the problem, it’s that we hardly know each other. We only met a couple of days ago, remember?” 
 
    She hazarded a glance over her shoulder. “So you’d like me better if you knew me better?” 
 
    “I’m sure I would,” I hedged, “but let’s take care of our more immediate problem first, okay?” She frowned doubtfully. “Lilith’s plan to kill me and take the Philosopher’s Stone?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Her thoughtful expression worried me, if she was contemplating whether my death would be such a bad thing after all. “So what’s next?” she asked, sounding a bit more chipper. 
 
    “Next we see if Mrs. Kendricks learned anything about Amy.” I tapped Mrs. Kendricks’ number before Olivia could concoct more reasons why we would make a perfect couple. 
 
    “Peter! I didn’t expect you to be up so early.” Mrs. Kendricks sounded tired and I wondered if she’d gotten any sleep at all. 
 
    “I had to drop Melissa off at work. Did you find out anything?” 
 
    “About Amy? Peter, it’s seven-thirty in the morning. I don’t have a worldwide network of demonologists sitting by the phone waiting for me to call. All I can do is contact a few people I happen to know and see if they’ve heard of anything matching Amy’s description. I’ll let you know what I find,” she promised, “but don’t expect anything soon.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed, disappointed. “So what should we do in the meantime?” 
 
    “I spoke to Ryan a couple of hours ago and told him about your father’s suspicions. He was shocked, to say the least.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” I noticed Olivia leaning closer, trying to listen in, so I set my phone on speaker mode. “Does he have a plan?” 
 
    “Not yet. He’s on his way to Dallas to pick up the other two agents but he should be back before noon. Hopefully he’ll think of something by then.” 
 
    “Dad’s going to be looking for him this morning,” I warned. “Skipping out of town looks suspicious.” 
 
    “I’m more concerned about your father looking for Olivia,” Mrs. Kendricks said. “If he discovers her, ah, special nature, we’re going to have a situation on our hands.” 
 
    Olivia and I exchanged a worried look. “I guess she needs to stay invisible until we come up with a cover story.” 
 
    “Except then your father will wonder what happened to her. Does he know she’s with you now?” 
 
    “If he doesn’t remember, Mom will remind him,” I sighed heavily. “I need to stay invisible too, I guess.” 
 
    “Or at least avoid answering any phone calls from him for a while,” she suggested. “In the meantime, we still have Lilith to worry about.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I muttered. We’d faced three attacks in less than twelve hours and I doubted Lilixandriel was going to let up now. I surveyed Milton Street to make sure some new demonic assassin hadn’t already tracked me down. “Maybe I should just surrender and get it over with,” I said glumly. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia exclaimed, shocked. 
 
    “Don’t even think that, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks told me sternly. “We’ll find a way out of this, I promise.” Even though I knew she was just saying that, it still made me feel a bit better to hear it. “I asked Tara and the other witches to stay alert. They’ll let me know immediately if they sense anything we need to be concerned about.” 
 
    “Susie and Melissa too?” 
 
    “I imagine they’ll contact you directly if anything comes up,” she said wryly. “Anastasia’s with me right now but she’s planning to make a few sweeps through town this morning, just in case Lilith decides to strike early.” 
 
    “That’s quite an army you have there,” I observed. 
 
    “Barely a squad,” she sighed, “and very few of them have the skills to confront a demon directly. Anastasia’s the strongest of all of them – not surprisingly, since I’ve been training her since she was born – but Susie might actually be better than she is in some ways. She’s a bit scary sometimes,” she admitted. 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” 
 
    “The one I’m most concerned about is Melissa. The powers you’ve described aren’t Goddess-given like the ones she had before. They’re too unbalanced, too – dark.” 
 
    “My powers are almost the same,” I pointed out. “You’re not worried about me, are you?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine you deliberately causing anyone harm, Peter. Even when you were fighting for your life against Dr. Bellowes, you were trying to stop him, not kill him. Melissa –” Mrs. Kendricks hesitated. “I’m not sure I say the same thing about her.” 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine but I shook my head in denial. “Melissa’s just doing what she has to do,” I insisted firmly. “We’d all be dead by now if it weren’t for her.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed, “and perhaps I’m just borrowing trouble, as my mother used to say. Just keep an eye on her. You know her better than the rest of us and you’re more likely to notice any changes, for better or worse.” 
 
    “All right,” I agreed uneasily. I glanced up at the second-story window where Melissa’s office was, wondering what she was doing right now. The odds of her using magic during office hours were probably pretty low, so I figured I didn’t need to worry about her until quitting time at least. 
 
    “I’ll call you if I hear anything back about Amy,” Mrs. Kendricks promised. “In the meantime, you and Olivia just stay out of sight until Ryan gets back.” 
 
    “I think I can manage that,” Olivia joked, although her smile faded quickly into a pensive frown. 
 
    “We will,” I promised. “I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Goodbye.” She hung up and I silently tucked my phone away, wondering what other disasters were waiting in the wings for me today. I shifted the van into drive and pulled out onto Milton Street. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Olivia asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I haven’t had breakfast yet. Do you like taquitos?” 
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    Up until recently, death hasn’t been particularly high on my list of things to worry about. Like most teenagers, I figured I had at least half a century to go before I needed to choose between burial and cremation, let alone what sort of inscription I want on my headstone. That estimate is looking a bit optimistic at the moment, but my current priority is still avoiding death rather than planning its aftermath. 
 
    Most people expect their loved ones to see them off with a respectful funeral service and a plot in the local cemetery, eternal care included. Depending on their ethnic background, a wake might be thrown in for good measure. Maybe it’s just me but the whole burial process seems unnecessarily expensive and kind of pointless. The dead person certainly doesn’t get to enjoy any of it and afterwards only the truly devoted will bother to visit the grave more than once a year. 
 
    I’m leaning towards cremation myself. It’s more economical, your family doesn’t have to find six friends strong enough to tote your casket around, and they get a very tasteful urn to place on the mantlepiece, hopefully out of reach of the cat. If you ask them to scatter your ashes, you’ll even get to swim in the ocean one last time and they can use the urn as a cookie jar afterwards. That’s a win-win for everyone. 
 
      
 
    “You’re dripping.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Olivia pointed at the end of my taquito and I dabbed at it with my napkin. “Thanks. Are you sure you don’t want one?” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to wear,” she groused for the umpteenth time. “I’d rather have beignets anyway.” 
 
    “Ben-yays?” 
 
    “Beignets,” she corrected me firmly. “They’re like big square donut holes covered in powdered sugar.” 
 
    “That sounds unhealthy.” 
 
    “And scrambled eggs, cheese, and sausage rolled up in a tortilla is supposed to be good for you?” she asked skeptically. “That’s like a Mexican heart attack.” 
 
    “Fewer carbs,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you that.” She sat back in the passenger seat and glowered out the window. “This is a great view,” she observed sourly. “I bet people come from all over just to eat their burgers here.” 
 
    “Don’t blame me. I’m not the guy who decided to build a Whataburger beside a cemetery.” The Hellburn Memorial Cemetery stretched out in front of us, three acres of carefully manicured grass with countless weather-worn headstones and monuments laid out in neat rows. I was willing to bet there were more bodies buried here than Hellburn’s current population. 
 
    “Well, you certainly know how to show a dead girl a good time.” 
 
    “We can walk over there if you want. Maybe you’ll meet some new friends.” 
 
    “No thanks,” she grimaced. “I’d probably start screaming if I saw another ghost and that would be embarrassing.” 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is ironic.”  
 
    She just rolled her eyes as she drummed her fingers on the armrest. After a minute, she glanced over at me and cleared her throat. “Peter?” she asked thoughtfully. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Does it bother you that your girlfriend is evil?” 
 
    I blinked at her in surprise. “What are you talking about? Melissa’s not evil.” 
 
    “Unbalanced and dark, isn’t that what Mrs. Kendricks said? That sounds evil to me.” 
 
    “She was talking about Melissa’s powers, not her.” 
 
    “It’s the same thing.” 
 
    “It is not! Power is just power, it’s what you do with it that’s good or evil.” 
 
    “She kills things with it,” she pointed out. 
 
    “She kills demons! Killing evil things is good!” 
 
    “Don’t demons kill other demons? Dara said they’re always stabbing each other in the back.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean Melissa’s evil! Why are you bringing this up all of a sudden?” 
 
    Olivia looked out the passenger window, casually twisting a strand of hair around her finger. “No reason,” she said lightly. “I’m just making conversation.” 
 
    “You want me to dump Melissa and pick you as my new girlfriend,” I accused her. 
 
    “Peter!” She turned wide, innocent eyes on me. “I would never do anything to make you unhappy and Melissa’s a friend, sort of. Although,” she bit her lip winsomely, “hypothetically, if you two did break up –” 
 
    “Stop right there,” I warned her. “This isn’t the time to be fighting over girlfriends and boyfriends, okay? We’re in a lot of trouble right now and we have to work together as a team to get through it, right? Right?” I prompted when she didn’t respond. 
 
    “I guess,” she grumbled, slumping in her seat and glaring through the windshield. 
 
    “Go team,” I said, rolling my eyes. I munched down the remains of my taquito, chugged the last swallow of milk, and stuffed my trash into the orange-and-white-striped Whataburger bag sitting on the floor between us. “I guess we’ll go back to the house and wait for Agent Prescott to get back.” 
 
    I pulled out of the Whataburger parking lot behind a city bus and followed it all of two hundred feet before it stopped. It sat there for what seemed to be an extraordinarily long time but it finally roared off in a cloud of diesel fumes. I paused to let the smoke dissipate and Olivia suddenly turned and plastered her face against the passenger window. 
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed breathlessly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Back there, going into the cemetery! It’s Lilith!” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” I craned my neck and caught a glimpse of someone in a white blouse and black skirt walking across the cemetery’s parking lot towards the gated entrance. “Are you sure?” I asked doubtfully. The woman’s size and shape seemed about right but I didn’t see any hint of horns or a tail. 
 
    “I’m sure! Turn around!” 
 
    We were already past the entrance to the lot and the driver behind me laid on his horn to express his displeasure at our lack of forward progress. I sped ahead to the next light, waited impatiently for the light to change, and made a slightly-illegal U-turn. By the time I pulled into the lot, Lilith was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Where did she go?” I asked, puzzled. There weren’t a lot of places to hide, although some of the monuments and statues were fairly substantial. “You’re sure that wasn’t a ghost or something?” 
 
    “How would I know?” Olivia retorted. 
 
    “Because you’re a ghost?” 
 
    “I don’t know what ghosts look like, Peter,” she complained. “I can’t see myself in a mirror.” 
 
    “But you can see your arms and legs, right?” 
 
    She looked down at herself. “Well, yes, but I look perfectly normal to me.” 
 
    “You’re translucent,” I pointed out. 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. I can see right through you, more or less.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not what I see. Are we going to look for Lilith or not?” 
 
    “Yes.” I pulled into a parking slot and hopped out. There were no other cars in the lot and no other people in sight, other than the patrons of the Whataburger next door. Olivia watched me through the window until I opened the door for her. “We don’t really have time for this,” I reminded her tersely. “If that really was Lilith –” 
 
    “It was,” she insisted. 
 
    “Just keep your eyes open. This might be our only chance to catch her by surprise.  Let’s go.” 
 
    We scurried across the pavement and passed through the ornate wrought iron gate that marked the boundary between the land of the living and the domain of the dead. Narrow gravel paths spidered out in several directions and I chose the one leading towards a cluster of marble columns bearing weeping angels. They looked big enough for Lilixandriel to play hide-and-seek in, although I couldn’t imagine why she would. 
 
    “Peter!” I felt something cold pass through me as Olivia tried to grab my arm. She was pointing off to the side but I didn’t see anyone standing there. Then a small black shape darted between two headstones. 
 
    “Crap, is that an imp?” I glanced around and spotted another yellow-eyed cat peering at us from behind a granite effigy. “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “It’s a trap!” Olivia breathed. 
 
    “They must have spotted us at the Whataburger and told Lilith.” I looked around but there was no sign of our nemesis. That observation did nothing to keep my heart from thumping loudly in my chest. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    I turned to match actions to words and stopped. I couldn’t see the van or the gate or anything else in that direction. A thick, roiling gray fog surrounded us, reducing our world to a patch of cemetery maybe a hundred feet across. 
 
    “This is bad.” I raised my left hand to activate my damage spells but I couldn’t see anything to fry, freeze, or zap. Even the imps had disappeared. 
 
    “Peter, do something!” Olivia hid behind me, although if I were a demon lord intent on killing an enchanter, I’d sneak up from that direction. I didn’t tell her that, though. 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions.” I swept my targeting reticle across the fog but nothing lit up. I thought about trying to dispel the mist with Whirlwind, until I remembered that Melissa replaced it with Blizzard and I didn’t feel like freezing to death today. 
 
    “Put your arms around me,” I told her and a chill encircled my waist. “I’m going to teleport us out of here.” I wasn’t actually sure it would work on ghosts but she wasn’t in any real danger anyway. I fixed an image of my bedroom in my mind and reached for Teleportal. Then I realized that Mom might be in there collecting the laundry so I switched to Melissa’s bedroom instead. “If we get separated, head for Melissa’s house.” 
 
    “What?” Olivia asked in alarm but I tapped the icon, gritting my teeth in anticipation for another bout of dizziness. Nothing happened. “What do you mean, if we get separated? Are you leaving me behind?” 
 
    I tapped again, harder this time, but there was no response. I peered at my spell bar and several of the icons were grayed out, as if I’d used them recently and they were still on cooldown. Or if they’re being blocked, I thought uneasily. Whoever or whatever created this fog was making sure we couldn’t leave. 
 
    “Okay, that didn’t work, so here’s Plan B.” Unfortunately, I didn’t actually have a Plan B. I looked around, searching for an escape route, and froze as a heavy metallic rattle came from somewhere. It sounded like a chain being pulled across stone, accompanied by a hollow clatter than I couldn’t place. “Did you hear that?” I whispered. 
 
    “There!” Olivia’s shaky finger pointed to my right, where the fog was a bit darker. A vaguely humanoid shape emerged and we stared at it as the mist thinned around it. “Oh my God!” she squeaked. 
 
    The creature – Lilixandriel’s newest demon lord, no doubt – was unnaturally tall and thin, with disproportionately long and spindly limbs. Its flesh was dark and mottled, wreathed in the tattered remnants of a tunic or shroud, and its head hung low on its chest with hollowed eyesockets and a gaping mouth. Crudely-forged chains were manacled to its wrists and ankles, trailing behind it over the headstones as it stepped forward ponderously, and skulls dangled from the links like gruesome charms. Most of them were human; quite a few weren’t. 
 
    It paused in its relentless approach, raising its head, but I didn’t wait to hear whatever it had to say. I locked my reticle on it, highlighting it in white, and hit Flame Lance. Blazing fire shot out from my right hand and engulfed it from head to toe. It didn’t move or scream or try to protect itself from the inferno. Instead, it just stood there silently and when the flames finally flickered out, it continued its advance, absolutely unharmed. 
 
    I swore under my breath and hit the next icon. Immobilize, thankfully, did what it was supposed to, stopping it in its tracks, but my sigh of relief was cut off when it raised its arm and the dangling chain whipped through the air like an iron tentacle, aiming straight for my head. I ducked and cast Iron Hide on myself, just before another chain hit me from behind like a runaway train, sending me tumbling across the graves. I wasn’t hurt but it knocked the wind out of me and I lay there gasping, staring at Olivia who was staring back at me. The chain had passed through her like she wasn’t there. 
 
    “Peter!” she screamed, but I already heard the slither of chains and I stumbled to my feet. Two of them came at me from opposite directions and I tried to hit one with Frost Lance but it was moving too quickly. It tangled itself around my legs, knocking me down again, and the other encircled my right arm, yanking it backwards at a painful angle. I couldn’t aim my hand at the demon but I could target myself and I hit Arcane Shield. 
 
    Bright sparks crackled all around me and the chains loosened just enough to let me wriggle free but the other two chains looped in and tried to lasso me. My shield kept them from getting a grip on me but it wasn’t going to last much longer. 
 
    Mind Shock seemed to give the demon pause but it shook it off quickly. Crush staggered it but it gathered itself and threw its chains at me again, brushing aside my second try at Frost Lance like it was swatting away an annoying insect. The faint shimmering glow of my shield sputtered and vanished as the chains pulled me forward onto my hands and knees. The scrape of the rough edges of the chain against my skin told me Iron Hide had worn off as well. 
 
    A sharp pain stabbed through my arm and I saw to my horror that one of the skulls had latched onto my forearm and was already drawing blood. I smashed it against the nearest gravestone, trying to dislodge then, but that only caused it to bite down harder. The other skulls gnashed their jaws, trying to reach me. 
 
    One of the chains wrapped itself around my chest, squeezing hard, and another looped itself around my neck, strangling me as it bent me backwards. I scrabbled at it with my free hand, trying to pull it away, but I wasn’t strong enough.  
 
    “Olivia!” I croaked. “Don’t let it take the Stone! Bring it to Mrs. Kendricks!” I tried to reach under my shirt to pull it out but the demon’s chains were too tight and my vision was starting to blur around the edges. Another skull bit my hand and I couldn’t shake it off. 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia grabbed one of the chains to pull it off of me but her hands slipped right through. “Leave him alone!” She punched the skull on my arm, to no avail. 
 
    “Get the Stone!” I begged her, barely able to get the words out. “Get out of here!” 
 
    “No, I’m not leaving you! Let him go!” she shouted, turning on the demon. It ignored her as its chains dragged me closer, wrapping me up tightly like a chainmail cocoon. The demon loomed over me, still absolutely silent, and reached down with its spidery fingers to take the Philosopher’s Stone from my soon-to-be-dead body.  
 
    “Don’t touch him!” Olivia shrieked. She jumped on the demon’s back, wrapping her arms around its neck, and it reared back in surprise, no doubt feeling the icy chill of her touch. It reached back over its head but its grasping hands encountered nothing solid. 
 
    Olivia tried to punch the demon in the back but her hand plunged deep into its body. The demon staggered and flailed its limbs like it had been electrocuted and the chains loosened ever so slightly, letting me suck in a sweet lungful of air. 
 
    “Do that again!” I croaked. 
 
    “Ew, there’s something pulsing in there,” she grimaced, shaking her hand like it was covered in slime. 
 
    “That’s its heart! Grab it and –” The chains locked around my throat again and I couldn’t breathe anymore. 
 
    “Ew,” she moaned but she stuck her hand inside again, clamping her eyes closed. 
 
    The demon shook itself violently and two of its chains released me, whipping around and slashing at its own back as it tried to dislodge whatever was attacking it. It stumbled around and fell heavily to its knees, scrabbling at its chest as its eyes and mouth gaped wider than I would have thought possible. All of the skulls clattered and chattered and the two chains holding me spasmed, tightening like vises. Something cracked in my chest and everything started going dark. The last thing I saw before my eyes fluttered closed was Olivia standing over the demon with both hands stuck into its back and her teeth bared in squeamish concentration. 
 
    “Peter? Peter!” Olivia’s voice came from somewhere far away. “Oh my God, Peter!” Something or someone pulled at the chains coiled around me and they loosened enough to let me breathe again. I just lay there, wincing at the stabbing pain in my chest but grateful that I was still alive enough to feel pain. 
 
    Slowly, I lifted my hand and felt around my chest, searching for the Philosopher’s Stone. For an awful moment, I thought the demon had somehow taken it, but I found it trapped under my other arm and pressed it against my skin. Moments later, its soothing warmth rushed through me and washed away my injuries, leaving me weak but whole again. 
 
    I opened my eyes and found Olivia’s anxious eyes just inches from mine. “Oh my God, Peter, are you okay? You’re bleeding! Or you were, just a minute ago,” she frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    I struggled to sit up and slowly unwound the chains from my neck and chest, throwing them aside. The skulls lay motionless, as did the demon, sprawled on its back and gaping sightlessly up at the sky. The encircling fog was gone and I saw a small crowd in the Whataburger parking lot looking in our direction and pointing. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said hoarsely, pushing myself to my feet. My hand and arm were covered in blood – my blood, I realized – and my jeans had a huge bite-shaped tear in them. “We don’t want to end up on someone’s Facebook page.” 
 
    “But what about that thing?” Olivia asked, pointing at the demon’s corpse. “We can’t just leave it here, can we?” 
 
    I glanced around to make sure no one was close enough to see what I was doing and used Decay. The demon’s body and its collection of skulls slumped into dust, while the chains corroded into rust. I didn’t have an unobtrusive way to disperse the evidence so the groundskeepers were going to have a bit of a mystery on their hands the next time they came by.  
 
    “Let’s take the scenic route back to the van,” I told Olivia. “Maybe no one will think we had anything to do with this.” I continued along the gravel path towards the columns, trying not to look over my shoulder to see if anyone was coming to see what might have caused that fog. “Thanks, by the way.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    I glanced at her in surprise. “For saving my life. You just killed a demon lord with your bare hands, remember?” 
 
    She stopped in her tracks and stared at me. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “I did, didn’t I?” She looked down at her hands and then hastily scrubbed them on her nightgown. “Ew, I’m going to have to take a bath when we get home. It was all squishy and pulsing and – yuck!” She shuddered and hunched her shoulders. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate your sacrifice,” I told her wryly. “The others are going to be sorry they missed out. Which reminds me.” I pulled out my phone, thankfully undamaged by my ordeal. “I need to tell Mrs. Kendricks about this.” 
 
    My phone chose that moment to ring. I half-expected it to be Mrs. Kendricks, belatedly warning me about another pending demon attack, but it wasn’t her number. It was Lilixandriel’s. I swallowed my heart back into my chest and answered it. “Hello?” 
 
    “I have underestimated thee, Peter Simon Collins,” she said mildly, as if she was commenting on the weather. “Thou hast bested my champion all on thy own, without any of thy troublesome companions to aid thee.” 
 
    She doesn’t know Olivia’s with me. “Give it up, Lilith,” I told her with as much confidence as I could muster. “You can’t beat us. You’ll never get the Stone.” 
 
    “This is but the opening act of our little play,” she said dismissively. “Bellaxragor, Sadraximbril, and Uxbranidorn were but tests for thee, to gauge thy skill and fortitude. I have thy measure now and mightier lords than these await my summons. Thou shalt find thyself sorely outmatched when comes the climax of our show.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it. We have reinforcements coming too.” 
 
    Lilixandriel laughed. “Dost thou refer to Agent Prescott and his little band of hunters? They have chased me for years and have naught to show for it. Nay, thou dost strew more lives in the path of thy inevitable destruction. Surrender to me now and spare them their agonizing deaths.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Lilith.” 
 
    “Then their fates are sealed, as is thine. Look closely at the headstones at thy feet, Peter Simon Collins, for thine will soon be placed among them.” 
 
    I looked down at the polished marble markers on either side of the path and my breath caught in my throat. “How do you know where I am, Lilith?” I demanded. “Are you still here?”  
 
    The call disconnected and I whirled around. On the far side of the cemetery, a woman turned away from me, but her spiky silver hair glittered in the sunlight. “Lilith!” I shouted, but she ignored me. Dark shadows surrounded her for a moment and then she was gone. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Olivia gasped. “She was watching us the whole time?” 
 
    “We have to get out of here before she sends someone else after us.” I gave up on my earlier plan to loop around to the parking lot and instead headed straight for the van, but Olivia stayed where she was. “Come on!” I insisted but she didn’t move. She didn’t even blink. “Oh, crap,” I muttered. “AMY!” 
 
    “There’s no need to shout, Peter, I’m right here.” I spun around and found her seated on top of a rectangular epitaph not five feet away, still decked out in black from head to toe. She fit right in with the scenery, actually. “I’m truly impressed, that was masterful work. And when I say impressed, I mean surprised. Uxbranidorn had you dead to rights, emphasis on dead. I was just about to step in and save you.” Amy cocked her head sideways, eyeing me thoughtfully. “How did you kill him? That didn’t look like one of your usual sort of spells.” 
 
    I caught myself before I glanced over at Olivia. Amy still didn’t know about her and apparently didn’t realize I’d removed her hold on me. “Does it really matter?” I countered. “He’s dead, that’s the important part.” 
 
    “Mmm, true.” She slid off her perch and brushed the dust off her butt. “We’re right on schedule. Lilixandriel’s really pissed that you’re not dead yet so she’s going to bump things up a couple of notches now. The next fight should be really exciting.” Her gleeful grin gave me shivers. 
 
    “Can’t we stop now?” I pleaded. “She’s already gotten three demon lords and a hellhound killed. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “Oh, Peter, don’t be like that. Think of the rewards when all this is over.” 
 
    “Rewards?”  
 
    “Absolutely! When I’m restored to my rightful place, I’ll be ever so grateful.” She batted her eyes at me. “I’ll give you anything you want.” 
 
    “Anything?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “No, of course not, don’t be silly. But maybe I’ll grant you a wish. Nothing weird,” she warned. “I won’t be your sex slave.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t pretend you weren’t thinking about it. I’ve seen how you look at me.” She primped her hair disdainfully. 
 
    “I don’t look at you like that!” I sputtered. 
 
    “Nonsense, you can’t resist me and you know it. But we’ll sort all that out later,” Amy said, waving a careless hand. “In the meantime, try not to die. Ta!” She snapped her fingers and vanished. 
 
    Olivia ran by me, heading for the van, and then came to a halt with a quizzical expression when I didn’t follow her. “Why did you stop?” 
 
    “Amy was just here.” 
 
    “Amy?” She looked around uneasily. “What did she want?” 
 
    She thinks I’m in love with her for some bizarre reason. I decided to keep that little tidbit to myself. “She said things are going to get even worse now,” I told her instead, gesturing to what remained of Uxbranidorn’s mortal remains, “but she’s not interested in stopping it. We have to find Lilith before she finds us again and put an end to this.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” I sighed. “Lilith can just hide in the shadowed paths while she recruits more demons and we can’t follow her there. Well, maybe Dara could,” I mused. “Maybe she can find out what Lilith’s planning and warn us.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t Lilith be expecting that, though?” Olivia asked doubtfully. “She has to know we’ll be looking for her.” 
 
    “Probably, but it’s worth a shot. In the meantime,” I eyed the flashing lights of a police car pulling into the Whataburger, “let’s get out of here before someone blames us for vandalizing a cemetery.” 
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    When you look at something but think you see something else, that’s an optical illusion. You’ve probably seen that infamous picture that’s either a vase or a pair of faces, depending on what part you focus on, or encountered patterns that seem to rotate even though they’re printed on a sheet of paper. Most of the time, everyone else sees exactly the same thing that you do, which is reassuring. 
 
    Hallucinations, on the other hand, are when you see something that isn’t there at all. Sometimes it’s just a trick of the light or something moving out of the corner of your eye, sometimes it’s the result of a raging fever or the side-effects of some recreational drug, and sometimes it’s just your mind messing with you. If you ask someone whether they see the same thing and they say no, then you’re experiencing a hallucination. If you think they’re lying about it, well, now you’re straying into paranoia. 
 
    The truly scary part is when your hallucination starts telling you to do things you wouldn’t normally do. No, I take that back. The scary part is when you decide to go along with the suggestions. No good can come from an imaginary person making your choices for you. Just say no.  
 
      
 
    “Goddess give me strength,” Mrs. Kendricks murmured, using both hands to rub her temples. “That was extremely foolish of you, Peter. What in the world were you thinking, going after her on your own?” 
 
    “That I could end this once and for all,” I told her, but I knew she was right. The only reason I was sitting at her kitchen table in one piece was sitting on the counter beside me. 
 
    “I thought you were very brave,” Olivia said quietly, playing with the tissue paper ghost Mrs. Kendricks made her to keep track of her. The doll’s face, two felt pen dots for the eyes and a circle for the mouth, expressed a very different sentiment. 
 
    “And you didn’t think to wonder why Lilith was wandering around a cemetery in broad daylight?” Mrs. Kendricks went on sternly. 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not the one you should be apologizing to,” she said, but she sat back and picked up her teacup with a shake of her head. “Ryan and the others will be back in a couple of hours. Until then, you need to stay out of sight.” 
 
    “Amy’s not going to like that,” I pointed out. “She wants Lilith to find me.” 
 
    “Amy,” she echoed softly, giving me an odd sort of look. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No, it’s nothing. Just an idle thought.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I insisted. 
 
    She hesitated and then shrugged. “Amy first appeared when Susie released Olivia from your Philosopher’s Stone, correct? May I see it?” 
 
    I fished the chain out from under the t-shirt I’d borrowed from her to replace my bloodied one and held it up. Mrs. Kendricks leaned closer and cupped it in her hand, gazing at it intensely for the longest time before releasing it, letting it fall back against my chest. 
 
    “That flash shouldn’t have happened,” she said. “An unbinding spell doesn’t have any visual effects. It’s possible Susie made a careless mistake. You know how she can get sometimes,” she added ruefully. 
 
    “What sort of mistake?” I asked uneasily. “Olivia’s not still tied to the Stone, is she?” 
 
    “No, that part seems to have worked properly, but it’s not inconceivable that Susie may have accidentally unbound something from you as well. Something from your subconscious.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks cleared her throat. “Peter, is it possible that Amy is a figment of your imagination, one that only manifests under stressful situations?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Does Amy resemble anyone you know,” she pressed, “or someone you knew in the past?” 
 
    “I don’t know any tweener goth girls!” I told her heatedly. 
 
    “A character in a movie you’ve seen or a story you’ve read?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Peter,” Olivia said hesitantly, “what about all those comic books in your room? A lot of them have girls wearing that sort of outfit, don’t they?” 
 
    “No, of course n–” My voice trailed off in confused dismay. The truth was, a lot of them did. Precocious loli goth magical girls were a common theme in Japanese manga, although I couldn’t remember any characters named Amy or anyone who looked like her. Was she was an amalgamation of multiple characters, brought to life by whatever mayhem Susie had inflicted on me? “No,” I said firmly, shaking my head, “that doesn’t make any sense. What about my powers? Where did those come from?” 
 
    “It’s possible that Dara was mistaken and your powers weren’t taken from you after Dr. Bellowes was killed. Maybe they’ve simply been lying dormant and Susie reactivated them.” 
 
    “But they’re not the same powers as before!” I argued. “They change whenever I swap them out in Lorecraft!” 
 
    “That may just mean that your subconscious mind is using your game as a visual guide for modifying them.” 
 
    “Well, what about Melissa’s powers, then? How did she get those?” 
 
    “Susie’s spell may have spilled over into her as well.” 
 
    “But she’s not seeing manga characters!” 
 
    “I don’t have any answers, Peter,” she admitted with a sigh. “The fact that none of us have seen Amy makes it difficult to make any judgments about her.” 
 
    “You think I’m hallucinating her!” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think, frankly. You have to admit that an invisible girl that only you can see or talk to is hard to accept at face value.” I silently pointed at Olivia, who made her doll swoop back and forth through the air. Mrs. Kendricks blinked and then snorted in laughter. “Touché,” she smiled, “but I’ve actually seen Olivia and spoken with her.” 
 
    “Well, this is great,” I muttered. “So now I’m going insane on top of everything else.” 
 
    “I believe you, Peter,” Olivia reassured me. “I mean, it’s not like Amy is some twisted secret fantasy of yours, right?” 
 
    “No, absolutely not!” Mrs. Kendricks’ eyebrows lifted and I pointed at the ghost doll. “Olivia,” I explained. 
 
    “Ah.” She sipped her tea thoughtfully, watching me over the rim of her cup. The silence stretched out and I started to fidget under her appraising gaze. 
 
    “So,” I said finally, “I guess we should get going.” I pushed my chair back and Olivia slipped down off the counter. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be wandering around by yourself, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks warned me. “Look what happened last time. You’ll be safer here.” 
 
    “He’s not alone,” Olivia told her irritably. “I’m with him.” Mrs. Kendricks didn’t hear her, of course. 
 
    “We’re just going back to Melissa’s place,” I said. “We left Susie and Dara by themselves and that’s never a good idea. Besides, what if that Shadowmaster thing is still alive and tells Lilith where it found us? They wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “An alarmingly good point,” Mrs. Kendricks agreed. “All right, but I’ll come with you. Give me a moment to change.” She wore a long, flowing silk kaftan and, I strongly suspected, nothing else. She rose and brought her cup to the sink to rinse it out.  
 
    My phone rang then, startling all of us, and I stared at the displayed number with an anxious knot in my stomach. 
 
    “Who is it, Peter?” Olivia whispered. “Is it Lilith?” 
 
    “It’s my dad.” Bewilder had to have worn off by now. He was going to ask me about Olivia and Agent Prescott, I just knew it, but if I didn’t answer he’d think something bad happened to me. Just before the call rolled over to voice mail, I tapped the answer button. “Hey, Dad,” I said as cheerfully as I could manage. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Peter.” Dad sounded abnormally serious. “Is everything okay there? I didn’t think you were going to answer.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, my phone was in the other room,” I lied. 
 
    “Can you talk now? In private?” 
 
    I looked at Olivia and Mrs. Kendricks, both of whom were watching me with concerned expressions. “Sure, go ahead. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Do you remember me telling you about Agent Prescott last night?” 
 
    I seriously considered denying it but I wasn’t sure how well his memory had recovered. “Yes,” I said. “Do you really think he’s hiding something?” Prescott, I mouthed to the others. Mrs. Kendricks nodded her understanding. 
 
    “I know he is,” Dad said grimly. “What I’m not sure is whether he’s telling me the truth about what he’s doing here. I called him this morning and asked him to come down to the station but he said he had some business to take care of first. He was obviously driving somewhere. You wouldn’t happen to know where he was going, would you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I lied again. 
 
    “All right. Olivia Benard is there with you, right? She was at the sleepover?” 
 
    “Uh, yes.” 
 
    “I need to speak with her.” 
 
    “Um, well, I’m not sure if she’s awake yet,” I hedged. “We were up kind of late last night.” That part was true, at least. 
 
    “Wake her up, then, Peter,” Dad ordered. “This is important.” 
 
    “Well, okay. Give me a minute.” I muted my phone, double-checked it, and went into full panic mode. “Dad wants to talk to Olivia! What are we going to do?” 
 
    “What?” Olivia squeaked.  
 
    “He’s going to ask her about Ryan,” Mrs. Kendricks predicted. 
 
    “But I don’t know anything!” 
 
    “Olivia has to admit that she’s working with Ryan on his case,” Mrs. Kendricks went on urgently. “There’s no other non-magical explanation for her being here but Ryan’s going to have to come up with the full story when he gets back. Olivia, just tell Chief Collins that you’re sworn to secrecy and he has to talk to Agent Prescott if he wants to know more. Can you do that?” Olivia nodded jerkily but she looked like she was about to have a full-blown panic attack.  
 
    “Peter?” I started at Dad’s voice. “What’s taking so long?” 
 
    I hastily unmuted. “She’s just getting up. Hang on.” I muted again and thrust the phone at Olivia. “Here!” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to wear!” she protested. 
 
    “There’s no time! Hurry up and change!” 
 
    “Peter! I’ll be naked!” 
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud!” I ripped my t-shirt over my head and jammed it over hers “Put this on!” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Now!” She obeyed meekly, struggling to get her arms through the sleeves without letting the shirt fall through her insubstantial body. It hung like a tent on her and her nightgown poked through in several places but it covered all of the important bits. “Okay, now change.” 
 
    She bit her lip and concentrated and her nightgown vanished as she solidified. She looked herself over hastily and heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Just don’t pop, okay?” I told her. I took a deep breath and unmuted my phone again. “Dad? Here she is.” I held it out to Olivia and she took it gingerly. 
 
    “Hello?” she said, so quietly I wasn’t sure Dad could actually hear her. “Yes, this is she. Yes, sir, I remember.” She listened for a long time, staring at me with big, anxious eyes, and then cleared her throat. “I’m not supposed to talk to anyone about that. Yes. Yes, they know. No, sir, I haven’t told him. No, he’s just being nice to me.” She flashed me a shy smile before dropping her eyes to the floor. “You’ll have to talk to Agent Prescott about that, I’m not allowed to say anything. Okay. Okay. I understand. Goodbye, sir.” She let her breath out in a long sigh and held the phone out to me. “He wants to talk to you.”  
 
    I took it back reluctantly. “Yes, Dad?” 
 
    “Olivia said she hasn’t told you about what’s she and Prescott are doing in Hellburn.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” I actually learned most of it from Lilixandriel and Prescott. “Is she, um –?” I wasn’t sure how to phrase my question. 
 
    “She admitted she’s involved with whatever Prescott’s up to but she won’t tell me what it’s all about. She said her parents are aware of what’s happening but I can’t believe they’d let their teenage daughter travel alone with an FBI agent pursuing a criminal. There’s something very strange going on here.” Dad sounded puzzled and frustrated. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “Keep Olivia with you and away from Prescott if you can. If he tries to contact her, let me know immediately. If he doesn’t show up at the station like he promised, I’ll need you to bring her down here. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I gulped. 
 
    “I know I’m asking a lot of you, Peter,” he said seriously, “but you’re doing great. You’ll make a fine cop some day.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” I said gloomily. The odds were better that I’d end up standing on the inside of a cell door, assuming I survived at all. 
 
    “So how did your sleepover go?” he asked. “Did Susie behave?” 
 
    “Susie was being Susie,” I told him honestly. 
 
    “Oh, sorry to hear that. Well, I hope the others weren’t too shocked.” 
 
    “They’re getting used to her,” I assured him. 
 
    “That’s good, I suppose. Are you heading home soon?” 
 
    “Ah, no, we’ll probably hang out at Melissa’s for a while. She has a pool,” I added as an excuse. 
 
    “All right. Well, have fun but stay alert, okay?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s possible, but I’ll try.” 
 
    Dad chuckled. “Goodbye, Peter. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Dad.” I hung up and dropped into my chair. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “I only heard half of that,” Mrs. Kendricks said, “but it sounds like you two pulled it off.” 
 
    “I guess. Dad’s still suspicious but he’s not ready to arrest anyone just yet. He wants to talk to Agent Prescott.” 
 
    “I’ll call him on the way to Melissa’s and let him know what’s happening. I’ll be right back.” She hurried off, leaving Olivia and me alone in the kitchen. 
 
    “You did good,” I told her. 
 
    “Thanks. Oh, here.” She ghosted again and caught the t-shirt as it fell, holding it out to me. “I’m sorry I couldn’t – you know.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear in embarrassment. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I shrugged the shirt back on and plucked at it distastefully. It was oversized, light pink, and V-necked, none of which I particularly cared for. I’d be glad to get back into my own clothes. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” She bent down to retrieve her ghost doll from the floor. It was just a twisted wad of tissue now and she tossed it onto the counter with a grimace. 
 
    “Dad’s not going to give up until he gets to the bottom of this and Lilith’s not going to give up until she has the Philosopher’s Stone. The only way to end this before someone gets hurt or arrested is to stop her before she finds a demon lord we can’t beat.” 
 
    “But we don’t know where she is,” Olivia pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe we can find out, though.” The beginnings of a plan started to form in my mind. “I need to talk to Dara.” I heard a door close down the hall. “Don’t say anything to Mrs. Kendricks. She’s not going to like what I have in mind.” 
 
    “I don’t like it either!” 
 
    “You haven’t even heard it yet.” 
 
    “No, but if she won’t like it, neither will I.” 
 
    “Just trust me,” I told her. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Mrs. Kendricks asked when she reappeared. She wore what I was beginning to think of her witching uniform: a loose blouse, a long floral skirt, and a pair of wands keeping her hair up in a shapeless bun. 
 
    “Ready,” I said, getting to my feet and giving Olivia what I hoped was a significant glance. 
 
    “All right, let me just dispose of any imps who might be waiting outside and we can go.” 
 
    There were two of them but they met their demise with quiet pops and our drive back to the house was otherwise uneventful. We did have to call Melissa at work to get her to tell Carl the security guard to let us through the gate but I pulled up in front of the house a few minutes later. 
 
    “At least it’s still standing,” I observed sourly as I walked up the steps. I tried the latch but it refused to budge. “Uh-oh. Does anyone know the code?” I pulled out my phone to call Melissa again. 
 
    “Let’s not bother her more than we need to,” Mrs. Kendricks said. She pressed the doorbell and a reverberating two-tone chime sounded somewhere inside. We waited but there was no sign of life inside. She tried again with the same results. 
 
    “That’s not good,” I said uneasily. “How do we get in?” 
 
    “If only someone had a teleportation spell,” Olivia declared, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, right.” I pulled up Teleportal and envisioned the foyer on the other side of the door. I rested my hand on Mrs. Kendricks’ shoulder and tapped the icon and a moment later we were recovering our balance inside. 
 
    “That is a remarkable skill to have,” she noted with a smile, looking around curiously. “I’m jealous.” 
 
    “Peter!” I heard through the door. “What about me?” 
 
    “Just walk in,” I called back. “You’re a ghost, remember?” 
 
    Olivia stepped through but wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I knew that,” she mumbled. 
 
    I looked around but we were the only people in sight. “Susie?” I called. My voice echoed down the hall. “Dara? Are you here?” There was no response. 
 
    “Are they asleep?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. “It’s still early.” 
 
    “Dara might be but Susie was up when we left.” I hesitated and then led the way upstairs to Mr. Andrews’ bedroom. I cracked open the door and peered inside but the bed was unoccupied. “Not here,” I reported. I tried Melissa’s room next and found Daraxandriel seated at Melissa’s computer with the headphones on, playing Lorecraft. 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” Olivia gasped. “Close your eyes! She’s naked again!” 
 
    “She’s naked still, you mean,” I muttered under my breath. “Dara. Dara!” 
 
    Her tail lifted off her lap and poked her in the side. She looked down and then over at us clustered in the doorway and slipped her headphones off. “Well met, Dame Kendricks,” she said. “I did not expect to see thee here this day.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Mrs. Kendricks said dryly, “but Peter and Olivia have been rather busy this morning. Where’s Susie?” 
 
    “The waif is –” She gestured to Melissa’s bed and then frowned when she realized it was empty. “She has abandoned me.” She sounded peeved. 
 
    “She didn’t say where she was going?” 
 
    “She did utter summat about breaking her fast. I urged her to await thy return,” she told me. 
 
    “That’s all right,” I assured her. “I’ve already eaten.” 
 
    “I’ll go see if she’s in the kitchen,” Mrs. Kendricks offered. 
 
    “I’ll go with her!” Olivia exclaimed, casting one last horrified look at Daraxandriel before fleeing the room. 
 
    “So Lilith’s out there throwing more demons at me and you’re sitting here playing Lorecraft?” I asked incredulously. To be fair, Daraxandriel didn’t know about this morning’s adventure in the cemetery but I would have thought her priorities would be a bit more focused on the problem at hand. Lilixandriel was her sister, after all. 
 
    “Nay, there is a purpose to our actions, Peter Simon Collins,” she insisted. “The waif asked me to create her a character, that she might gain powers such as thine.” 
 
    I leaned over her shoulder and saw a slender female elf with pale gold hair standing atop a grassy knoll, holding an ornate staff. “Is that supposed to be Susie?” 
 
    “The semblance is imperfect,” she admitted, “but the waif was impatient. Mayhap we can amend it later.” 
 
    “Who came up with the name?” Susiana Morningstar was a level 3 cleric with a decent selection of buffs on her spell bar already. 
 
    “She proposed XasdfX but I did insist on a proper appellation.” 
 
    “That sounds like Susie,” I sighed. “So did it work? Does she have powers now?” 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head. “Nay. She was sorely vexed.” 
 
    “That explains why she’s not here anymore but why are you still playing?” 
 
    She looked embarrassed. “I have only played Dara Alexander ere now. I was intrigued by the new tales unfolding for Susiana.” 
 
    “That’s why most people play multiple characters, so they can try out all the quests. Speaking of which,” I glanced around to make sure we were still alone, “I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “Can you track Lilith in the shadowed paths?” 
 
    Her eyes widened and her tail reared back in alarm. “Whyfor wouldst thou ask such of me, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked in dismay. “Art thou so displeased with me?” 
 
    “No, of course not!” I assured her hastily. “But I don’t get it. Can’t you just go in and look around and see if you can find out where she is?” 
 
    She shook her head vehemently. “It is not so simple a thing. The shadowed paths are fraught with peril, even for a demon. Without a soul for my passage, those charged to defend the borders of Hell from without may set upon me.” 
 
    “But you’ve used the shadowed paths before without a soul, haven’t you?” 
 
    “If one is swift and does not linger, they can be traversed. Yet to discover Lilixandriel’s whereabouts would be neither simple nor swift. The realm of Hell is vast, Peter Simon Collins, as it needs must be to harbor all the souls that mankind has sullied.” 
 
    “Well, crap.” That wasn’t what I envisioned at all. “We’re never going to win this battle unless we can hit Lilith first and we can’t do that if we don’t know where she is.” I walked over to Melissa’s bed and flopped onto it, knuckling my eyes while I tried to come up with an alternate plan. “Is there anyone in Hell who might be willing to help us out?” I was really grasping at straws if the only thing I could come up with was begging demons to help me defeat other demons. 
 
    “Mayhap,” she said doubtfully, “yet we have no means to sway their loyalties. Imps may be coerced,” she added with a grimace, “but they cannot be trusted.” 
 
    “Lilith doesn’t seem to have any problems with them,” I pointed out. 
 
    “She is more suasive than I,” she said glumly, staring down at her hands. “She beckons lords of Hell to her cause, mere imps cannot gainsay her.” 
 
    “Well, so much for that idea,” I sighed. “We’re just going to have to wait for her to make her next move.” 
 
    “Yet that works to her advantage, does it not?” 
 
    “Yes, but we don’t have much of a choice, do we?” 
 
    She didn’t answer but a moment later the bed sagged and dipped as she crawled up beside me, pressing her heating pad of a body against my side. She rested her head on my shoulder, although I had to tilt my head to keep her horns from rubbing against my cheek. 
 
    “Thy demise shall be laid at my feet, Peter Simon Collins,” she said miserably. “All for my failure to claim Parathraxas’ soul.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of blame to go around,” I told her. “Dr. Bellowes stuck you in that geode, Susie bought it, I broke it open, Mrs. Kendricks brought in Dr. Bellowes to capture you, Olivia sold her soul to Lilith, Lilith was spawned.” 
 
    “Nay, had I not taken the Philosopher’s Stone from my Dread Lord’s trove, none of this would have come to pass. The guilt is mine and mine alone.” She rested her hand on my chest, right over the Stone. “I would that I had failed in mine attempt.” 
 
    “Then we never would have met,” I reminded her, pulling her closer. “That’s worth dying for, don’t you think?” 
 
    She leaned back to look at me in surprise, her glowing eyes just inches from mine. “Peter Simon Collins,” she whispered and the scent of snuffed-out candlewicks wafted around me. Her lips parted as she moved closer and I closed my eyes in fluttery anticipation. Then she suddenly pushed herself upright. “I have it!” she declared. 
 
    “Wha – what?” I grunted as she flung her leg over me, straddling my hips, and tried to pull my shirt up. “Wait, lock the door first!” The door was still open but thankfully there was no one in the hallway outside. 
 
    “Give me thy Stone!” She grabbed the jewel and yanked but its chain was still looped around my neck. 
 
    “Ow! Stop that!” I pulled it out of her grasp. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Thou art bound to the Stone,” she explained excitedly. “Thou canst be the soul that grants me passage!” 
 
    “Wait, what? You’re going to take my soul?” I tried to wriggle away from her but she was too heavy to shift. 
 
    “Nay!” She planted her hands on my shoulders, pinning me down, her fang flashing in a triumphant smile. “Thou wouldst be unharmed, yet with the Stone in my possession thy soul would accompany me upon the shadowed paths.” 
 
    “So we can go looking for Lilith?” She nodded eagerly. “That’s great! What do we have to do?” I tried to sit up but I had no leverage at all. “Get up!” She slid off me and stood while I shoved my way to the edge of the bed. I reached for the chain and then hesitated. “Are you sure about this? The last time I took this off, Lilith stole it.” 
 
    Daraxandriel looked insulted. “I am no thief, Peter Simon Collins!” she retorted. 
 
    “Aren’t you the one who took it in the first place?” 
 
    She blinked at me and then looked away. “’Twas but the once,” she mumbled guiltily. “The Stone shall be safe, I swear it. I shall defend it unto my death.” 
 
    “Let’s not go that far.” I pulled the Stone over my head and held it out to her. “I’d rather have you than this.” 
 
    She ducked her head shyly. “Thou dost flatter me shamelessly,” she murmured but she couldn’t help but smile. She took the chain and wrestled it over her horns, letting the Stone fall between her breasts. I pulled my eyes back up to hers with some difficulty. 
 
    “So what happens now?” 
 
    “Now we tread the shadowed paths together.” She grasped my wrists and pulled me to my feet. “Thou wilt find my realm harsh and tricksome,” she cautioned me. “Cleave by my side and prepare to flee at my command.” 
 
    “Sounds like it’s going to be a heckuva first date,” I murmured. 
 
    “Thou mayst procure fries for me upon our return,” she grinned. “Art thou prepared?” 
 
    “I guess,” I said, taking a deep breath. I took a last look around Melissa’s bedroom, wondering if I’d ever see it again, and then I realized we’d forgotten something important. “We can’t just disappear. Everyone’s going to think Lilith captured us or something.” 
 
    “An we inform the others of our intent, they may seek to dissuade us,” Daraxandriel warned. 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks will never go along with this,” I agreed. “We’ll ask for forgiveness after we’re done but we need a backup plan, just in case things go wrong. I’ll leave her a note.” I scoured the room but there were no scraps of paper or writing implements anywhere to be found. Scrawling a message in lipstick on Melissa’s mirror would certainly draw their attention but I rejected that option as overly dramatic. Instead, I sat at her computer and opened a blank page in her word processor. 
 
    Dara and I have gone into the shadowed paths, I typed. We’re going to find out what Lilith’s up to and if I get the chance, I’ll try to deal with her on my own. If we’re not back – I paused and sat back, drumming my fingers lightly on the keyboard. “How long do you think this is going to take?” 
 
    “Who can say?” Daraxandriel shrugged helplessly. “Lilixandriel may be far afield and the hours unfold at their own pace twixt thy world and mine.” 
 
    I glanced at my watch, added a couple of hours, and then bumped that up for good measure. If we’re not back by noon, something’s gone wrong and Lilith probably has the Philosopher’s Stone. Use my phone to call her for confirmation and ask her to leave the rest of you alone. Don’t try to follow us, I don’t want anyone else risking their lives for me. With any luck, we’ll be back soon and this will all be over. If not, tell Mom and Dad and Susie I love them. Peter. 
 
    I sat back and stared at my letter for the longest time. It read like a suicide note but I couldn’t think of any other way to say what needed to be said. I pulled out my phone and set it on the desk, leaving the message displayed on the monitor. 
 
    “All right,” I said quietly. “Let’s do this.”  
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    Between school and Dad’s work schedule, the furthest I’ve ever been from home was that weekend we spent in New Braunfels a couple of summers ago. Being cooped up in the back of a minivan with Susie for four-and-a-half hours pretty much soured me on road trips but I’d like to see more of the world someday. Melissa invited me to tour Europe with her and her mother after we graduate. If she’s still speaking to me by then, that might be fun. 
 
    American tourists tend to have a poor reputation overseas, unfortunately. We seem to expect everyone to speak perfect English (as if we do), US currency should be accepted everywhere, and there darn well better be a McDonald’s within walking distance or else. We love visiting other lands and immersing ourselves in other cultures, as long as they’re exactly like home. 
 
    That’s an exaggeration, of course, but there’s still a grain of truth in it. Most people are uncomfortable when they’re thrust into a situation where they can’t speak the language, read the signs, or understand the unspoken rules. Repeating yourself loudly and slowly isn’t the way to get someone to help you out, as it turns out. You have to at least try to fit in, even if it’s painfully obvious you have no idea what you’re doing. Most of the time, the natives appreciate the effort and they’ll try to meet you halfway, even if they still won’t accept your perfectly good dollars for that souvenir. 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the shadows into a forest that would probably give me nightmares if I lived long enough to fall asleep again. The trees were all black and twisted, their branches reaching out like gnarled fingers tipped with thorns, eager to snatch anyone or anything that strayed too close. Deep red motes drifted up between the trunks like sparks rising from a dying fire, merging with the slowly-roiling clouds hanging low overhead, and a dark, thin haze crept along the ground. 
 
    I turned around and found a thick, twisting column of smoky shadows at the intersection of five narrow paths that snaked their way out of sight in all directions. It reminded me of the one Bellaxragor had stepped out of behind the library and I wondered if this was the gateway Daraxandriel had brought us through or something else. 
 
    She stood a short distance away, looking around warily, her eyes shining like red-tinged lanterns in the darkness while the Philosopher’s Stone pulsed in an irregular beat. Her tail flicked back and forth like it belonged to a cat in a room full of rocking chairs. 
 
    Is everything all right? I asked, or at least I tried to. No sound came out of my mouth at all. What’s wrong with my voice? I tried again, with the same result. 
 
    “Naught is amiss, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me. “Thou art incorporeal here.” 
 
    What? I looked down and saw absolutely nothing except a faint white glow on the ground where my feet should have been. I was completely invisible. Where’s my body? I shouldn’t have been able to hit that note of panic without vocal cords but I managed it somehow. 
 
    “It shall be restored to thee when we depart. Now hush thyself. Danger lurks everywhere here.” She inspected each of the paths and finally chose one, although they all looked the same to me. “Come,” she said. 
 
    How? I asked but my soul or whatever I was now responded to my intent and I followed after her, floating near her left shoulder. Where are we going? I tried to keep my disembodied voice quiet. Since Daraxandriel didn’t tell me to shush again, I presumed I was successful.  
 
    “To the Styx.” Her head swiveled back and forth, scanning the trees on other side. 
 
    The sticks? 
 
    “The River Styx. Lilixandriel needs must cross it to find her champions.” Overhead, the clouds dimmed and flared in time with a distant rumble of thunder. I hoped it wasn’t about to start raining. “We may learn of her whereabouts from the boatmen.” 
 
     The path branched several times but Daraxandriel continued on without hesitation, although she was stumped when I asked her how she knew which way to go. “Canst thou not see?” she asked, waving her arm at something. I shook my head doubtfully but that did no good since I didn’t have a head anymore, so I expressed my ignorance aloud. “Thy senses are stunted,” she complained. 
 
    I don’t have a body, I grumbled. I’m lucky to have any senses at all. She ignored my complaint and continued on. 
 
    The only sound I heard was an odd sort of groaning, barely audible, like the creak of an old pier shifting with the tide. The trees swayed slightly although I couldn’t feel any wind, or anything at all for that matter. I couldn’t shake the sensation that they were watching us, waiting for their moment to pounce. If I had any hair, it would have been standing on end. 
 
    Daraxandriel seemed to feel it as well, although she made no comment about it. She paused every now and then, listening intently, and then moved on, shaking her head when I asked her what she was doing. There was no other living creature in sight, for which I was grateful. 
 
    We came across another column of shadow and I wondered where it led. Then I wondered if it was the same one we came through, because everything looked exactly the same. Daraxandriel just walked around it without saying anything, though, so I kept my doubts to myself. 
 
    The ground started to rise ahead of us and we climbed steadily until we reached a ridge of dark shattered stone. The land fell away in a sheer cliff and Daraxandriel stood right on the edge, making me very nervous. If she falls, I wondered uneasily, will I stay up here or get dragged down with her? I sidled closer and looked out over Hell. 
 
    The vista stretching out below me was bleak, a world of broken plains and ragged spires wreathed in mist and smoke. The thorny forest spread out as far as I could see to either side and thick bile-colored clouds smothered the sky, fed by countless flumes rising from pits limned with fire. In the distance, something glowed like an open furnace, although I couldn’t make out any details, while a black, sluggish river flowed along the base of the cliff far below. 
 
    This is where you’re from? I couldn’t disguise my dismay. 
 
    “Aye,” Daraxandriel said sadly. “Is it any wonder so many of us strive to stay in thy world? This way.” She pointed to the right, where the trail descended towards the river. We didn’t get far, though, before she stopped suddenly. “Ware,” she whispered. 
 
    There was some sort of creature squatting in the middle of the path, watching us warily with its beady onyx eyes. It looked like a hunchbacked monkey with scaly hide, huge bat ears, and a horny beak in place of its snout. 
 
    What is that? I asked quietly. Is it dangerous? 
 
    “’Tis an imp,” she murmured. “Bide in silence. What is thy name, imp?” she called out. 
 
    The imp clacked its beak a couple of times. I wondered if Daraxandriel understood what that meant but then it tilted its head. “Skixix,” it said in a raspy croak, like a crow that just learned to talk. “What is thy purpose here, succubus?” 
 
    “My business is mine own,” she answered with a haughty lift of her chin, “yet I would ask of thee, has my clutch-mate passed this way in recent times?” 
 
    “Many of thine ilk walk this path to deliver their souls,” Skixix shrugged, an awkward twisting of its body. It was hard to tell exactly where it was looking, but it seemed to be staring at the Philosopher’s Stone. “By what means would I know thy clutch-mate?” 
 
    “We are alike in appearance, save for her silver hair. She styles herself Lilixandriel.” 
 
    Skixix remaining motionless for the longest time and then finally it dipped its head. “I have seen this one. She did look upon me with disdain,” it added sullenly. 
 
    “That is she. Dost thou ken her whereabouts? I needs must reunite with her.” 
 
    “She was in haste and did not linger, yet she did demand the swiftest path to the Widow’s Mire.” The imp’s jaw gaped open, probably its equivalent of a grin. “I sent her roundabout for her ill manners.” 
 
    Daraxandriel hesitated. “I do not know that place,” she admitted. “Canst thou guide me there?” 
 
    “Whyfor should I aid thee, succubus?” Skixix sneered. “Wilt thou offer me threats as did thy clutch-mate or hast thou aught of value to exchange for my service? Prayhap that bright soul upon thy shoulder?” It gaped another smile. 
 
    “Nay!” she said quickly, raising her hands protectively. “This is destined for our Dread Lord. Do not think to sully it, ere His wrath befall thee.” 
 
    Skixix ducked his head with a resentful glare. “Then cede me the bauble upon thy breast. ‘Tis fair payment for my guidance, for I can lead thee safely to thy clutch-mate.” 
 
    “Thy price is too steep, imp,” Daraxandriel told him dismissively. 
 
    ”Then thou shalt wander the borderwoods for the rest of thy days,” Skixix said with a flip of its gangly arm, “for none but I know the way.” 
 
    “Nay, for thou shalt bring me to the mire forthwith,” she snarled, “and thy reward shall be my forbearance.” She crooked her fingers into claws and her nails were suddenly a lot longer and sharper than before. Skixix tumbled backwards in alarm. 
 
    “Nay, nay, lady!” it squealed in fear, covering its head with its arms, “stay thy hand!” It looked around quickly, as if searching for an escape route, and froze when Daraxandriel stepped closer, her hand raised and ready to strike. 
 
    “My patience is frayed, imp,” she told it with quiet menace. “Wilt thou lead me or no?” 
 
    “Aye, certes!” it agreed hastily, bobbing in a jerky bow. “Come! Come this way!” It started down the trail widdershins, checking over its shoulder to see if Daraxandriel was following or attacking. She strode after it and it moved ahead quickly to remain out of reach. 
 
    I drifted closer to Daraxandriel’s ear. Is this really a good idea? I asked as softly as I could. You said imps can’t be trusted. 
 
    “They are easily cowed to obedience,” she replied, just as softly, “but remain wary. None here is trustworthy.” 
 
    Skixix led us downward off the ridge, which was a relief, and deeper into the woods, which wasn’t. Every now and then it would sit up on its haunches, listening intently as its ears flicked in different directions, but it never said anything to us about what it might have heard. 
 
    We came to another crossroads and another shadow portal and Skixix gave it a wide berth, edging around it as if it was afraid of getting sucked into my world. I was almost ready to give up on our mission and jump through to wherever it led but I told myself to be patient. We’ve come this far, I told myself. If there’s any chance we can defeat Lilixandriel here, we have to take it. 
 
    We continued on and the trees reached across the path to form a tangled lattice overhead, deepening the gloom around us. My anxiety slowly ratcheted up with every step and I almost screamed when another imp bounded out of the darkness onto the trail ahead of us. It was a virtual clone of Skixix, glaring at us with the same beady black eyes. It clacked and hissed at Skixix, who answered in kind, both of them watching us intently. 
 
    Do you know what they’re saying? I whispered in Daraxandriel’s ear. 
 
    “Nay,” she murmured. “I like this not.” 
 
    You’re not the only one. 
 
    The discussion ended when the new one spat out a sound like a cat coughing up a hairball and then leapt into the trees, somehow managing to not impale itself on the thorns. Other than the sharp snap of a breaking twig, its passage was absolutely silent. 
 
    “What did that one say, Skixix?” Daraxandriel demanded. 
 
    “It confirmed thy clutch-mate did come this way,” Skixix answered, bobbing its head again. “She is not far ahead. We shall be upon her ere long.” 
 
    “Lead on, then,” she ordered. The imp gaped another smile and shuffled forward. 
 
    “Thy quest nears its end, succubus,” it said, looking back over its shoulder. “I expect suitable recompense.” 
 
    “We shall determine thy worth when we find Lilixandriel,” Daraxandriel retorted. “Make haste.” Skixix croaked irritably and lumbered on. 
 
    Didn’t it say that it sent Lilith the long way around? I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Aye,” she said softly. “No less than she deserves. Whyfor does this trouble thee?” 
 
    If she’s just ahead, aren’t we taking exactly the same route? How come we’re catching up to her? Skixix wasn’t going particularly quickly and Lilixandriel had no reason to dawdle in this place. 
 
    Daraxandriel’s pace slowed and her tail started flicking back and forth again. Skixix got another thirty feet along the path before it noticed we weren’t keeping up. 
 
    “Whyfor dost thou balk, Daraxandriel?” it rasped. “Thy clutch-mate awaits thee.” 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat. “I did not name myself to thee,” she said. Skixix stared at her and then gaped. 
 
    “Thou art more canny than Lilixandriel foretold,” it chuckled menacingly. “She will be most displeased with me.” It approached us on all fours like a stalking tiger. “Mayhap I shall claim thy soulstone for mine own, ere she comes to take it.” 
 
    “Flee, Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel shouted. “We are betrayed!” 
 
    She bolted back up the trail and I flew after her, but my disembodied form wasn’t as fast as she was and she quickly outdistanced me. I hazarded a quick glance back and saw Skixix bounding after me, its beak gaping wide as if it intended to swallow me whole. 
 
    Dara! I shouted, zigzagging to make myself a harder target. That had the unfortunate side-effect of slowing me down and Skixix quickly closed the gap between us, reaching out with its front paws to snatch me from the air.  
 
    Daraxandriel came out of nowhere and hit the imp like a cruise missile, slamming it to the ground with the crackle of breaking bones. Skixix bounced a couple of times, keening shrilly, and then she punched her fingers through its broken chest, pinning it to the ground. 
 
    “This is thy reward, imp,” she snarled, “for thy treachery.” She yanked her hand out, spraying oily black blood everywhere. Skixix clacked its beak twice, shuddered, and then sagged into roadkill. Daraxandriel stood over it, breathing hard, and then lifted her face to me. I backed away from her blazing eyes. “Art thou unharmed, Peter Simon Collins?” she asked, her voice almost unrecognizable. 
 
    I’m fine, I assured her. We need to get out of here. There was no one else in sight but the trees seemed to be leaning in closer. 
 
    Daraxandriel looked at her hand as if she didn’t recognize it. Thick drops of blood dripped from her fingertips and spatters striped her torso. She shook herself and then hurried towards me. “Make haste,” she ordered tersely. “Lilixandriel would not leave our fate in the hands of a mere imp.” 
 
    She led me through the woods, setting a pace I could barely match. To my surprise, she turned away from the ridge and took another route that wound back and forth like it couldn’t make up its mind which way to go. “She will come from the Styx,” she explained over her shoulder, “as will her next champion. We must elude their approach.” 
 
    We found another shadow column but Daraxandriel ignored it, pressing on along another path. Why don’t we take this one? I argued. Any place is better than this. I didn’t care if we ended up in the Amazon or Siberia, although explaining to Mom and Dad how we got there might be problematic. She just shook her head and moved on. 
 
    This part of the woods was creepier than the rest, with ragged bone-white moss dangling from the tree branches and flickering lights drifting through the forest like zombie fireflies. I was flitting five feet above the trail but the ground seemed damp, spattering under Daraxandriel’s footsteps and leaving prints anyone who wasn’t actually blind could follow. Fleeting shadows hinted at birds or bats or something flying above us but I couldn’t quite spot them. 
 
    Daraxandriel paused at another intersection, lifting her head and listening intently. What is it? I asked but she held up her hand to silence me. She turned slowly and then flung herself to the side as something zipped between us, missing her by a fraction of an inch and burying itself into a tree trunk with a solid thock! She rolled into a low crouch and growled deep in her throat as someone moved out of the shadows, nocking another arrow. 
 
    If I met him inside Lorecraft, I would have called him a troll. He stood nearly seven feet tall, with rough-hewn muscles and brutish features further distorted by a pair of tusks protruding from the corners of his mouth and criss-crossing scars across the side of his face. He was bald and dark-skinned, wearing only a crude loincloth and sandals and an ugly iron amulet around his neck. His bow looked well-crafted, though, as did the quiver of arrows on his hip. 
 
    “Thou art nimble,” he said grudgingly, his voice a bass rumble beneath his sneer. “I do not often miss so easy a target.” His bow creaked as he pulled the cord back to his ear. “I will not miss twice.” 
 
    “Hold.” I spun around at the new voice. Another troll stood there, brandishing a curving sword with a gleaming edge and a wicked hook at the end. He was thinner than the first one and sported an eye patch instead of scars but he was otherwise identical as far as I could tell. “Lilixandriel wished her captured, not slain.” 
 
    “Unless she fled,” Scarface argued. His aim didn’t waver one iota. 
 
    “Art thou so anxious to face her ire?” One-Eye countered. Scarface hesitated and then lowered his bow. “Bind her and bring her.” 
 
    Scarface grunted and jammed his arrow back into the quiver before slinging his bow across his chest. He dug into a small pouch dangling from his waist and extracted a length of leather cord.  
 
    “Rise,” he ordered, standing over Daraxandriel. She did so warily, trying to keep both of them in sight. “Turn.” He pulled her around by her elbow when she didn’t move quickly enough, yanking her wrists behind her back and tying them tight enough to draw a gasp from her. He shoved her forward and she stumbled and fell, landing in the slick mud. 
 
    Dara! I moved in right beside her head. I’m going to hit one of them with Flame Lance. Get ready to run. 
 
    “Nay!” she whispered back urgently but I faced One-Eye regardless. Since he was the one wielding a weapon right now, I had to deal with him first. I raised my hands to pull up my damage spells, but I didn’t have any hands and absolutely nothing happened. My spell bar and my targeting reticle were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Where are my spells? I gasped. Nothing I tried made any difference. What happened to my spells? 
 
    “Fret not, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel murmured to me. “I shall deal with my captors.” 
 
    How? I asked incredulously. They were bigger and stronger than she was and she was tied up like a chicken for the slaughter.  
 
    She didn’t deign to answer me. Instead, but she wiggled and twisted and finally managed to get to her knees. She stared up at Scarface, spattered with mud and looking small and helpless as her bare chest heaved. He leered down at her, brushing the back of his thick-fingered hand across her cheek. She made a small noise and turned her face away from him with a shiver. 
 
    “Lilixandriel said naught about leaving her whole,” he said with a menacing chuckle. “A succubus is a prize worth claiming.” 
 
    “She will not thank thee for despoiling her clutch-mate,” One-Eye said warily but he licked his lips as he looked Daraxandriel over. 
 
    “None will decry what happens to this one. Do you not see this hair?” Scarface grabbed one of Daraxandriel’s horns and hauled her to her feet, shaking her like a rag doll. “Who could gaze upon this and desire her? She should thank us for allowing her to pleasure us.” He threw her down and she landed heavily on her side. 
 
    “Nay!” she protested shakily, struggling frantically with her bonds. “My maidenhead is sworn to another!” 
 
    “What is this?” One-Eye exclaimed in surprise. “A virgin succubus? Can such a thing exist?” 
 
    “Let us find out.” Scarface unslung his bow and his quiver and set them aside before reaching for his loincloth. Then he froze as the tip of One-Eye’s sword pressed into his sternum. 
 
    “Stand back,” One-Eye growled. “I claim first rights to her.” 
 
    “She is mine!” Scarface snapped, slapping the blade aside. It scored a line across his chest, leaving a runnel of dark blood dripping down his torso, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “I captured her!” 
 
    “Thy shot missed its mark! She would have fled but for me.” He kicked Daraxandriel’s legs apart with his foot but Scarface shoved him back. 
 
    “Thou scurrilous cur! Thy shriveled member would not pleasure the hag that bore thee!”  
 
    One-Eye’s eye opened wide and then blazed with fury. He slugged Scarface on the chin with his free hand, staggering him back a step. Scarface shook the cobwebs out of his head and then lunged at One-Eye with a guttural roar, wrapping his arms around him and taking him to the ground. 
 
    They cursed and pounded and kicked and bit, each gaining the upper hand for a moment and then surrendering it again. One-Eye tried to hack at Scarface with his sword but Scarface had his hand wrapped around the guard, trying to rip it from his grip. 
 
    Hurry! I urged Daraxandriel as she rolled to her knees away from the brawl. Let’s get out of here! 
 
    “Nay,” she shook her head, focused intently on the trolls, “we needs must end this here, else they will harry us to the end.” 
 
    A bellowing roar signaled the end of the battle, as One-Eye stunned Scarface with an uppercut and pulled his sword arm free. He used both hands to thrust his blade through Scarface’s heart and left it there as he dragged himself to his feet, panting heavily as he wiped blood and mud from his face. He turned to look at Daraxandriel, his eye glaring and wild. 
 
    “Thou art mine, succubus,” he growled. He ripped off his loincloth as he advanced on her, casting it aside. Daraxandriel and I gaped at the sight of his rampant member and she scrabbled backwards to get away from him, but he grabbed her ankles and pulled her back, holding her in place as he dropped to his knees. “Thou shalt scream my name in ecstasy.” 
 
    “I shall,” she said smugly, “an thy name is Whoreson.”  
 
    He blinked at her in confusion and she twisted free of his grip, rocking him sideways with a vicious kick to his jaw. She rolled to her feet, snapping her bonds with an effortless tug, and then she leapt straight over him, using his shoulders as a springboard. She landed by Scarface’s corpse and pulled the sword from his chest like Excalibur, spinning on her heel and slashing at One-Eye as he charged her like a rabid bear. She danced aside and he stumbled past her, falling in a shapeless heap like a bag of rocks, but his head kept on rolling until it fetched up against the base of a tree. 
 
    I stared at the scene in utter disbelief. If I had a jaw, it would have been hanging open. How did you – Where did you learn – What just happened? 
 
    Daraxandriel slowly lowered the blood-smeared sword, breathing heavily. “In Hell, I am stronger than I seem, Peter Simon Collins,” she said soberly, looking down at herself. She was covered in mud and gore but she seemed to be completely unharmed. 
 
    You made them fight each other, didn’t you? With your succubus magic, I mean. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Wow, I breathed. You really sold it with that virgin bit, too. I almost believed it myself. 
 
    Daraxandriel ran her hand up one of her horns in a nervous gesture, leaving a muddy smudge behind. “Aye,” she said, looking everywhere except at me. “We needs must continue on, Peter Simon Collins. Our way is not yet clear.” 
 
    How much further?  
 
    The worried look she gave me wasn’t reassuring. She kept the sword and we hurried on, but we didn’t get far before a long, keening howl sounded somewhere behind us, followed immediately by another. Daraxandriel stopped with a sharp intake of breath and her grip tightened on the hilt of her sword. 
 
    What the hell was that? I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Hellhounds,” she answered grimly. “Make haste.” 
 
    We ran as fast as we could, or rather, she did and I did my best to keep up. Faint shouts and deep-throated barks grew slowly louder as our new pursuers closed in and I desperately scanned the path ahead for any sign of a shadow column. Another howl echoed through the trees, sounding like it was right on our heels. 
 
    Run! I urged Daraxandriel. I’ll hide in the woods and catch up to you after they’re gone. 
 
    “Nay!” she exclaimed, aghast. “Never stray from the path! It shall surely spell thy doom!” She gripped the Philosopher’s Stone as if that would force me to stay close to her. 
 
    Another howl, even closer now, spun us around, and I heard a female voice call, “They have her scent! Loose them!” A few heart-stopping seconds later, two hellhounds, even larger than the one that attacked me in Hellburn, pounded around the curve of the trail, snarling as they caught sight of us. Their eyes blazed with reddish fire and their jaws gaped, ready to rip us asunder. 
 
    “Flee, Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel ordered, planting her feet and gripping the sword in both hands as she prepared to meet their charge. “I shall slay these curs and rejoin thee!” 
 
    No!  
 
    I watched in helpless horror as the hellhounds pounced on her but she dodged aside at the last moment, raking one hellhound down its side as it passed. It shrieked, a sound no dog-like thing should ever make, and stumbled, scrabbling to regain its footing, but the other one twisted around and snapped at Daraxandriel with its jaws, scraping her forearm with its fangs. She cried out in pain but jabbed the sword at the hellhound’s face, forcing it to leap aside. 
 
    Peter. I started, searching for the source of that faint voice. Peter, where are you? Can you hear me? 
 
    Susie? I called incredulously. The wounded hellhound lunged at Daraxandriel again as its mate circled around to attack from the side. 
 
    There you are. Do you know how long I’ve been looking for you? Hours, that’s how long. 
 
    How are you –? No, never mind that. Can you get us out of here? Daraxandriel swung the sword like a razor-edged whirlwind, keeping the hellhounds at bay.  
 
    I’m going to open a portal. Follow my voice. 
 
    I spun around but I couldn’t tell where the sound was coming from. Keep talking! 
 
    An exasperated sigh seemed to come from behind me, further down the trail. Fine. One, two, three –  
 
    Okay, I got it! A shrill yelp sent my nonexistent heart into my equally nonexistent throat but one of the hellhounds staggered away and fell, blood gushing from a gaping wound in its neck. The other one took a running leap at Daraxandriel, extending its claws to strike, but she ducked under it and stabbed it as it landed, thrusting her blade in all the way down to the hilt. The hellhound ripped the sword from her grip as it writhed and shrieked but it finally slumped motionless to the ground. Dara, this way! Susie is opening a portal for us! 
 
    She stared at me in disbelief. “The waif can do such?” she asked doubtfully. She yanked the sword out of the fallen hellhound with an unsettling scrape of metal against bone. Behind her, another chilling howl sounded amid more shouting from our pursuers and she hurried to my side. “Let us hope she is more skilled than she seems. Fly, Peter Simon Collins! I am right upon thy heels!” 
 
    I sped down the trail, searching for Susie’s portal, but there was nothing but dirt and trees and shadows ahead. Susie! I called. What does it look like? 
 
    What does what look like? Her voice was definitely coming from somewhere ahead now. 
 
    The portal! What does the portal look like? Snarling growls and heavy footsteps grew steadily louder behind me but I didn’t dare look back. 
 
    It’s a pentagram with a hole. 
 
    With a what? 
 
    A hole. I can see trees through it. Are you in a forest? 
 
    Yes! We’re being chased by hellhounds! You have to close it as soon as Dara and I get through! 
 
    I rounded a turn and saw another intersection with a shadow column ahead. A pentagram lay on the ground beside it, its lines glowing with a ghostly white fire. Above its center, sunlight poured through a circular opening, almost blinding in the gloom, and I caught a glimpse of a fence and shrubs. I see it! 
 
    I don’t see you, Susie said doubtfully, just a little floaty light. 
 
    That’s me! 
 
    Why are you a light? 
 
    I’ll explain later! We’re almost there! 
 
    You’d better hurry. I can’t hold it open much longer. The opening wobbled and dimmed ominously. 
 
    Keep it open! I glanced back to make sure Dara was still with me and stopped with a gasp. She wasn’t. 
 
    She stood in the center of the path fifty yards away, facing down two more hellhounds that were stalking her, more cautious than their predecessors but just as deadly. Fresh blood ran down Daraxandriel’s arm and she seemed to be favoring her right side. 
 
    Dara! I shouted. Hurry! 
 
    She risked a fleeting glance over her shoulder. “Take the portal, Peter Simon Collins,” she insisted. “I shall rejoin thee anon.” 
 
    No! I won’t leave you! 
 
    “Thou needs must depart,” she said, “else all this shall be for naught. Depart and I shall follow.” 
 
    No! I moved towards her but she grasped the Philosopher’s Stone with her free hand and suddenly I was swept backwards. Dara!  
 
    A moment later, light flared all around me and I fell heavily to the ground. I lay there for a shocked moment and then scrambled to my feet, looking around desperately. I was standing in someone’s yard and Susie knelt on the grass beside me facing another copy of the portal.  
 
    It stuttered and shrank and rebounded as I caught a glimpse of Daraxandriel through the opening, slashing at a hellhound as it batted her aside. She tumbled across the ground and the sword spun out of her hand.  
 
    “Dara!” I started towards the portal just as the pentagram flickered out and the opening collapsed to a tiny point of light and vanished. “DARA!”  
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    You’re genetically pre-dispositioned to pay attention to other people’s eyes. The slightest change in focus or pupil dilation immediately triggers a response in you, even if you’re not consciously aware of it. You can tell if the other person is lying or is attracted to you or isn’t really listening to you, just from observing what their eyes do. The reverse is also true, of course. They know exactly what you’re thinking as well. 
 
    This is why ladies used to dilate their eyes with belladonna. This made it seem as if they were attracted to the person they were talking to, which made them seem more attractive in return, since we instinctively like people who like us. This is also why professional poker players wear sunglasses at the table, so that they don’t accidentally give away their hands. 
 
    Villains and government agents also wear sunglasses, although they’re generally not trying to disguise what they’re thinking. Instead, they’re hiding their eyes from you to intimidate you. If you can’t see what going on behind those shades, you’re going to be nervous and uncomfortable, which gives them an advantage in any confrontation. Your only defense, other than avoiding them entirely, is to beat them at their own game. Wear mirrored sunglasses if you have them. Failing that, try to find a welding mask. They’ll never be able to tell if you’re lying through one of those. 
 
      
 
    A lot of people started yelling my name but I ignored them and ran to Susie, grabbing her by the shoulders to hold her up as she slumped sideways with her eyes closed. “Susie! Open the portal!” 
 
    She took a long breath and let it out slowly. “Can’t,” she murmured. 
 
    “You have to! Dara’s still in there!” I shook her again but all that got me was an irritated scowl. “Susie!” 
 
    “I’m tired, Peter,” she grumbled. “Do you know how hard it is to open a portal to Hell?” 
 
    “I don’t care! We have to get Dara!” 
 
    She let out a resigned sigh. “Fine. I need the Philosopher’s Stone.” 
 
    “Here!” I searched around my neck for the chain and then froze in horror. “Dara has it!” 
 
    Susie pried open an eye to look up at me. “Well, that was pretty stupid, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “What are we going to do?” I looked around desperately, barely aware of the other people staring at me. We were in Melissa’s back yard, I finally realized, but nothing in sight offered any inspiration. “Dara,” I whispered helplessly. 
 
    “Incursion!” somebody shouted. 
 
    Suddenly there were a lot of wands pointed in my direction and I spun around to see what was happening. A knot of darkness formed not far from where Susie’s portal had been and quickly grew into a shadowy doorway. A moment later, something leaped out and tumbled across the grass, rolling to its feet and looking around with wide glowing eyes. The shadows dissipated as the newcomer raised a bloody sword, ready to strike. 
 
    “Dara!” I called in relief but before I could take a step towards her, someone shoved me to the ground and stood over me as another pentagram flashed into existence around us, this one gleaming silver. 
 
    “Succubus!” the woman barked. Her wand crackled with electricity and Daraxandriel crouched low, snarling as she prepared to charge. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted, scrambling to my feet. “Don’t shoot!” I reached for her wand just as a bolt lanced out and I felt a tingling numbness in my hand as my fingers closed around it. I couldn’t budge it at all and the crackling arc just hung there in midair. “Huh?” 
 
    “Peter, where have you been?” Amy stood a short distance away with her fists on her skinny hips, her blue eyes flashing with anger. “You’ve been gone for hours!” 
 
    “I have not.” I took advantage of the time stop to pull Daraxandriel out of the way of the lightning bolt. She was slick with mud and blood from head to toe and it was hard to get a good grip on her, but I managed to drag her over a couple of feet. “It’s only been half an hour, tops.” 
 
    “It’s been eight hours, Peter,” she corrected me, planting herself in front of me and jabbing me in the chest with her finger. “You have a job to do, remember? You don’t have time to go off visiting your friends or whatever you were doing.” She eyed Daraxandriel distastefully. 
 
    “I was doing my job!” I argued. “We were trying to find Lilith!” 
 
    “I don’t need you to find Lilith, Peter,” she retorted. “She’s perfectly capable of finding you whenever she wants. I need you to kill her demons.” 
 
    “But someone’s going to get hurt if we don’t stop her!” 
 
    “I know,” she smirked. “Isn’t it exciting? So stick to the plan and no more freelancing. Don’t worry, it’ll all be over before you know it.” She raised her hand to snap her fingers and I waved my hands at her frantically. 
 
    “Wait! Tell me something before you go.” She cocked her head at me curiously. “Are you real or a hallucination?” 
 
    Her brows lifted in surprise and then she grinned. “I’m whatever you want me to be, Peter,” she said. She snapped her fingers before I could ask her what that cryptic statement meant. 
 
    The lightning bolt struck the grass where Daraxandriel had been, blasting a small crater in the turf, as Daraxandriel lunged with her blade, striking nothing but empty air. Both women gaped at their weapons in surprise and then whirled around to face each other. 
 
    “Stop! Hold your fire!” Agent Prescott grabbed the witch’s arm and pushed it down. “She’s a friendly.” 
 
    The witch looked at him incredulously. “A what?” 
 
    “A friendly. I know what you’re thinking, just stand down and I’ll explain.” She hesitated and then reluctantly stepped back, letting her pentagram fade but keeping a suspicious eye on Daraxandriel as I knelt by her side.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked anxiously. “Are you hurt?” I couldn’t tell how much of the blood covering her was hers. 
 
    “I am well enough, Peter Simon Collins,” she said with a tired sigh. “The margin of mine escape was thinner than a miser’s penny.” 
 
    “You should have come with me!” I berated her. “You could have been killed!” 
 
    “Nay, together we both would have fallen short,” she said, shaking her head. She set her sword aside and carefully lifted the Philosopher’s Stone over her head and horns. “As I swore, I return this to thee unharmed.” 
 
    “I’d rather have you unharmed,” I told her but I draped the Stone over my head and then targeted her with Restore. She gasped at the sensation and touched her arm and her side gingerly. 
 
    “Thou truly art an enchanter,” she breathed. 
 
    “And you’re a warrior,” I replied, indicating the sword with a jerk of my chin. “Who knew?” 
 
    A discrete cough interrupted her response and we looked up at Agent Prescott, flanked by the witch and another woman in business attire. “We need to talk, Peter,” he said grimly. “Now.” 
 
    Now was delayed by fifteen minutes to give Daraxandriel a chance to shower and put on a short halter dress borrowed from Melissa’s closet. We reconvened around Melissa’s dining room table, with me at one end with Daraxandriel and Olivia on either side of me, Prescott and the two newcomers facing us at the other end, and Susie and Mrs. Kendricks in between. 
 
    “This is Special Agent Paula Shelby,” Prescott said, indicating the thirty-ish woman on his left. She had short brown hair and intense bluebonnet-colored eyes that would have been quite attractive if it weren’t for the scowl creasing her brow. “And this is Special Agent Jaspinder Singh.” Singh was an Indian beauty queen, with long black hair and eyes that were almost as dark. “They work with me in the Occult Investigations unit.” 
 
    “This is highly irregular,” Shelby grumbled, glaring at Daraxandriel. Her fingers twitched, as if she wished she was still holding her wand. 
 
    “This whole case is irregular,” Prescott agreed sourly, “and it’s getting worse by the minute.” He fixed me with a hard look. “What you did was incredibly foolish, Peter. You could have been killed.” 
 
    “Or worse,” Singh added in an incongruous Brooklyn accent, “you could have brought something back with you.” She held Prescott’s familiar Merlin in her lap, scratching him behind his eyes while he purred his approval. 
 
    “We had to find out what Lilith is planning,” I argued tersely. “It was worth the risk.” 
 
    “Was it?” Prescott retorted. “Did you actually learn anything useful?” 
 
    Everyone looked at me expectantly and I had to hang my head. The whole excursion had been a disaster from the word go. “No,” I muttered. 
 
    “Nay, that is not so,” Daraxandriel said firmly. “We have discerned Lilixandriel’s next champion.” 
 
    “We did?” I didn’t remember doing anything like that. 
 
    “Aye. He is Orixnador Soulreaper, one of my Dread Lord’s lieutenants. He scours the borderwoods for souls that have escaped the forges.” The way she said that sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” I protested. “We were running for our lives in there!” 
 
    “Those were his hellhounds, Peter Simon Collins,” she told me quietly. “I glimpsed him just as I took the shadowed paths to return here.” 
 
    “But how do you know Lilith recruited him?” I pressed. “He could have just been passing by or something.” 
 
    “Nay,” she said, shaking her head. “She was with him.” She looked down at her hands knotted in her lap. “She was most displeased by our escape.” 
 
    The three FBI agents looked at each other. “Orixnador,” Singh murmured. “I don’t recognize that name.” 
 
    “How can we be sure she’s even telling the truth?” Shelby countered. I bristled at that but Daraxandriel nudged my leg with hers and I bit back my angry words. 
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice, do we?” Prescott reminded her. “Any information you can give us on this demon would be appreciated,” he said, nodding to Daraxandriel. 
 
    “He is alike to Bellaxragor in appearance,” she said somberly, “save for his wings, for they are kin. He keeps a pack of hellhounds upon the leash, ofttimes six or more, but more can be summoned at need. They can scent a trail weeks after it is laid and follow it to the ends of the earth. They are bound to his will and they will battle unto death without fear.” She looked down at her hands, as if they were still covered in hellhound blood. 
 
    “Orixnador carries a whip of bone,” she went on, “that strikes unerringly and inflicts terrible wounds wherever it touches. Wards cannot stop it and it cannot be removed save he wishes it. Any creature he hunts is found,” she added grimly, “and dies.” 
 
    “You said Bellagger-whatsit was only a six,” I argued. “If they’re brothers or cousins or whatever, isn’t this guy the same? We can beat him easy.” That faint hope was dashed when Daraxandriel shook her head. 
 
    “Nay, Peter Simon Collins, Orixnador is by far the stronger of the twain. An eight,” she lifted her hand to the top of her horns, “mayhap more.” 
 
    “Eight?” Shelby asked with a frown. “What’s that supposed to mean?” That prompted a brief explanation of Susie’s demonic danger scale and she shook her head worriedly. “That sounds like a level four threat,” she said to Prescott, who nodded silently. “It’s going to be hard to contain with just the three of us.” 
 
    “We can help you,” Mrs. Kendricks told her. 
 
    “With all due respect, ma’am,” Shelby said coldly, “we’re better qualified to deal with this.” Than a bunch of rank amateurs, she didn’t say, but she clearly meant it. Mrs. Kendricks stiffened and Prescott raised his hands placatingly. 
 
    “Let’s not fight amongst ourselves,” he said. “They dealt with Bellaxragor all on their own, Paula,” he reminded her, “with no warning and no preparation.” 
 
    “And Sadraximbril as well,” Daraxandriel said softly. 
 
    “And that hellhound Peter took out,” Susie added. 
 
    “And the skull thing in the cemetery,” Olivia said meekly. 
 
    “What?” Susie demanded. “When did that happen? Why wasn’t I there?” 
 
    The table exploded into a cacophony of questions and challenges and accusations that took forever to settle down. By the time we explained everything that happened over the last twenty-four hours – carefully leaving Amy’s role out of it – the Occult Investigations team was left gaping at us in disbelief. 
 
    “These – these kids stopped four incursions?” Shelby asked incredulously. “By themselves?” 
 
    “Fay’s going to want to recruit all of them,” Singh noted wryly. 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Prescott said. “The immediate problem is Orixnador.” 
 
    “Nay,” Daraxandriel insisted, “Lilixandriel is the root of our woes.” 
 
    “She’s just a succubus,” Shelby said dismissively. “We can deal with her easily.” 
 
    “How long have you been chasing her, exactly?” I asked with no little amount of snark. I didn’t like Shelby very much and, judging from the glare she gave me, the feeling was mutual. 
 
    “That’s enough, you two,” Prescott said sharply. “We need to decide –” 
 
    “Peter! I’m home!” Melissa called from the foyer. “Mr. Franklin let me off early today. Whose SUV is that out front?” She walked right past the dining room, heading for the stairs, and then reappeared a moment later to stare at us. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Everyone looked at her and then turned in their seats to look at me. I heaved a sigh and gave Melissa the condensed version of recent events. I tried to gloss over my adventures in the cemetery and the shadowed paths but she jumped on them like a terrier attacking a rawhide bone. 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” she exclaimed, “What were you thinking? You should have called me!” She punched me on the shoulder to punctuate her disapproval of my actions. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I winced, rubbing my arm. That hurt worse than anything else I’d had to deal with so far, other than Amy zapping me. “We’re just deciding what to do next. Right?” I asked Prescott. 
 
    “There’s not much we can do until Orixnador makes his presence known,” Prescott frowned. “Normally we’d set up containment wards but we can’t lay out the sigils until we find him.” 
 
    “The coven will alert us when he arrives,” Mrs. Kendricks said. Shelby opened her mouth to say something and then subsided with a sullen glower. 
 
    “Thanks, Arial,” Prescott told her sincerely. “We appreciate your help.” Their eyes met for a long moment and Melissa nudged me in the back. 
 
    “Look!” she whispered eagerly in my ear. “They’re going to get back together!” 
 
    “I think you’re reading too much into it,” I told her, but there was no denying the faint flush in Mrs. Kendricks’ cheeks when she looked away. 
 
    “In the meantime,” Prescott went on, “we’ll make what preparations we can.” Shelby and Singh nodded and got to their feet. “Is there a room we can use, Melissa? Someplace enclosed and quiet?” 
 
    “Daddy’s study, maybe?” she said doubtfully. “I’ll show you.” Merlin jumped down and padded silently after her, followed by the two women, but Prescott paused before joining them. 
 
    “Do not,” he said firmly, pointing a finger right at me, “go anywhere without telling us first. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I gulped, shrinking down in my chair. I stayed there until he was gone. “What a day,” I sighed. 
 
    Susie snorted. “Lilith says if everything you do turns out badly, the problem is probably you.”  
 
    “Thank you for that insightful observation. So why did it take you so long to find us? We left this morning and it’s,” I checked my watch, “almost five now.” 
 
    “We didn’t know where you were, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks said soberly. “You and Dara were upstairs when we left you to look for Susie but you weren’t there when we went back. We thought Lilith had taken you away somehow.” 
 
    “We tried calling you but your phone was on Melissa’s desk,” Susie added. “Here.” She pulled my phone out of her dress pocket and shoved it across the table towards me. “I needed it for the tracking spell.” 
 
    “You found us with my phone?” I looked it over doubtfully but it seemed unharmed. 
 
    “Agent Singh showed me how and Agent Shelby taught me the portal spell. That was cool,” she smiled to herself. “I can’t wait to try that again.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they do it? They’re more experienced than you, aren’t they?” 
 
    “I knew you better than anyone else. That’s important for stuff like this.” She flexed her fingers and I realized that each one bore a silver ring, some engraved and the rest adorned with gemstones. 
 
    A gasp from the foyer announced Melissa’s return. “Where did you get those rings?” she demanded. “Are those mine?” 
 
    “I needed crystals to make the portal lattice,” Susie explained, holding them up to the light to admire them. “Diamonds work really well.” 
 
    “Give those back!” Melissa lunged at her hands but Susie hid them behind her back.  
 
    “I need them!” she insisted. “I can use them to fight demons!” 
 
    “I don’t care! That one’s an heirloom!” She grabbed one of Susie’s hands and tried to pry off the rings but Susie clenched her fingers into a fist. They wrestled over them, bumping against the table and almost toppling Susie’s chair until I jumped in to separate them. 
 
    “Melissa, stop!” I had to wrap my arms around her waist to pull her away and got an elbow in my gut for my trouble. “Maybe you can just loan them to Susie until we deal with Lilith, okay? We need all the help we can get.” 
 
    Melissa struggled a bit more and then surrendered with ill grace. “Fine,” she groused, “but she’s paying for anything she loses.” I released her carefully and she straightened her blouse with a huff. 
 
    “Susie will take good care of them,” I assured her. “Right, Susie?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Susie shrugged indifferently. She and Melissa glared at each other but I chose to interpret that as agreement. 
 
    “Anyway,” I sighed, “that still doesn’t explain why it took you so long to track us down. I told you where we were going.” 
 
    “We didn’t see your note until long after Ryan and the others got here to help us,” Mrs. Kendricks explained, frowning disapprovingly at her misbehaving witches. 
 
    “It was sitting right there on Melissa’s computer!” 
 
    “The screen was dark. No one thought to check it until someone accidentally bumped the desk and it came on.” 
 
    “Oh.” I’d completely forgotten about the power saving feature. “Well, I guess it all worked out okay, anyway.” 
 
    “Peter,” she chided me, “we were frantic. We had no idea where you were or what happened to you. If it weren’t for Susie, well –” She took a shuddery breath. “We were this close to telling your parents you were gone.” There was no space between her thumb and forefinger. 
 
    I just stared at her, my heart sinking into my stomach like a twisted lump of lead. I hadn’t thought about Mom and Dad at all. What if we had died in Hell? I thought miserably. How could anybody possibly explain that to them? “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I just wanted this to be over.” 
 
    “I know, Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks said gently, “but running off on your own isn’t the way to do it.” 
 
    Melissa slipped her arms around my waist and hugged me from behind. “We’ll figure this out, Peter,” she said. “Together.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her sincerely. “So what happens now?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks. “Do we just sit around and wait?” 
 
    “We could order pizza,” Susie suggested. “I missed lunch.” 
 
    “We all did,” Mrs. Kendricks said ruefully. “I’ll see if I can put something together for everyone. Do you mind if we use your kitchen, Melissa?” 
 
    “No, go right ahead.” 
 
    “I’d rather have pizza,” Susie grumbled, but she followed Mrs. Kendricks out of the dining room. Daraxandriel and Olivia got up as well and Melissa and I trailed behind them, until Melissa grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the stairs. 
 
    “This way,” she insisted. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I got you a surprise over lunch.” 
 
    “I don’t like surprises.” 
 
    “You’ll like this one,” she promised. She pushed me into her bedroom and closed the door behind her as she kicked off her shoes. “I’ve been dying to get out of these clothes.” 
 
    “Um, why?” I watched her nervously as she walked past me to her closet, unzipping her skirt. She stepped out of it and shook it out, clipping it to a hanger. She was wearing panties, thankfully, hip-hugger briefs that were barely up to the task, but I gasped when she pulled her blouse over her head. “What happened to your back?” A wide bandage was taped across the top of her butt. 
 
    “That’s the surprise.” She hung up her blouse and then twisted around awkwardly, trying to peel off the bandage. “This hurt like hell,” she grumbled. “I hope you appreciate it.” She sucked in her breath as the tape reluctantly pulled away from her skin. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “Those are Lorecraft sigils.” 
 
    Three circles lay in a row across her lower back, each about two inches across. The first was black with a pentacle in the center, the second was gold with a stylized eye, and the third was red with a pair of crossed daggers: sorcerer, cleric, and rogue, Melisandre’s demiurge classes. 
 
    “Yeah, they turned out pretty good,” Melissa mused, trying to position herself in the mirror to get a better look. “My skirt was rubbing against them all afternoon, though.” The skin around the tattoos looked like a bad sunburn. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” I protested. 
 
    “Of course I did. That’s one more checked off the list.” She turned to face me with a wicked smile. “So what’s next? Number twelve, maybe?” 
 
    I was afraid to ask what number twelve was. “Let’s worry about that later. We’d better get back downstairs in case something happens.” I edged towards the door and Melissa rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed, “but you’d better not get yourself killed before we do it.” 
 
    “I’m trying my very best,” I muttered to myself as she returned to her closet to peruse its contents. She shimmied into a black cotton shift and then rooted around the floor for suitable footwear, demonstrating exactly how well the fabric clung to her bottom. “I’ll, uh, I’ll just head downstairs,” I told her, hoping to escape before Little Peter got any ideas. Melissa waved a sandal at me in silent acknowledgement and I retreated to the hallway just as Olivia called me from below. 
 
    “Peter?” She stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at me with wide, anxious eyes. “Your phone’s ringing,” she said breathlessly, pointing back to the dining room. “It’s Lilith.” 
 
    I didn’t make it in time to pick up the call but all nine of us – plus Merlin – gathered around my phone as I played back her message. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins,” Lilixandriel said unctuously, “I trust my dear clutch-mate returned to thine embrace whole, if not wholly unharmed. I hope she found the greeting I arranged for her entertaining, despite that she chose not to linger for its proper conclusion.” Daraxandriel wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. 
 
    “Alas, Orixnador demands recompense for his slain pets,” Lilixandriel went on, “and his price is steep. Yet thou hast the coin with which to bargain for her life. Bring thy soulstone to the Atlas Shipping warehouse within the hour, an thou truly values Daraxandriel’s blighted existence. Elsewise, listen for the baying of his hounds. They have her scent now and she cannot hide.” 
 
    The recording ended and we all looked at each other but no one wanted to be the first to say anything. Finally, Daraxandriel hunched her shoulders. 
 
    “Thou canst not accede to her demand, Peter Simon Collins,” she said quietly. “Do not forfeit thy life for mine.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let them kill you!” I retorted but she shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “Didst thou not hear? The hellhounds know my scent, they will find me here and slay all of us. I needs must go, lest all are lost.” She looked scared and miserable. 
 
    “No,” I told her firmly. “None of that matters if we get them first, right?” I looked around the table but I didn’t see the level of resolve and support I’d hoped for. “They told us where they are,” I pointed out to Prescott. “You can set your wards or whatever and capture them!” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “That’s true. She finally made a mistake. Where’s Atlas Shipping?” he asked Singh. She pulled out her cellphone and tapped for a minute. 
 
    “West of town, across the highway,” she reported. “It’s for sale, according to this. It may be empty.” 
 
    “Perfect for hiding out during daylight hours,” he mused. “All right, we’ll head over there and scope it out.” He picked up Merlin and he and the other two agents headed for the front door. I started to follow them, but Prescott stopped me. “When I say we, Peter, I mean the three of us.” Merlin meowed and Prescott rolled his eyes impatiently. “The four of us. The rest of you stay here where it’s safe.” 
 
    “It’s not safe here,” I argued. “Didn’t you hear Lilith? They can track us here.” 
 
    “Assuming she wasn’t bluffing,” Shelby countered. 
 
    “You and I both know how well hellhounds follow their prey, Ryan,” Mrs. Kendricks reminded him quietly. “You still have the marks to prove it.” 
 
    Prescott touched the triple scars across his temple with a troubled look but he shook his head. “It’s safer here than it is there,” he insisted. “We can’t fight a demon and protect all of you at the same time.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said tersely, “but I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “Arial –” 
 
    “You need five to form a proper binding circle. I can help.” 
 
    “It can be done with three,” Shelby insisted. “Adding a fourth won’t make that much of a difference.” 
 
    “I’ll call Anastasia and have her meet us there. She knows what to do.” Prescott hesitated. “Ryan, please. You need us.” 
 
    “This is very irregular,” Shelby warned. 
 
    Prescott let his breath out in a sigh. “All right, but the two of you have to get out of there if anything goes wrong. Understood?” Mrs. Kendricks nodded but I doubted anyone in the room believed her. “Stay put, the rest of you,” he said firmly. “Stay out of sight, stay alert, and stay by the phone. Call us if there’s any sign of trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I told him. He eyed me closely and then nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he ordered. The four of them – plus Merlin – trooped out the front door, although Mrs. Kendricks paused on the doorstep.  
 
    “Be careful, Peter,” she said somberly. “This isn’t a game.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Good luck.” She nodded and turned away, closing the door behind her. The five of us stood there in silence until the SUV’s engine roared to life and then faded away. 
 
    “So,” Susie said behind me, “how long do we wait before we go after them?” 
 
    “About five minutes,” I said. 
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    Something that just irks me is that hypothetical question friends are prone to ask at random moments: If you could pick one superpower, what would it be? Since I’m not likely to be bitten by a radioactive arachnid, struck by cosmic rays, or find a ring imbued with mystical energy anytime soon, it’s a pointless exercise. Even if such a thing did happen, I doubt I’d get to pick from a menu of available superpowers. I’d just get whatever I got and deal with it. 
 
    Everyone wants to be special in some way, to stand out from the crowd and be admired. Most of us will never have that chance but that doesn’t stop us from dreaming. What if I could fly or stop bullets or turn invisible? What would I do with an ability like that? I’d like to believe I’d use it to help other people but let’s face it, the temptation of taking advantage of someone else with impunity would always be there. 
 
    Supervillains without superheroes to hold them in check would be mayhem, but superheroes without supervillains to combat would be boring. Life is only interesting when there’s balance, somewhere between strict order and total chaos. I don’t need a superpower to get all the excitement I can stand, although I have to admit that invisibility and access to the girl’s locker room at school could spice things up a bit. 
 
      
 
    I went first, using Teleportal to send myself to the back entrance of the police station. This was the riskiest part of the entire plan, since everyone at the station knew me by sight and I had no plausible reason to be there, but this was the closest I’d ever been to the industrial district. 
 
    I looked around anxiously, waiting for the fifteen-second cooldown timer to expire, but thankfully Sergeant Finney wasn’t taking his regular cigar break and no one else was in sight. I crept down to the corner of the building, found a likely spot beside an insurance office across the way, and tapped Teleportal again. 
 
    Five hops later, I stood in the shadow of a distribution center for one of the local plumbing supply companies, looking across at the Atlas Shipping building. Most of the businesses around me had a few cars and trucks parked in their lots but Atlas Shipping looked completely deserted. Some aspiring artist with a can of spray paint had taken the opportunity to make the image of Atlas on the side of the building anatomically correct, further evidence that the place was officially unoccupied. 
 
    I couldn’t see Prescott’s SUV anywhere but I doubted they’d just drive right up to Lilixandriel’s hideout. They had to be casing the joint, just like I was. And Lilith has to be watching for us, I thought uneasily. She has to at least suspect we’re going to try something. I looked around for imps but the area was cat- and monkey-thing-free. 
 
    I needed a place where the others could join me without attracting any undue attention and I finally settled on one of the nearby loading docks, crouching down between the low concrete walls on either side. I pulled out my phone and called Susie. 
 
    “Well?” she asked impatiently. 
 
    “Ready,” I reported.  
 
    She hung up in my ear and a moment later a pentagram drawn in white fire appeared under my feet. I scrambled out of the way as a spherical hole appeared above the center of the star and rapidly expanded, showing me Melissa’s back yard and part of her pool.  
 
    Something flitted across the image and then Daraxandriel stepped out. She surveyed the area and then moved to my side, resting her sword on her shoulder. She didn’t have a scabbard for it but she assured me that anyone who happened to spot her wouldn’t think it was unusual for a horned demon to be walking around with a deadly weapon. The blade was stained despite her best efforts to wipe it clean but it was still wickedly sharp and I leaned away from it cautiously. 
 
    “Well met, Peter Simon Collins,” she greeted me. Her tail was whipping back and forth but before I could ask her why, Melissa came through the portal. 
 
    “Wow,” she breathed, shaking herself. “That was weird.” She eyed the portal uneasily as she came to stand on my other side, gripping her wand tightly in her fist. 
 
    Olivia popped as she stepped out of the portal and her dress fluttered to the ground. She grabbed it quickly and wrestled it back over her head, throwing me an embarrassed look as she settled it back into place and brushed off the dirt. She turned solid again and retrieved her sandals, hopping on one foot and then the other to put them back on. “Sorry,” she mumbled. 
 
    “And that’s still creepy,” Melissa murmured to me out of the corner of her mouth. I nudged her with my elbow as Olivia joined us. 
 
    Susie’s arrival was a little different. She didn’t step through the portal opening, it abruptly collapsed and vanished, leaving her standing in the center of the pentagram. Her rings glowed with the same white fire but the effect faded away as the pattern vanished.  
 
    “Cool,” she said with a satisfied nod. “This beats taking the bus to school.” She looked up at the building behind us. “So is this it?” 
 
    “It’s around the corner,” I said, pointing. She started walking that way and I pulled her back quickly. “We can’t just waltz over there in plain sight,” I told her sternly. “We need a plan.” 
 
    “I thought that was the plan,” she grumbled but she stayed put. 
 
    “We need to know exactly what we’re dealing with and we need to watch out for the others. If we’re inside when they turn on their confinement ward, we’ll be trapped inside with Lilith, an angry demon lord, and a bunch of hellhounds.” 
 
    “I guess,” she allowed reluctantly. 
 
    “I’m so glad you agree. Okay, Olivia, go see what’s going on. We’ll wait here.” 
 
    “Me?” Olivia protested. “Why do I always have to do the spying?” 
 
    “Because you’re invisible and you can walk through walls,” I pointed out with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    “And you’re already dead,” Susie added, “so it doesn’t matter if they catch you.” 
 
    “Stop helping, you’re no good at it,” I told her. “You’re the best person for the job, Olivia. Just go over there, see what Lilith and Ori-whatever are up to, and come right back.” 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled, “but you owe me. Hold my dress.” She lifted the shoulder strap up and I pinched it between my fingers. She ghosted out and stepped aside, leaving the dress dangling from my hand. “Don’t let it get dirty,” she ordered as she walked out of the loading dock and disappeared around the corner. 
 
    Melissa eyed me suspiciously as I draped Olivia’s shift over my arm. “Are you sure she’s not naked?” 
 
    “She’s completely covered up,” I assured her. “She – Olivia! What are you doing back here?” 
 
    Olivia looked down at us from the edge of the dock. “Which building is it?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Atlas Shipping, just over there.” 
 
    “The one with the naked man on the side?” 
 
    “Um, yes. That’s Atlas.” 
 
    “Somebody drew boy parts on him,” she complained. 
 
    “I know. Just ignore it.” 
 
    “That’s pretty hard to ignore,” she muttered as she turned away. “It’s huge.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I told the others. “Olivia just wanted to make sure she got the right building.” 
 
    “Is there any way to let the rest of us see her too?” Melissa asked. “Talking to empty space is just creepy.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Susie said thoughtfully, inspecting her rings. “Now that I have these, I might be able to adapt one of the spirit sight spells I know.” 
 
    “Those are my rings,” Melissa reminded her heatedly. “I get them back when we’re done. All of them.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Peter! Make sure she gives my rings back to me!” 
 
    Daraxandriel stood apart from the argument, shifting her balance uneasily as she gazed around us. Her tail was still waving back and forth under the hem of her dress, albeit at a slower pace. “Is something wrong?” I asked her. 
 
    “There is a great evil here, Peter Simon Collins,” she said solemnly. “I am unsettled.” 
 
    “Well, Lilith and that demon lord are just over there,” I said, hooking my thumb over my shoulder. “I’m not surprised you’re picking them up.” 
 
    “Nay, that is not what I sense.” She turned around in a complete circle. “It is nearby.” 
 
    “Nearby?” The hairs on the back of my neck decided to stand up and take a look around as well. “Where?” 
 
    “I cannot discern the source. It is ... diffuse.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Now that she mentions it,” Melissa said uneasily, “I feel something too.” 
 
    Susie held up her right hand. One of the diamonds flickered like a lightbulb about to burn out. “Peter, what are these buildings made out of?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “I don’t know. Steel and concrete, I guess. Why?” 
 
    “Steel has iron in it, right?” 
 
    “It’s mostly iron,” I agreed. “So what?” 
 
    “Cold iron shorts out magic. There’s a demon hiding in one of these buildings.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t tell.” 
 
    “Peter!” Olivia sprinted around the corner and nearly tumbled into the loading dock before she caught herself. “That place is empty! There’s just a couple of black cats in there watching the doors!” 
 
    “Imps? Shit!” 
 
    “Peter!” 
 
    “What going on?” Melissa asked in alarm. 
 
    “Lilith tricked us. I should have realized she’s too smart to give away her location in a recorded message like that. She’s not in the Atlas building, it’s another trap.” I chewed my lip as my mind raced. “Olivia, did you see Prescott and the others over there?” 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded. “They’re drawing circles on the ground with their wands.” 
 
    “We have to warn them.” I only had Mrs. Kendricks’ number so I called her, but it rolled over to voice mail after a couple of rings. “Damn it,” I muttered. I sent her a text instead: Don’t go in there. it’s a trap. Lilith is in one of these other buildings. My phone rang a few seconds later. 
 
    “Peter,” Mrs. Kendricks demanded angrily, “what in the world are you doing? Are you here?” 
 
    “Olivia looked inside the warehouse,” I told her urgently. “There’s just a couple of imps standing guard. Susie thinks there’s a demon in one of these other buildings but we aren’t sure which one.” There was a long silence. “Hello?” 
 
    “She’s right,” Mrs. Kendricks breathed. “Stay where you are and keep out of sight. We’ll deal with this.” She hung up before I could argue with her. 
 
    I ran out of the loading dock and peered around the corner at the Atlas Shipping warehouse. Stacy was standing there, looking around with her hand pressed to her ear, probably talking to her mother. Suddenly, she bolted away from the building and disappeared somewhere off to the right.  
 
    “They’re moving,” I reported. “We have to find out where Lilith is hiding before she spots any of us. Oh, here.” I tossed Olivia’s dress to her and pointed around the back side of the building. “We’ll go around this way and meet up with them.” 
 
    We ran down the side of the warehouse with Olivia struggling to pull on her dress on the move. She finally gave up and left it draped over the side of one of the loading docks, glaring at me like it was my fault, but we had bigger problems facing us. I paused at the corner and carefully peered around the edge, trying to determine where Lilixandriel and Orixnador might be hiding, but all of the other buildings in the area looked perfectly normal. 
 
    “Can you tell where they are?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nay, but they are close.” 
 
    “That way,” Susie said. The diamond on her middle finger waxed and waned as she waved her hand back and forth. I tried to sight along her arm. 
 
    “That stone place?” Brighton Stone and Tile had a small office and showroom attached to a huge warehouse in the back. “Are you sure? There are people inside.” There were four cars out front and two delivery trucks parked in the side alley. 
 
    “Yes,” she said firmly. “Unless they’re somewhere on the other side.” She started heading towards it but I pulled her back. 
 
    “They might have imps watching,” I warned her. “We can’t just go walking up there.” 
 
    “We could pretend we’re buying rocks,” she suggested. 
 
    “We’re not trying to fool the employees, we’re trying to avoid the demons. And the FBI,” I added as an afterthought. 
 
    “Well, I can’t make a portal without something over there to aim for,” she pointed out. 
 
    “We’re not even sure that’s where they are. Here, I’ll Conceal you and you can run over to that furniture place over there and triangulate.” I targeted her with my reticule and tapped Conceal. Susie vanished from sight and Melissa and Olivia gasped in unison. 
 
    “Peter!” Susie’s frustrated voice came out of nowhere. “I can’t see my rings!” 
 
    “My rings!” Melissa protested. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” I said, chagrined, “I didn’t think about that. Sorry.” 
 
    “Conceal me, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel suggested. “I shall discern their whereabouts.” 
 
    “It’s a five-minute cooldown,” I apologized. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll go,” Olivia sighed resignedly. 
 
    “Can you sense evil?” I asked her. 
 
    “Well, no,” she admitted, “but I can look inside.” 
 
    “I can,” Melissa reminded me. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Do you have any invisibility spells?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “No, I have something better.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “This.” She suddenly dissipated into a black haze that faded away almost immediately and we all stepped back in alarm. Well, I wasn’t sure what Susie did but the rest of us were certainly surprised. 
 
    “Melissa?” I asked tentatively. There was no answer. “Does anyone know what just happened?” 
 
    “It did mind me of Shadow Step within Lorecraft,” Daraxandriel frowned. 
 
    “Man, I wish I had those stupid powers,” Susie grumbled out of nowhere. 
 
    Olivia inched away from her disembodied voice. “That is the creepiest thing,” she said uneasily. 
 
    “Can anyone see her?” I asked. She wasn’t anywhere outside and there was too much glare on the showroom windows to see inside. 
 
    “I’ll go look for her,” Susie offered. 
 
    “Fine, just be careful. No, wait!” 
 
    “What?” She was a few feet further away now. 
 
    “Portal us over to wherever Melissa is instead. That way we’re not stuck over here waiting for her.” 
 
    “It’ll be easier if I portal you from there. I hardly know Melissa.” 
 
    “You’re in the same coven! You helped her practice for her initiation.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t live with her.” 
 
    “Fine, just be careful.” 
 
    “I heard you the first time.” 
 
    I watched intently but I couldn’t detect any sign that Susie was heading for the warehouse. For all I knew, she was standing right behind me ready to scare the living daylights out of me. Fortunately for my piece of mind, the front door of the showroom finally opened and closed all on its own. 
 
    “If that is Lilixandriel’s lair,” Daraxandriel whispered at my side, “where are Sir Prescott and Dame Kendricks and the others? Have they been led astray?” 
 
    “Maybe that isn’t the place after all,” I mused. “We’ll give Melissa and Susie a minute and then –”  
 
    Before I could finish that thought, a pentagram of white fire surrounded us and suddenly we were standing in a small office surrounded by filing cabinets and sample boards. The pentagram faded out as Melissa appeared in the doorway beside me. 
 
    “Peter –” she whispered. Her hand covered her mouth and she looked like she was about to be sick. “There’s blood everywhere.” 
 
    “What?” I pushed my way past her into the showroom and stopped dead in my tracks. The place looked like the aftermath of a riot, with papers and tile samples scattered everywhere. Long dark smudges streaked the floor and the cloying scent of drying blood filled the air. “What happened? Where is everybody?” 
 
    “Two guesses where the hellhounds are.” I jumped as Susie’s voice came out of nowhere. “Look at the tracks.” One of the pools of blood outlined a paw print bigger than my spread hands and similar marks headed to a pair of tall swinging doors leading into the warehouse beyond. 
 
    “Oh my God, they’re here,” I breathed. Daraxandriel nodded grimly, her sword out and ready to strike. 
 
    “Maybe we should wait for Agent Prescott to get here,” Olivia suggested meekly. She looked ill as well. 
 
    “They’re going to need our help,” I insisted, although I was starting to have doubts about how much help we’d actually be. Daraxandriel and I barely escaped Orixnador with a running head start and now we were about to confront him in his stronghold. “Olivia, go see what’s on the other side of that door.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” she said shakily, but she moved forward, carefully tiptoeing around the blood. She took a few deep breaths and then ghosted through the doors while I listened anxiously for any sign that we’d been noticed. 
 
    She returned less than a minute later, standing just inside the showroom with her eyes closed as she regained her composure. “Well?” I prompted. 
 
    “There’s a really big demon in there,” she reported, “with horns and a whip and some sort of armor.” She waved her hand over her chest vaguely. “And I saw five hellhounds.” 
 
    “Five. Shit,” I muttered. That was bad. 
 
    “Five what, Peter?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “Sorry.” I repeated what Olivia told me. Daraxandriel shoulders sagged just a fraction, as if she doubted her ability to fend off that many. “Was Lilith there?” 
 
    “I didn’t see her,” Olivia shook her head, “but Peter, there are people in there.” 
 
    “People? Who?” 
 
    “Just regular people, all bunched up in the middle. They look hurt and scared.” Olivia looked pretty scared herself. 
 
    “Those must be the people that work here,” I said, surveying the bloody floor. “Why are they still alive, though?” 
 
    “What people?” Susie asked out of nowhere. I described what Olivia had seen. “They’re hostages.” 
 
    “Hostages?” 
 
    “Their lives are surety against us,” Daraxandriel explained, “ere we gain the upper hand.” 
 
    “We have to get them out of there before we do anything else,” I said. “We won’t be able to do it once the fighting starts.” 
 
    “How?” Melissa asked. “I can only transport myself.” 
 
    “I can Teleportal a group if they’re all together. Olivia, how many people are there?” 
 
    “I didn’t count them. Six, maybe?” 
 
    “Go make sure. I don’t want to leave anyone behind accidentally.” Olivia nodded and stepped through the door again. “We’re going to have to hit the hellhounds as soon as they’re safe. I can get one with Lightning Strike.” 
 
    “I can account for one other,” Daraxandriel affirmed. 
 
    “I think I might be able to Lifesteal one of them,” Melissa suggested hesitantly. 
 
    “That leaves two, plus Ori. Does he have any weaknesses?” I asked Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Naught that I have heard,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “I can deal with one of them too,” Susie insisted. She sounded insulted that I hadn’t included her in the mayhem. 
 
    “How?” Other than her light darts and her chain lightning trick, I couldn’t recall her casting any destructive spells. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she sniffed. 
 
    “If you can’t one-shot it, don’t even try,” I told her sternly. Olivia reappeared then and hurried to my side. “How many?” I asked her. 
 
    “Seven, five men and two women. A couple of them are in really bad shape,” she added worriedly. 
 
    “Let’s just get them out of there first. Where are the hellhounds?” 
 
    “Two of them are walking around. The others are with the demon, watching the people.” 
 
    “Okay.” I chewed my lip as I thought. “Is there something we can hide behind in there or someplace we can stand without being seen?” 
 
    “There’s a whole bunch of stacks in there,” she said, holding her hand over her head and then spreading her hands to indicate something about three feet across. “Mostly boxes and bags and big flat rocks.” 
 
    I looked around and grabbed a sheet of paper and a pen from the counter. I quickly drew a large rectangle and added a small one beside it. “Can you draw what’s inside for us? Mark where everyone is.” 
 
    Olivia took the pen awkwardly, as if her spectral hands couldn’t quite get a grip on it, and then she sketched a bunch of loosely-spaced squares on the near end of the rectangle. “Those are the stacks,” she said, and I passed that information on to the others gathered around. “The demon is here,” she drew a large X near the center of the warehouse, “and the people are here,” she added a circle by the X. 
 
    “Are there any other exits?” 
 
    “There’s a big door at the far end. I didn’t see any others,” she said apologetically, “but I wasn’t looking for them.” 
 
    “That’s all right, this is great. Okay.” I studied the diagram, trying to envision the layout. “If we can get behind these stacks without being seen, we might be able to surprise them.” 
 
    “They’re going to see that door opening,” Melissa said doubtfully. It was at least ten feet tall and probably noisy as well. “I can Shadow Step in.” 
 
    “There’s a gap between the doors,” I noted. “I can target through it.” It was barely an inch wide but it would have to do.  
 
    “And then the rest of us can portal over,” Susie said. She suddenly faded into view right beside Olivia, who squeaked in surprise and jumped aside. “It’s about time,” she groused, looking down at herself. “Now I can really do some damage.” She flexed her fingers and her diamonds glittered under the fluorescent lights. 
 
    An uneasy knot twisted in my stomach. “This is real, people,” I told them seriously. “Once we get in there, it’s going to be a fight to the death.” Probably ours, I didn’t say. 
 
    “This is what witches do, Peter,” Susie said dismissively. “We fight demons.” Melissa nodded her concurrence but she looked scared. 
 
    “I’m not a witch,” Olivia said quietly, “but I want to help those people.” 
 
    “I’m not a witch either,” I reminded them, “but it’s my fault this happened and it’s my responsibility to fix it.” I looked at Daraxandriel, who smiled fleetingly. 
 
    “We can each claim fault for the straits in which we find ourselves, Peter Simon Collins,” she declared, “yet I shall cleave to thy side and fight the righteous battle.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means,” Susie complained. 
 
    “I think it means All for one and one for all,” Melissa explained with a tentative smile. She held out her right hand. “The Three Musketeers.” 
 
    “That’s a chocolate bar,” Susie protested. 
 
    “And there are five of us,” I pointed out wryly, but I placed my hand on top of Melissa’s. Daraxandriel hesitated and then did the same. 
 
    “This is stupid,” Susie grumbled but she followed suit. Then she snatched her hand back when Olivia reached in and rested hers on top. “What was that?” she asked uneasily, rubbing the back of her hand. 
 
    “That was Olivia,” I informed her. “Is everyone ready?” They all nodded, with varying degrees of certainty. “Okay, Olivia, go make sure this area is clear.” I tapped her drawing between the stacks and the door. “Let me know when it’s safe to go.” Olivia nodded and hurried off, skirting the bloody marks on the floor.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked Melissa quietly. She was going to be the first mortal in. If something went wrong before we joined her, she’d bear the brunt of it. 
 
    She let her breath out with a nod. “I’m ready,” she assured me. “I can do this.” 
 
    “I know you can.” I leaned in and kissed her lightly on the cheek. When I stepped back, she just stared at me with her lips parted. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’ve never kissed me before, Peter,” she said, resting her hand on her cheek. 
 
    “Yes, I have,” I frowned. “Lots of times.” 
 
    “No, I’ve always kissed you. This is – special.” She smiled shyly. “I like it.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, all too aware of Daraxandriel and Susie watching us with odd expressions. “Well, okay then. Um –” Olivia stepped through the door then and waved at me to get my attention, giving me a thumbs-up sign. “It’s time,” I announced, trying to hide my relief. “Good luck.” 
 
    “You too. See you soon.” Melissa took another deep breath, gripping her wand tightly, and then faded into shadow. 
 
    This is it, I told myself, pulling up my spell bar and hovering my finger over Teleportal. It’s almost over. I just hoped I’d be alive to see the end when it happened. I walked over to the door, put my eye to the gap, and tapped the icon. 
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    In Legends of Lorecraft, players spend upwards of 75% of their game time fighting NPCs and monsters. It’s the fastest way to gain XP and level up, and every now and then you’ll get lucky with a rare drop or two. For a lot of people, fighting is just a means to an end. For others, it’s what the game is all about: proving yourself against increasingly difficult foes while you work towards the ultimate prize, becoming a demiurge. 
 
    Everyone has their own preferred fighting style. Melee characters like knights and rogues go toe-to-toe with their adversaries, using their armor or agility to avoid injuries while wearing down the enemy with multiple attacks at close range. Ranged characters like rangers, enchanters, or sorcerers, on the other hand, stand back and deal damage from a distance, trading off defense for offensive firepower. Neither approach is inherently better than the other and in most battles, you need a mix of styles in order to overcome a powerful opponent. 
 
    At the lower levels, any character can easily solo the missions without too much trouble. As you gain experience, though, the monsters get progressively stronger and you eventually find yourself outmatched at every turn. That’s when you really need a coordinated team to deal with the threats you’re going to encounter. Otherwise, you’re going to wish you bought those Revive scrolls from that merchant in the last town. 
 
      
 
    I appeared beside Melissa and Olivia scurried over to join us. A moment later a fiery white flash presaged the arrival of Susie and Daraxandriel. We stood by a row of wooden forklift pallets stacked with boxes of ceramic floor tiles, barely higher than the top of my head but wide enough to take shelter behind. They were spaced a foot apart but the rows weren’t aligned so we couldn’t peer between them to see what was going on. 
 
    The warehouse itself was cavernous, almost two stories high up to its metal rafters and lined with heavy industrial shelving on both sides. It smelled of cardboard and rock dust and the sound of someone’s muffled crying echoed around us. 
 
    “I’m going to Teleportal the hostages out,” I whispered to the others. “Don’t do anything until they’re safe.” 
 
    “How are we going to know that from back here?” Melissa asked, equally softly. “What’s the signal?” 
 
    “Listen for the yelling and howling,” I said wryly. “They’re not going to be happy their insurance policy is gone. Get ready.” I targeted myself and tapped Conceal, prompting a surprised gasp from Olivia. 
 
    I crept along the row of boxes and peered around the corner. The shelving extended all the way down to the far end, stocked with decorative stones and bricks on the bottom level and other building supplies and tools higher up. I couldn’t see Orixnador from this angle, but I heard a low rumbling growl that had to be one of the hellhounds. I checked myself to make sure I was still invisible and then tiptoed forward. The tile boxes gave way to bundles of patio stones wrapped in heavy-duty plastic to keep them from toppling over and I caught my first glimpse of Orixnador Soulreaper.  
 
    True to Daraxandriel’s word, he looked a lot like Bellaxragor Stormreaper, standing at least eight feet tall with thick curving horns and glowing eyes, but he lacked Bellaxragor’s wings. Instead, he wore a heavy leather cuirass studded with large metal rivets and vambraces around his massive forearms. He wasn’t as battle-scarred as his cousin but even his own mother would be hard-pressed to call his scowling angular features and rough-hewn physique handsome. 
 
    I still couldn’t see the hostages so I moved closer, watching for the hellhounds, but I froze when Orixnador blew out a frustrated breath. 
 
    “How much longer must we cower in this place?” His voice was a gravelly bass, like the rattle of stones down a large wooden chute. “My hounds grow restless for the hunt, as do I.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt us, please!” begged a shaky female voice. “We’ll do whatever you want!” 
 
    I hurried forward and finally found the captive employees. They huddled together on the floor not far from Orixnador, all of them bloodied and torn and two of them lying motionless, hopefully just unconscious. The demon lord looked down on them with a contemptuous sneer. 
 
    “Cease thy pitiful whining, mortal,” he snarled, “lest I give my hounds leave to feast upon thy bones.” Three of the hellhounds sat watching the hostages intently, their jaws gaping in anticipation, and the woman moaned fearfully before clamping her hands over her mouth to muffle the sound. Another hellhound paced in a slow orbit around the hostages while the fifth was some distance away. 
 
    “Patience, Orixnador.” I sucked in my breath and searched around for the source of that hated voice. I finally spotted Lilixandriel standing atop the shelving unit looking down at the demon, clad in the same blouse and skirt she wore in the cemetery. “Peter Simon Collins thinks himself a hero,” she sneered. “He will come.” 
 
    I was sorely tempted to throw Flame Lance at her but she was partially shielded by the shelving and the hostages wouldn’t likely survive the ensuing chaos. Instead, I eased forward, trying to get a clearer view of them. 
 
    “And what of the others who aid him?” Orixnador demanded. “Thy clutch-mate slaughtered four of my hounds and escaped. I demand retribution.” 
 
    “Thou shalt have it,” Lilixandriel snarled. “Fortune favored her upon the shadowed paths but here she is sorely outmatched. Thou mayst do with her as thou wilt, yet thou needs must claim the soulstone first.” 
 
    “I know our bargain,” the demon growled sourly. “Thou wilt make a fractious queen.” 
 
    “Only to thine enemies, my lord,” she told him, suddenly all sweetness. “Thy rule shall be legendary.” Orixnador snorted but said nothing. He apparently had few illusions about his consort-to-be. 
 
    I cleared the stacks, keeping an uneasy eye on the hellhounds, and carefully targeted the hostages with my reticle, spreading my fingers until all of them were outlined in white. Unfortunately, one of the hellhounds was also highlighted and sending it along with them would be disastrous. I moved to the side and tried again, with the same results. I needed to get up higher but I doubted I could climb on top of the stone stacks without making a noise or toppling everything over. 
 
    Lilixandriel had the perfect vantage point and I tried to figure out how she got up there. I spotted a tall rolling staircase not far from her position but I hesitated. It was awfully close to her and to the patrolling hellhounds. If any of them sensed me there, I’d be toast. Or hamburger, I corrected myself grimly. I didn’t have much of a choice, though. The hellhound on the far side of the warehouse was making its way closer to where everyone else was hiding. I had at most a minute to get the hostages out of here. 
 
    I targeted the middle step of the staircase and took a deep breath as I tapped Teleportal again. Suddenly I was ten feet up, overlooking Orixnador and his captives, but I hadn’t reckoned on how rickety the staircase was. It clanked and wobbled noisily under my weight, forcing me to grab the railing to keep from falling off, and everyone looked up in surprise. One of the hellhounds growled menacingly and moved closer as Orixnador scowled suspiciously, reaching for the whip coiled on his hip. 
 
    I hastily targeted the hostages again and got them all selected but the fifteen-second cooldown on the spell prevented me from doing anything. Sweat trickled down my back as I mentally counted down the remaining time, watching the hellhound sniff the air as it neared.  
 
    Eight. Seven. Six. The demon lord unlooped his whip and shook it out, sending its length slithering across the concrete floor. It had to be at least thirty feet long, yellowish-white and segmented, and my hair stood up when I realized it was made from small bones connected end-to-end. 
 
    Five. Four. Three. The hellhound approached the bottom of the steps and another joined it, snuffling the floor. Orixnador moved closer, surprisingly graceful for a creature his size. 
 
    Two. One. Now! I fixed an image of the loading dock near the Atlas Shipping building in my mind and tapped Teleportal. The hostages vanished and all hell broke loose in the warehouse. 
 
    “They are come!” Lilixandriel shouted needlessly as Orixnador whirled around, gaping at the vacant spot on the floor where his captives used to be. “Find them and slay them!” 
 
    Orixnador shouted in rage and cracked his whip at one of the pallets of stones. It exploded into rubble, sending sharp-edged shrapnel everywhere. He spat a guttural order to his hounds and they leapt away in all directions, scouring the warehouse for the intruders. 
 
    I targeted the closest one and tapped Lightning Strike just as Daraxandriel appeared, bounding across the tops of the stacks with her sword raised high. A column of blazing electric fire slammed down out of nowhere, immediately incinerating the hound and blinding and deafening me.  
 
    I palmed my eyes desperately, trying to see what was happening, and through the spots I saw Daraxandriel leap through the air and land on another hound’s back, driving her sword straight through its skull and pinning it to the floor. Its dying throes threw her aside but she rolled to her feet in a crouch, facing a third hellhound charging her with its maw gaping to swallow her whole. Then it stumbled and collapsed heavily, skidding into a lifeless heap. I had no idea what just happened, until I caught sight of Melissa crouching by the shelves with her outstretched wand shrouded in roiling shadow, looking grim and frightened at the same time. We killed three of the hellhounds in less than ten seconds. Maybe we had a chance after all. 
 
    Then Orixnador roared again and sent his whip flying at Melissa. She shadowed away just before it struck and its tip sheared through one of the metal shelf supports like it was made of balsa wood. One of the hounds raced around the stacks towards the showroom and I hastily targeted it. Before I could cast Flame Lance, though, a plastic-wrapped stack of flagstones fell out of the sky and hit it square on, splattering it like a dropped jar of blackberry jam. 
 
    “What the hell?” I couldn’t figure out where the stones had come from but my startled utterance attracted the attention of the remaining hellhound and it bounded towards the steps. It, too, met its demise from above but this time I saw the flash of Susie’s portal pentagram up near the rafters. She was teleporting the pallets two stories up and letting them fall. 
 
    “Hounds, to me!” Orixnador shouted, as if he didn’t realize all of his pets were dead, but a shadowy gateway formed behind him and another hellhound bounded out, followed by another, and then another. Suddenly, he had six new hounds swarming him, frenzied by the sight and smell of their fallen companions.  
 
    “Slay these vermin!” he commanded furiously. “Rend them limb from limb!” They howled in chilling unison and then scattered as another stack-bomb dropped just inches from Orixnador, peppering him with shards of slate.  
 
    Daraxandriel took advantage of the distraction to rush to the hound she’d slain, yanking her sword out of its skull and the floor with a grunt. She leapt on top of the stacks again just as one of the hellhounds charged her and it collided with the stones like a runaway truck, sending it toppling into the others. Daraxandriel jumped from one to the other, trying to keep ahead of the dominos, and Orixnador’s whip caught her in mid-leap, wrapping itself around her hips and pulling her to the floor. She screamed in agony, struggling to free herself as the bones cut into her, but even her sword couldn’t cut the whip away. 
 
    “Dara!” I hit the closest hellhound with Flame Lance, punching a smoking hole through its chest, and I clattered down the steps towards her and raced to her side. I tried to sever the whip with Phantom Blade but it just skittered off the bones. I grabbed the whip, trying to pull it off her, but it ripped my hands like barbed wire. “Dara!” 
 
    “Leave me!” Daraxandriel urged me, grabbing my arm in a crushing grip. I doubted she knew I was still invisible, since her eyes were squeezed shut in pain. “Strike at Orixnador! Do not let him summon – aaiie!” 
 
    She was suddenly pulled away from me, sliding across the floor as Orixnador hauled on his whip, leaving behind a long trail of dark blood. She lay face-down, her breath heaving, as two hellhounds crept up on her from opposite sides. Then one of them just collapsed into a shriveled, mummified heap and the other disappeared in a flash of white fire and reappeared up by the rafters, howling as it tumbled to its death. 
 
    Behind the demon lord, three silvery pentagrams suddenly bloomed on the floor and Prescott, Shelby, and Singh appeared out of nowhere. They didn’t waste their breaths ordering Orixnador to surrender. A sizzling electric bolt shot out of Shelby’s wand, striking Orixnador full on the chest, while Singh’s sweeping gesture wrapped coils of light around him, binding his arms and legs. Prescott threw something at the hellhound charging right at him and the beast yelped sharply before tumbling to the ground, blood gushing from the gaping wound that suddenly appeared in its chest. 
 
    Orixnador wasn’t so easily tamed, however. He shrugged off Shelby’s magical taser and raised his arm despite Singh’s bindings, pulling his whip away from Daraxandriel. He swung it over his head and snapped it at Shelby, who quickly cast a shimmering dome around herself. The whip burst through her shield like it was a soap bubble and slashed her across her arm and torso, sending her flying back with a shriek of pain. Her pentagram flickered out as she hit the floor. 
 
    “Paula!” Prescott ran towards her but Orixnador swept his whip around again and sent it straight at his head. He ducked, throwing up his own shield, but before the whip could touch him, the last five feet of it abruptly disintegrated into dust, missing him completely. 
 
    The demon roared wordlessly and twisted around, straining against Singh’s restraints as he searched for the culprit. Two snarling hellhounds charged her and she had to release Orixnador to hide behind another shield, flinching as they threw themselves against the barrier. 
 
    I ran to Daraxandriel’s side, heedless of the blood as I rolled her over carefully. For a heart-stopping moment I thought she was dead, but she moaned and tried to push my hands aside, hands that were now visible. I kept one on the ragged gashes that circled her waist and tapped Restore. Daraxandriel gasped and her eyes snapped open, but her wounds were only partially healed, the worst ones still oozing blood. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked frantically. “Why can’t I heal you?” 
 
    “The whip is cursed,” she whispered, trying to push herself up. “It needs must be destroyed.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I know not. Where is my sword?” Her hands swept the ground fruitlessly. 
 
    “I need to get you out of here!” I grabbed her arm and readied Teleportal. 
 
    “Nay! We needs must slay Lilixandriel, else all will be for naught.” 
 
    Three more pallets of stones dropped in quick succession around Orixnador, sending fragments everywhere, but only one came close to hitting him. The demon knocked it aside and I pulled Daraxandriel out of the way, back towards the stacks. She shook me off and staggered over to where her sword lay, nearly falling as she bent down to retrieve it. 
 
    “Peter.” Susie stumbled towards us, leaning heavily against the remaining stacks to keep herself upright. She looked terrible, ghastly pale and hollow-eyed, more like a ghost than Olivia was. “I need ... your Stone.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I caught her just as her legs gave way and lowered her carefully to the floor. 
 
    “Tired,” she panted. “Too many … portals.” She reached out and tried to grab the neck of my shirt. “The Stone ...” I fumbled for it and tried to pull it over my head to give her but she stopped me. “Just hold it ... in your hand.” 
 
    I rested the crystal on my palm and Susie placed her trembling hand over mine, pressing the Stone between us. Brilliant ruby light flared out from in between and she gasped as color flooded back into her cheeks. She still looked exhausted but she was no longer an extra from a zombie movie. 
 
    “Wow,” she breathed, “that’s a rush.” She released the Stone and flexed her fingers experimentally. 
 
    “Peter!”  
 
    Olivia’s shout spun me around as another hellhound bounded towards us. I desperately tried to target it as Daraxandriel clumsily raised her sword, but then Susie’s portal flickered on and off and the front half of the hound simply vanished. The rest of it tumbled past us, spilling blood and entrails everywhere. 
 
    “Oh, gross,” Susie complained. “I didn’t think it was going to be that messy.” 
 
    Orixnador snapped his whip back to strike again and then he grunted and staggered as something hit him hard, although I couldn’t see what it was. Prescott jabbed his wand at him again and a trail of distortion shot out, like a compact shockwave. It struck the demon in his gut, driving him back another step, but he shook it off quickly and raised his hand to attack, only to be caught by Singh’s loops again. The two hellhounds that threatened her lay dead at her feet. 
 
    Orixnador struggled to free himself, slowly tearing the glowing bonds apart, and then he suddenly fell to his knees, groaning with the effort to keep himself upright. I recognized that effect and looked around hurriedly. Mrs. Kendricks stood in the center of an ornate pentagram with one hand outstretched and the other interlocked with Stacy’s. 
 
    “Now!” Prescott shouted. “Hit him with everything you have!” 
 
    I targeted Orixnador and started punching every spell on my main bar: Flame Lance, Immobilize, Mind Shock, Crush, Frost Lance. Every one of them struck but Orixnador brushed them off. Prescott’s shockwaves pummeled him as the demon strained and heaved and got one foot underneath him, trying to stand. 
 
    “To me!” he roared and another dark gate opened behind him. A new hellhound leapt through and Prescott was forced to dodge out of its way. A pile of tile boxes dropped on the next one, crushing its hindquarters, but two more jumped over its writhing body and charged Prescott. He hid behind his shield but the distraction allowed Orixnador to regain his footing. Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy and Singh were all trembling with the effort of keeping him restrained but they weren’t going to be able to hold him for much longer. 
 
    Then a small black sphere, like a dodgeball made of smoke, sped towards Orixnador and he struggled to move out of its path. It brushed his left shoulder and he bellowed as his arm fell limp at his side. The hellhound gate collapsed with one of the beasts only halfway through and its remains twitched on the ground before shuddering and lying still. 
 
    Another sphere followed the first and I looked around to see where they were coming from. My breath caught in my throat as I gaped up at Melissa, hovering in mid-air with her hair drifting around her shoulders like she was floating underwater. A dark aura surrounded her and I had a chilling flashback to that Christmas raid in Lorecraft, when Melisandre rose above the battlefield to destroy the world boss, heedlessly slaughtering half of the assembled players while doing it. 
 
    Orixnador finally broke Singh’s bonds and jumped out of the path of the second sphere, cracking his whip at Melissa. The tip touched her aura and the last two feet simply vanished. The demon gaped in astonishment but his hesitation only lasted for a moment. 
 
    “Slay the witches!” he ordered. “Kill them all!” 
 
    There were four hellhounds left. One of them charged Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy, forcing them to abandon their attack on Orixnador and hide behind their own shield, while another one tried to break through Prescott’s defenses. The remaining two stalked the group huddled around me, snarling menacingly. 
 
    Melissa reached down with a hand wreathed in shadow and the hellhound threatening Mrs. Kendricks simply died, its life force sucked away. Her aura faded, though, and Orixnador struck at her again. She flew upwards, trying to avoid the whip, but it wrapped itself around her leg and she screamed as she was pulled out of the air, hitting the floor hard with a sickening thud. 
 
    “Melissa!” The hellhounds blocked my path, forcing me back, and Daraxandriel planted herself in front of me with her sword, even though she could barely lift it. Tile boxes and bags of mortar dropped around us, forcing the hounds to dodge aside but they refused to retreat and the aerial barrage faltered as Susie slumped to the floor. 
 
    “Do something, Peter,” she mumbled wearily. “We’re losing.” 
 
    My major damage spells were still on cooldown but I hit one of the hounds with Blood Darts, puncturing it with a hundred tiny holes. The spell didn’t kill it but it slowed it down long enough for Daraxandriel to impale it with her sword. 
 
    “We needs must end this, Peter Simon Collins,” she gasped, clutching her side where her wounds had reopened. “Orixnador has a legion of hounds at his call, we cannot defeat them all.” 
 
    I threw Earth Bind at the other hellhound, locking it in place before it could jump us, and then used Lightning Strike again to incinerate it. Prescott finally killed the last hound and we all stood there gasping for breath in the sudden lull as Orixnador slowly straightened to his full height. 
 
    “Thou worthless vermin,” he sneered. “Thou hast been tried and found wanting. Thou art powerless against the might of a true lord of Hell.” 
 
    “Cease thy pratings and take the Stone,” Lilixandriel snapped from the shelves. I was surprised she was still here. I fully expected her to run at the first sign of trouble. “Make haste, others will come to their aid anon.” 
 
    “Let them,” Orixnador snarled. “They shall meet the same fate as these.” He released Melissa from his whip and turned to me. “Surrender the Stone, boy,” he ordered, raising the whip menacingly, “and thy death shall be swift.” 
 
    His arm hung limply and his cuirass was scarred and smoldering, but we were still in far worse shape than he was. I was the only one of us who wasn’t exhausted or critically injured. No, I realized suddenly, not the only one. 
 
    “Olivia,” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth. She stood off to the side, wide-eyed and trembling. “I’ll keep him distracted. Get behind him and do that heart thing again.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, aghast. “I can’t do that! It’s – it’s icky!” 
 
    “Do it!” She gulped nervously and then nodded jerkily, sidling past the corpses of the hellhounds. “You can’t win,” I called to Orixnador with as much confidence as I could muster. “Lilith’s going to cheat you out of the Stone.” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel hissed at me urgently. “Didst thou dispatch Olivia to assail Orixnador?” 
 
    “Ssh!” I told her. “She wants the Stone for herself,” I continued aloud. “She won’t let you rule Hell.” 
 
    “I would expect no less from a queen of Hell,” Orixnador said with a humorless smile. “I will enjoy breaking her spirit, once I sit upon the Burning Throne.” 
 
    “He hunts and slays souls!” Daraxandriel persisted. “Olivia is in peril!” 
 
    “What? Oh, shit!” I whirled around, searching for her. “Olivia, get out of here!” 
 
    Olivia was halfway to the demon, creeping along the shelves, but she stopped and looked back at me in surprise. Orixnador looked straight at her and his smile widened. 
 
    “Dost this feeble spirit truly seek to harm me?” he mocked. “It shall suffer the fate of all its ilk who defy me: torment and death.” 
 
    Olivia gasped and tried to run but Orixnador’s whip caught her before she took two steps, wrapping itself tightly around her and sending her crashing to the floor in eerie silence. She shrieked as she struggled to free herself but the bones tore her clothing and ripped her ghostly flesh. Her wounds didn’t bleed but she was clearly in agony. 
 
    “Olivia!” I flung every spell I had left at Orixnador but he pulled Olivia closer and dangled her at the end of his whip and I had to stop for fear of hitting her. She writhed in pain but her movements were growing steadily weaker as she began to fade from sight. “Let her go!” I begged him. 
 
    “Thou art in no position to make demands of me, boy,” he sneered. “Thou shalt be next to feel my whip.” 
 
    “Take the Stone!” I pulled the chain over my head and held it up, the ruby gleaming under the lights. “Just let her go!”  
 
    “Wouldst thou truly surrender thy Stone for this wretched soul?” Orixnador asked scornfully. “Thou art not worthy to bear such a treasure.” 
 
    “No, Peter, don’t do it.” I could barely hear Olivia’s voice. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, Peter!” Prescott shouted. “You can’t let him have that much power!” 
 
    “Silence!” snapped the demon. “Be thankful thy lives are still thine. Bring the Stone to me, boy,” he ordered, “and I shall –” 
 
    Without warning, a three-foot section of his whip simply evaporated and Olivia dropped to the floor at his feet. Orixnador fell back in surprise and then he dropped the remains his whip and grabbed his chest with a grunt of pain.  
 
    “Who dares –?” he rasped and his eyes fell on Melissa. She was propped up on one elbow, one hand clutching her bloodied leg and the other outstretched, burning with black fire. Orixnador stepped towards her, fighting against her spell as his skin turned mottled and gray, like he was aging right before our eyes. He moved forward relentlessly, though, and Melissa’s flames flickered out as she slumped to the floor, completely drained. 
 
    “Cursèd witches,” Orixnador spat, his breath rasping in his throat. “Thou shalt all suffer –” White fire flashed around his neck and he toppled to the ground with a shuddering impact I felt through my shoes. His head landed a short distance away and rolled to a stop at Prescott’s feet. 
 
    “Idiot,” Susie muttered behind me, leaning her head back against one of the stacks. “He should have summoned more hellhounds when he had the chance.” 
 
    An inarticulate scream of rage rang through the warehouse and I looked up just in time to see Lilixandriel retreat through another shadow gate. In the distance, sirens wailed, drawing quickly closer. 
 
    “You need to get out of here, all of you,” Prescott told us urgently. “If the police find you here –” He didn’t have to finish the sentence. I could imagine the consequences perfectly well on my own. 
 
    “What about you, Ryan?” Mrs. Kendricks knelt by Melissa’s side, helping her sit up. “Chief Collins already suspects –” 
 
    “We know how to deal with the authorities. Go!” Behind him, Singh ran to Shelby’s side but the fallen agent remained motionless. 
 
    I slung the Philosopher’s Stone over my head and ran to Olivia’s side. She was conscious, but only barely, and as transparent as glass. “Olivia!” I grabbed the links of bone still snaring her and used Decay. The whip crumbled into white dust and she drew in a shuddering breath. Wide gashes criss-crossed her body, almost like knife cuts in fresh dough, but I couldn’t target her to heal her. “Olivia, turn human!” 
 
    “No,” she murmured, trying to push me away. All I felt was a vague chill. “You’ll see me.” 
 
    “I won’t look, I promise. Just do it, please.” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open and she looked up at me with eyes that held only the faintest hint of color. “I’m dying again, Peter,” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t leave me, Olivia. Turn human,” I insisted. 
 
    For a moment, I thought she was going to refuse. Then she squeezed her eyes shut and the tattered remnants of her nightgown vanished as she became solid. Her wounds immediately gushed blood and I hurriedly used Restore on her. The shallowest cuts closed up but the deepest ones still gaped. 
 
    “Destroy the rest of the whip!” I shouted, looking around for the piece Orixnador had dropped. “It’s keeping me from healing her!” I spotted it a few feet away but Prescott reached it first. He grabbed it and it immediately burst into flame, shredding into black ash.  
 
    I tried Restore again and this time it worked completely, erasing Olivia’s wounds. She drew in a long, relieved breath and her eyes slowly opened, scanning my face as she smiled up at me. Then she looked down at herself and gasped in horror. 
 
    “Peter!” She popped and tried to cover herself up with her shredded nightgown. “You said you wouldn’t look!” 
 
    “Hurry!” Prescott ordered impatiently. The sirens were really close now, approaching from multiple directions. 
 
    “What about Agent Shelby?” I asked, getting up to help her, but Prescott waved me away. 
 
    “We’ll take care of her. Go! We’ll contact you once things settle down.” 
 
    “But what are we going to do with all this?” I asked, waving at Orixnador’s remains and the hellhound corpses scattered all around. “How are you going to explain this?” 
 
    “We’ve done this many times before, Peter,” he said grimly. “Just get everyone out of here.” 
 
    I hesitated and then nodded. I had to trust that he knew what he was doing, not that I had much of a choice. I ran to Susie and helped her stand. “Can you use your portal?” 
 
    She leaned heavily against me and grabbed the Philosopher’s Stone, breathing in deeply as red light flared between her fingers. “Now I can,” she said, pushing my hands away. “Don’t move,” she warned Mrs. Kendricks as she and Stacy crouched beside Melissa. A moment later, a portal flashed under their feet and they were gone. “And now us.” 
 
    “Wait! Olivia, come on!” I waved her over urgently and she ran over, clutching my arm with her familiar icy touch as Daraxandriel pressed close to my other side. “Okay, do it,” I told Susie. 
 
    The showroom doors burst open then and Dad and two other officers ran in, their weapon drawn. “Hands up!” he barked, just as the warehouse disappeared around us. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



19 
 
      
 
    I don’t understand depression. By that I mean, I get that it’s a serious and debilitating illness and I know that there are a lot of people out there suffering from it, but I just can’t comprehend what it’s like. I’ve been sad and discouraged and unmotivated and disheartened at various times in my life but I’ve never gotten to the point where everything seems so bleak and so hopeless that I just can’t function. How someone can convince themselves that the only way out is suicide is completely beyond me. Try as I might, I just can’t relate. 
 
    That’s the problem with mental illness, unfortunately. Those of us who don’t suffer from depression or schizophrenia or anorexia don’t really know what these people are going through. Telling them to cheer up or shoving a hamburger into their hands doesn’t do anything to help them. They’re ill and they need specialized treatment if they’re going to have any hope of getting better. It’s like telling someone with a broken leg to shake it off and get back on their feet. It not only doesn’t do any good, it can actually make things worse. 
 
    The thing about depression in particular is that this disease makes it almost impossible for the victim to seek help, even if they recognize the need for it. That’s why it’s important to always have friends and family around you, people who know you and care about you. Even if you’re stuck at the bottom of a well, you can always climb out again as long as there’s someone up top who can throw you a rope. 
 
      
 
    “The one bit of good news out of all of this is that Chief Collins no longer thinks I’m lying to him.” Agent Prescott sounded completely worn out over Mrs. Kendricks’ phone. “The hostages you rescued described Lilixandriel to a T, silver hair and all.” 
 
    “What about the demon?” I asked worriedly. “Nobody thinks Lilith and Dara look strange even with the horns and tails but he was eight feet tall.” 
 
    “With all the confusion after you left, Jazz was able to cast a glamour on the body. They think he’s just a male version of Lilixandriel.” 
 
    “Jazz?” 
 
    “Jaspinder. Agent Singh.” 
 
    “What about the hellhounds, then?” Stacy asked skeptically. “They don’t look like regular dogs.” 
 
    “They do now,” Singh said over the phone. I heard the amusement in her voice. 
 
    “So what do the police think happened there?” Mrs. Kendricks asked. 
 
    “Basically,” Prescott told us, “Lily Cantrell and Alex Nader – that’s what one of the hostages called him – are psychotic Satanic cultists who kidnap people to perform demon-summoning blood rituals. They tried to take Olivia in New Orleans but we caught wind of the plot beforehand and set up a trap for them. They escaped that and came to Hellburn to try again but we got there just in time to free the hostages. Nader was killed but Lily got away, unfortunately.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make a lot of sense,” I observed doubtfully. 
 
    “It makes more sense than demon lords trying to kill you for your Philosopher’s Stone,” he retorted dryly, “at least as far as the police are concerned.” 
 
    “But what about those people I used Teleportal on?” I persisted. “How do they explain popping out of thin air outside that warehouse?” 
 
    “Traumatic amnesia. We got them out before dealing with Nader and his hounds but they don’t remember the details due to the shock and the injuries they suffered.” 
 
    “How are they, Ryan?” Mrs. Kendricks put in. “Did they all survive?” 
 
    “Yes, thankfully. A couple of them will be in the hospital for a while but they’re expected to pull through.” 
 
    “And Agent Shelby?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine, although she’ll be out of commission for a while.” 
 
    “I could go down there and heal them,” I offered. 
 
    “It would be difficult to explain how a whole group of people mauled by dogs suddenly got out of bed without a scratch on them. You’ve done enough for them already, Peter.” 
 
    “I didn’t do enough,” I argued. “Lilith’s still out there.” 
 
    “You’re the reason all of the people in that warehouse are alive tonight,” he said firmly, “and I’m including Paula, Jazz, and myself in that count. We badly underestimated Orixnador’s strength. If you and your friends hadn’t come after us, we’d all be dead.” 
 
    “I agree,” Singh added quietly. “Thank you, all of you.” 
 
    I looked around the dining room table and everyone there nodded somberly. Everyone except Susie, anyway. She had her head down on her arms and seemed to be asleep. “The next one’s going to be worse,” I said glumly. 
 
    “I know,” Prescott sighed. “I’ve called in the rest of the team. Most of them will get here late tonight. Fay’s on her way from London but she won’t arrive until mid-morning.” 
 
    “Unless Susie can portal her?” Singh asked hopefully. 
 
    “Can’t,” Susie mumbled to the table. “Don’t know her.” 
 
    “I’m tempted to ask you to try anyway. What you did with the portal spell in the warehouse –” I easily imagined Singh shaking her head in disbelief. “I’ve never seen anyone do that before and you just learned the spell a few hours ago.” Susie made a small noise that I could only describe as smug. 
 
    “So what should we do in the meantime?” I asked. “What if Lilith sends another demon lord after us before your team gets here?” The long silence on the phone wasn’t reassuring. 
 
    “We’ll just have to deal with it if and when it happens,” Prescott said finally. “There can’t be that many demon lords stronger than Orixnador who are willing to rebel against the Dread Lord. Hopefully it’ll take her a while to talk one of them into it.” 
 
    “That’s what we said the last time,” I muttered. I glanced across the table at Daraxandriel and she gave me a noncommittal shrug. Her hand was resting on the hilt of her sword, though, as if she thought she might need to use it any minute now. 
 
    “Get what rest you can but keep your phones on and close by,” Prescott went on. “When things start happening, we’re going to have to move quickly.” There was a faint knock in the background and then a murmur of conversation. “Sorry, that was one of the nurses. We’re going to check in on Paula one more time and then we need to get back down to the warehouse and make sure the police haven’t found anything we can’t explain away. We’ll get back in touch with everyone later tonight. Call me immediately if anything unusual happens,” he warned. 
 
    “We will,” I promised. Unless we’ve been incinerated, eviscerated, petrified, crushed, poisoned, disintegrated, or otherwise slaughtered by Lilith’s next champion, I thought gloomily. 
 
    “Good. I’ll talk to you later.” He hung up and Mrs. Prescott put her phone away. 
 
    “Are you all right, Peter?” she asked. I just shook my head silently. I wasn’t going to be all right until Lilixandriel was either dead or locked up in Hell for the rest of eternity. “You must be exhausted after everything that happened,” she grimaced sympathetically. “I know I am.”  
 
    I wasn’t, actually, but I didn’t feel like getting into a discussion about the Stone’s effect on my stamina. I’d probably sleep for a week if I dared take it off again. “You and Stacy should go home,” I told her. “There’s no point in you just hanging around here waiting.” 
 
    She looked like she wanted to argue with me but she nodded reluctantly instead. “You’re right. I almost hate to admit it and I don’t really understand how it happened, but the five of you have become far stronger than me and Ryan and pretty much every other witch I know. I just hope – well, I’ll be glad when all this is over.” She rose from the table, looking somber. “I hate to ask, Peter, but would you mind running Anastasia and me home? I rode with you this morning.” 
 
    “And my car’s still out by that warehouse,” Stacy grumbled, getting to her feet. 
 
    “We’re probably going to have to wait until tomorrow to pick it up,” her mother told her. “The police aren’t going to let anyone around the scene for a while. Peter?” 
 
    I got up but Susie stretched her hand out across the table. All of the gemstones on her rings – Melissa’s rings, I reminded myself – lit up and her fiery portal appeared in the foyer. Mrs. Kendricks looked it over with an amused smile. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, Susie, but you won’t be able to get past the wards around the house and I don’t want you to exhaust yourself again. We can –” Her voice faded out as she peered at the distorted image showing through the spherical hole hovering above the pentagram. “Is that my back yard?” she asked incredulously. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Hurry,” Susie mumbled. “Tired.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks shook her head. “Unbelievable,” she murmured. “Anastasia?” The two of them locked fingers and approached the portal, which was starting to flicker. “I suspect I’m wasting my breath,” she told me wryly, “but please stay put until the rest of Ryan’s team gets here.” I nodded to make her happy and she let her breath out in a resigned sigh. “Get some rest, everyone,” she said. 
 
    The two witches stepped through the portal together and vanished as the pentagram faded away. Susie refolded her arms without lifting her head. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Olivia asked quietly, staring down at her clasped hands in her lap. She hadn’t been able to look at me in the eyes since we got back. 
 
    “Get some rest like Mrs. Kendricks said, I guess,” I shrugged. Once again, we were stuck waiting for Lilixandriel to make her next move. My stomach twinged and I wondered if I was getting an ulcer. Then I remembered I hadn’t eaten all day. “And get some dinner,” I added ruefully. 
 
    “Pizza,” Susie murmured. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of eating pizza all the time.” 
 
    “Double cheese.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “The usual, everyone?” Daraxandriel and Olivia nodded but Melissa just sat there, staring at nothing. She hadn’t said a dozen words to anyone since we got back to the house. “Melissa?” I prompted her.  
 
    “I’m not hungry.” Her lips barely moved. 
 
    “You need to eat something,” I insisted. “You only had that bagel for breakfast, right? Did you get any lunch?” Her head moved from side to side. “I’ll order you something. Deluxe, right?” Her shoulders lifted a fraction of an inch and then dropped. “Are you feeling all right?” I healed her and Daraxandriel as soon as we got back to the house. Their cuts and other injuries were gone but I couldn’t do anything about their exhaustion. 
 
    Melissa sat there for the longest time, the rise and fall of her chest the only sign she was actually alive, and then she pushed her chair back. “I’m going to lie down,” she said softly and she walked out of the room without looking at any of us. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Olivia asked uncertainly. 
 
    “She’s just tired,” I assured her. “Those spells she did really took it out of her.” 
 
    “Summat troubles her, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel pronounced. “Thou shouldst give her comfort.” 
 
    “I’ll check on her later,” I promised, “after she wakes up. Or when the pizza gets here, whichever is first.” I pulled out my phone and opened the Pizza King app as I walked into the foyer. “Are two mediums going to be enough or should we go for large?”  
 
    I almost reached the stairs before I realized they hadn’t answered. “Guys?” Nothing. I retraced my steps and found them still sitting around the table, staring at me. “Guys?” I asked uneasily, but no one said anything. They didn’t even blink. I threw up my hands in frustration. “Amy!” 
 
    The Spawn of Darkness didn’t respond and she wasn’t in the foyer or the dining room. I checked the living room and then walked back towards the kitchen. “Amy?” I called nervously, expecting her to jump out of the shadows at any moment. My foot kicked something and I bent down to pick up a black leather shoe that I swore hadn’t been there a few seconds earlier. 
 
    “Amy, what’s going on?” I demanded. Still no answer. Another shoe lay at the foot of the stairs and a black stocking decorated one of the steps about halfway up. I followed the trail to the top, discovering the matching stocking and a ruffled black skirt in the hallway. “Amy, quit fooling around.” 
 
    A rumpled pile of stiff cloth that I presumed was a petticoat and a bow-bedecked bodice led me to Mr. Andrews’ bedroom door. A thin-strapped slip of black silk hung from the doorknob and I cleared my throat.  
 
    “Amy?” I tapped on the door and got no reply. I carefully turned the knob, trying not to touch the slip, and opened the door. The room was dark and all I could see in the swath of light from the hallway was a pair of black silk panties lying crumpled on the floor. 
 
    “Come in, Peter,” Amy’s voice slinked out of the darkness. “I’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    “I, uh, I, um –” I swallowed with difficulty. “What’s all this about?” 
 
    “Close the door.” That didn’t seem like a very good idea but Amy didn’t respond well to disobedience. I shut it and set my back against it. “You did so well against Orixnador I thought I’d give you a preview of what’s in store for you.” Her voice came from the direction of the bed, sounding a lot older than thirteen. 
 
    “That’s, ah, that’s okay,” I stammered. “You don’t need to –” 
 
    “Oh, but I want to,” she purred. A spotlight appeared over the head of the bed and quickly brightened, revealing Amy propped up on the pillows with the covers pulled up to her bare shoulders. Her blue eyes were incredibly huge and her lower lip was caught between her teeth as she smiled impishly at me. “And I know you want me to.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I insisted. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Peter,” she chided me. “I see it in your eyes every time we talk. You want me.” 
 
    “I do not! You’re just a kid!” 
 
    She made a rude noise. “I was spawned ages before that crayon-headed succubus you keep goggling over. Whatever she has can’t compare to this!”  
 
    Amy flung the covers aside before I could clamp my eyes shut and my heart skipped a couple of beats before I realized that she was fully clothed, from the ribbons in her hair all the way down to her shoes. She burst into hysterical laughter, pointing her finger at me as I blinked back at her, trying to process what just happened. 
 
    “Look at you!” she giggled. “I got your hopes up and everything. Ooh, and other parts too!” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” I shot back, irritated and embarrassed at the same time. “This isn’t funny!” 
 
    “Of course it is! You should see your face right now,” she grinned. 
 
    “Amy –” 
 
    “Oh, fine, be that way.” She slid off the side of the bed and fluffed out her skirts. “Spoilsport. I just thought you needed a laugh after all that trouble in the warehouse.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t need to cheer me up if you’d been there to help!” I retorted. “We almost died in there!” 
 
    “But you didn’t, so get over it.” She got a good look at my face and rolled her eyes. “Don’t be like that, Peter. You guys are doing great. Now that everyone’s working together, Lilixandriel has to find a real heavy-hitter if she’s going to have any chance of taking the Stone from you.” 
 
    “That’s not a good thing!” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” she smiled, rubbing her hands together gleefully. “Just one or two more and we’re all set.” 
 
    “We can’t handle anyone stronger! My spells barely did anything against Ori.” 
 
    “Well, duh.” 
 
    “Huh?” I blinked at her, taken aback. That wasn’t the sort of response I expected from her. 
 
    “Look, Peter,” she said patiently, “I know you’re trying your best and all, but let’s face it, you’re just not that powerful.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I protested. “I know fifty different spells!”   
 
    “Quantity isn’t the same as quality. Your spells match what you have in that game of yours, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed carefully. 
 
    “What level are you at now?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight. Almost twenty-nine.” I sounded defensive even to myself. 
 
    “And I’m sure you worked very hard to get there. But what level is the most powerful boss in the game?” 
 
    “One hundred. Why?” 
 
    “So let’s say, for the sake of argument, that Orixnador was an 8.5 on Susie’s scale,” Amy went on. “What would he be in the game?” 
 
    “Eighty-five?” I guessed doubtfully. 
 
    “And what happens when a level twenty-eight character fights a level eighty-five boss?” 
 
    “Nothing good,” I admitted, chastened. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So you’re saying we can’t win.” 
 
    “No, I’m saying you can’t win, but you’re not alone, remember? Melissa’s perfectly capable of wiping out any demon Lilixandriel throws at you.” 
 
    “She is?” 
 
    “Well, she would be,” Amy amended with a touch of regret, “except she keeps running out of juice before she works her way up to the really impressive stuff. Susie’s doing some interesting things, though,” she mused pensively. “I might have to do something about that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because. My point is, just make sure Melissa’s with you when you meet up with Lilixandriel again and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll still get your reward when all this is over.” She batted her eyes at me coquettishly. “Maybe I’ll even rescind my rule about fraternizing with humans.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” I told her flatly. “But can’t we just –?” 
 
    “My plan is working out perfectly, thanks to you,” she grinned. “By this time tomorrow, you won’t have a thing to worry about.” 
 
    That had an ominous ring to it but before I could question her, Amy snapped her fingers and the spotlight over the bed went out. I fumbled around for the light switch but she was gone, leaving me even more anxious than before. I still wasn’t even sure she was real. 
 
    Amy’s trail of discarded clothing was gone when I went back out into the hallway and I headed for the stairs to get a definitive answer to my pizza question. I paused when I passed Melissa’s room, though, and I listened carefully at her door. She’s asleep, I told myself when I didn’t hear anything. I shouldn’t bother her. But her behavior downstairs was so odd that I couldn’t just ignore it and I finally tapped on her door. 
 
    “Melissa?” I called quietly. “It’s Peter. Can I come in?” There was no answer. “Melissa?” Still nothing. I hesitated and then eased the door open. I’ll just make sure she’s okay. 
 
    Her room was dark but the light from the hallway illuminated her bed, revealing Melissa sitting on the edge hugging her pillow. Her eyes were open but she didn’t react when I stepped in and closed the door behind me. 
 
    “Melissa?” She just stared at a spot on the floor and I reached for the light switch to make sure Amy hadn’t stopped time again. 
 
    “Don’t.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Leave it off.” 
 
    “Okay.” I stood there waiting for her to say something else but she just sat there. “Are you okay?” I was getting worried now. It was hard to tell in the dim light but her lips seemed to twitch, as if she was going to answer and then changed her mind. “What’s wrong?” That earned me the tiniest shake of her head. “Is there anything I can do?” Another shake. 
 
    This approach obviously wasn’t working so I crossed over to sit down beside her. She shifted her weight to compensate for the dip in her mattress but that was it. “Do you want to tell me about it?” I asked. She shook her head again. She still hadn’t looked at me at all and I wondered if I’d done something wrong. She didn’t seem to be angry with me, though, so I took things up another notch, carefully peeling her hand away from her pillow. She didn’t resist me but she didn’t do anything else either. Her hand just rested limply in mine, like it didn’t actually belong to her. 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “How’s your leg?” I asked. Her skirt was hiked up enough to show me that the horrific injuries Orixnador’s whip had inflicted on her were gone but something was clearly wrong. 
 
    “Fine,” she murmured after a long pause. I waited but that appeared to be everything in her conversational buffers. 
 
    “Does anything else hurt? How’s your head?” She’d hit the warehouse floor pretty hard. She probably had a serious concussion before I healed her, if not an outright broken skull. 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    I gave up. Clearly she wasn’t in the mood to tell me anything. “All right. Just take it easy and try to get some sleep.” I returned her hand to its place on her pillow and stood. “I’ll let you know when the pizza gets here, okay?” She didn’t react to that and I heaved a worried sigh. “Let us know if you need anything.” I hesitated and then carefully touched my lips to her temple before getting to my feet. I got all the way to the door before she spoke. 
 
    “I’m scared, Peter.” 
 
    I turned around in surprise. “What?” 
 
    “I’m scared.” She was looking at me now. Her eyes were dark and worried and half-sunken into her head. 
 
    “We’re all scared,” I told her. “Lilith isn’t going to give up anytime soon.” 
 
    She shook her head firmly this time. “I’m not scared of her,” she said. “I’m scared of me.” 
 
    “You?” I said doubtfully. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Her eyes dropped from my face as she squeezed her pillow hard. For a long while, I thought she wasn’t going to answer, but then she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “How old am I?” she asked. 
 
    “Huh?” She waited silently. “Eighteen,” I said carefully. “And four days,” I added, in case that was relevant. 
 
    “You never asked me why.” 
 
    “Why you’re eighteen?” 
 
    “Why I’m eighteen and still in high school.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I didn’t think it was important. I’m eighteen too, after all,” I reminded her. 
 
    She nodded slowly, staring at the floor again. “I was in the hospital for a long time.” 
 
    “You were?” Another nod. “You were hurt?” A shake of the head. “Sick?” She hesitated and then shook her head again. 
 
    “I was under observation.” At my puzzled look, she added, softly, “Psychiatric observation.” She hunched over her pillow. “I tried to kill myself. Twice.” 
 
    I blinked at her as a thousand thoughts raced through my head. “Why?” 
 
    She finally moved, lying back on her bed and gazing up at the ceiling, still holding her pillow to her chest. “I was probably eight or nine when I realized my parents weren’t like my friends’ parents.” Her voice was flat and dull, like she was reciting a story that happened to someone else. “They did all the things parents do with their kids but they never spent any time together, they never talked or laughed over dinner, and they never bought each other presents or anything. I thought it was normal for parents to sleep in different rooms until I went to my first sleepover.” 
 
    “Your parents are divorced now, right?” 
 
    She nodded, looking bleak. “I eventually figured out that the only reason they were still together was me. When I hit puberty and my hormones started going wild, I decided that it was all my fault and the only way they’d ever be happy again was if I was gone.” 
 
    “Melissa –” She stopped me with a fervent shake of her head. 
 
    “So I took a whole handful of Mother’s prescription meds and ended up in a coma for three days. When I woke up, things were even worse. They blamed each other for what happened and argued all the time, so a month later, I tried again.” She held up her left arm and touched her wrist with a frown. “The scars are gone,” she murmured. “Weird.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    “I lived,” she shrugged, “but it worked that time. They got divorced while I was still locked up. They weren’t any happier,” she said sadly, “but at least they weren’t yelling at each other anymore.” I tried to come up with something to say but my mind was a complete blank. She didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “I missed too much school by then, so I stayed home the rest of the year on a medical exemption. That’s when I started playing Lorecraft.” She rolled her head to the side to look at her computer desk. “I told my therapist that I was using it to work out my feelings in a safe environment, but I really just wanted to kill things. I got really good at it.” An uneasy expression crossed her face. 
 
    “Anyway, I went back to school the next year but all my old friends were in the next grade and they didn’t want to be around me anymore. They’d always look at me like I was some kind of freak. None of the boys wanted to go out with a crazy chick either. It was pretty lonely,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told her sincerely. 
 
    “Daddy knew I was having problems, so he suggested we move someplace where nobody knew me. He sold his dealership down in Houston a couple of years ago and bought the one up here. We’ve been here ever since.” She shrugged. “So that’s why I’m eighteen.” 
 
    “I never knew any of that. You always seem so – so in control of everything.” 
 
    “My therapist thought I needed to start socializing again so she told me to get out of the house and join a club or something. I just picked the first group on the list at school and ended up on the cheerleading squad. That got the boys interested again,” she noted wryly, “but I just couldn’t bring myself to go out with any of them. I was afraid they’d dump me as soon as they found out about me. Brent kept asking me, though, and I finally said yes.” She shook her head with a sigh. “What a mistake that was.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a complete disaster,” I reminded her. “We wouldn’t have met if it weren’t for him.” 
 
    She snorted derisively. “I’ll be sure to send him a wedding invitation.” She realized belatedly what that implied and she cleared her throat awkwardly. “Anyway, so now I’m a witch fighting demons, thanks to you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” A hint of a smile touched her lips, which I counted as a victory. Then I messed it all up. “So why are you scared?” 
 
    Her smile faded away and a haunted look pinched her face. “Because I can do this.” She raised her hand and black flames silently danced around her fingertips. “Because I killed a demon behind the library and drove one off in my back yard and fought another one in a warehouse.” 
 
    “It’s almost over,” I assured her, hoping that was true. “You won’t have to fight them for much longer.” 
 
    She shook her head vehemently. “You don’t understand. I don’t want to stop fighting them. I like hurting them. I want to keep hurting them. I want to kill demons until there aren’t any left.” She squeezed her fingers into a fist, extinguishing the flames. “These powers are stronger than I am. I feel my life draining out of me when I use them but I can’t stop. If Susie hadn’t killed that demon when she did –” She took a shaky breath and sat up, setting her pillow aside. She looked very small and vulnerable as she looked up at me. 
 
    “I’m scared, Peter,” she said. “I’m scared that I’ll accidentally kill someone, like I almost killed you last night. I’m scared that I won’t be able to stop in the next battle and I’ll just fall over dead. I’m scared that I’ll turn into a demon myself.” 
 
    “You won’t,” I insisted. “We’ll help you.” 
 
    “How?” she begged me plaintively. “How are you going to stop this?” She held up her hand again and dark shadows almost obscured it from view. “I have to concentrate to keep this from happening all the time. I can barely control it. If I fall asleep –” 
 
    “But you can control it.” I walked over and grabbed her hand, feeling a crawling sensation over my skin before the shadows faded out a moment later. “See? You’re stronger than you think, Melissa,” I told her firmly. “You got through all that other stuff in your life, you’ll get through this too. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said reluctantly. She pulled her hand from mine and looked it over, front and back. The only sign of darkness now was her black nail polish. “I wish Mrs. Kendricks hadn’t given me these powers,” she said miserably. 
 
    “Mrs. Kendricks?” 
 
    “She opened my mind’s eye, remember?” She let a tiny black flame flicker on her fingertip for a moment before smothering it. “I don’t think she realized what would happen.” 
 
    “Oh, um.” I cleared my throat. “That wasn’t her, actually. Well, it was the first time, but not the second.” 
 
    Melissa eyed me doubtfully. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I looked around carefully but we were the only ones in her room, as far as I could tell. “Can you keep a secret?” 
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    Swimsuits are a relatively modern invention. Although certain classical societies had swimsuit-like garments, people generally swam in the nude up until the last century or so, even in cultures that we consider prudish today. Of course, men and women used to bathe and swim completely separate from one another, so this wasn’t as much of an issue back then as it is now. 
 
    Clothing actually interferes with the act of swimming. Olympic swimmers have gotten measurably faster over the years, not just due to better training but to improvements in swimwear as well. Modern competitive swimsuits are form-fitting and slick, serving mostly to identify the swimmer’s country more than anything else. Waterproof bodypaint would pretty much accomplish the same thing and would probably bump up the television ratings quite a bit as well. 
 
    The amount of fabric that goes into women’s swimsuits has been steadily shrinking over the years, to the point where a few strategically-placed postage stamps would be more modest. Men’s suits, on the other hand, have remained pretty much the same for decades, for which I’m eternally grateful. I much prefer keeping my appreciation of that nanobikini to myself, thank you very much. 
 
      
 
    The pizza arrived an hour later, delivered by a taciturn old man who barely grunted a thanks for the generous tip I gave him. I wondered if Justin got himself fired for running off in the middle of his shift to see Ashley yesterday. Then I wondered if he managed to talk her into doing any of the things on his list. My imagination balked at that but I made a mental note to call him later and make sure everything was okay. 
 
    I woke Susie up from her slumber as I passed the dining room and she stumbled after me into the kitchen, muttering something under her breath. Daraxandriel and Olivia were already there waiting for me, staring in rapt anticipation at the boxes in my hands, and Melissa appeared shortly afterwards, still looking anxious but at least a bit more rested. 
 
    There wasn’t enough room around the kitchen table to fit everyone with all of the boxes and plates so I took my portion outside to the patio. Melissa followed me out, offering me one of the Cokes she brought, and we ate in silence, basking in the warm sunlight. After a while, though, I noticed her looking around warily. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, other than the damaged lawn from our battle with Sadraximbril. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, but she kept glancing out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “Are you looking for imps?” Near as I could tell, Lilixandriel’s demonic spies still hadn’t discovered Melissa’s house. 
 
    “No, it’s not that.” 
 
    “What, then?” 
 
    Melissa hesitated and then leaned in close. “Do you think she’s watching us?” she whispered. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You know, her.” She tapped the side of her head. 
 
    Telling Melissa about Amy was supposed to reassure her that she wasn’t going crazy but it seemed to be having the opposite effect. Now she was depressed and paranoid. “If she was here, you wouldn’t know it,” I told her. “Don’t worry about her.” 
 
    “But what if she decides to do something to us?” 
 
    “She already did,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I mean something else, something worse.” She bit her lip as she looked up at the clear blue sky, as if she expected to be hit by a meteor or something. 
 
    “Then there’s probably nothing we can do about it. Look,” I took her hand to get her attention focused on me, “Amy’s our ace in the hole. If she’s as strong as she says, she’ll take out Lilith for us. We just need to hang on until she decides to do it. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed reluctantly. Susie came out then, gnawing on a slice of double cheese pizza. She walked right past us as if we weren’t there, leaving the door open, and sat on the edge of the pool to dangle her legs in the water while she ate. “She has to be adopted,” Melissa observed doubtfully. 
 
    “That’s my theory,” I sighed. 
 
    Daraxandriel appeared in the doorway, Hawaiian pizza in one hand and her sword in the other. She surveyed the back yard and then joined us at the patio table. She set the blade across the table and proceeded to pick the pineapple bits off one by one, sucking them like candies. 
 
    “Are you expecting trouble?” I asked, giving the sword a pointed glance. 
 
    “Certes,” she replied around a mouthful of pineapple. “Lilixandriel is both canny and vindictive. We must e’er remain alert.” 
 
    “Where did you learn to fight like that?” Melissa cautiously reached out to touch the sword hilt with her finger. “You’re like a ninja or something.” 
 
    “Neen-jah?” Daraxandriel echoed doubtfully. 
 
    “I think you mean samurai,” I told Melissa. “Ninjas aren’t sword fighters.” 
 
    “Oh!” Daraxandriel brightened. “Akin to Lady Tamika?” 
 
    “Who?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “She’s a character in the Sapphire Crown books,” I explained. “She helped Inaki and Tohiro escape from Lord Shingen.” 
 
    “Aye!” Daraxandriel nodded eagerly. “She is kin to –” 
 
    “No, don’t tell me!” Olivia stood behind me with a plate of pepperoni slices in her hands. “I just started reading that series!” 
 
    “’Tis not germane to the tale,” she argued. “Lady Tamika is merely –” 
 
    “No spoilers,” I warned her sternly, pulling out a chair for Olivia to sit. “You didn’t like it when I threatened to tell you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Olivia carefully nudged the sword over to make room for her plate. “You’re really good with a sword, Dara,” she said. “You were all whoosh whoosh whoosh with it.” She brandished an imaginary blade and nearly knocked over my Coke. “I wish I could do that.” 
 
    “I can give thee instruction,” Daraxandriel offered, “though we needs must acquire a suitable blade for thee.” 
 
    “Really?” Olivia sounded eager and uncertain at the same time. “That would be so cool, except I’d be afraid of hurting someone.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the whole point of doing it?” I observed dryly. 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose,” she admitted. Daraxandriel’s tail slithered across the tabletop to nudge her pizza with its tip and she pushed it away. “That’s mine,” she chided. 
 
    “Mind thyself,” Daraxandriel told it sternly. “Thou art welcome to share in mine.” She moved the remnants of her slice closer to the edge of the table and her tail inspected it briefly before easing closer to Olivia. 
 
    “Your tail doesn’t like the same kind of pizza you do?” Melissa asked dubiously. 
 
    “It is most particular,” she sighed. 
 
    “But it doesn’t even have a mouth!”  
 
    Daraxandriel gave a What can you do? kind of shrug as Olivia picked up the end of her tail and set it further away from her plate. It immediately moved back and she pointed an admonishing forefinger at it. 
 
    “Stop right there,” she told it firmly. “No begging at the table.” The tail sagged in disappointment and she sighed in resignation. “Maybe you can have some after I’m done.” It immediately perked up again and she patted its spade-shaped head. “That’s a good demon tail.”  
 
    The tail arched and wriggled under Olivia’s touch like a puppy being scratched behind its ears and it pressed itself into her palm when she pulled back. “No, that’s enough for now,” she insisted, pushing it away carefully. “I’m trying to eat.” It nuzzled her hand insistently and she sighed with a shake of her head. “Okay, fine.” She stroked it slowly with one hand while she nibbled on her pizza with the other. 
 
    “Thy touch is soothing in this heat,” Daraxandriel noted with an indulgent smile. 
 
    “You think this is hot?” I asked her doubtfully. “You’re from Hell!” 
 
    “Hell is not the fiery furnace thy tales declaim, Peter Simon Collins,” she retorted haughtily. “Leastwise not the whole of it,” she corrected herself. “The forges would melt the flesh from thy bones.” 
 
    “Sounds like a typical Texas summer,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Verily?” she asked in dismay. “Will thy sun truly burn still hotter than this?” 
 
    “Verily,” I confirmed and Melissa nodded. 
 
    “Such a barbarous place,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I am minded to – oh!” Her eyes opened wide and she straightened in her chair abruptly. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I looked around hurriedly but I didn’t see any demons rushing towards us. 
 
    “Where is my tail?” she asked breathlessly. “What is it doing?” 
 
    “It’s in my lap,” Olivia told her, surprised. “I’m just petting it.” 
 
    “Thou shouldst cease –” Daraxandriel drew in a quick gasp and squirmed in her seat. “Thy ministrations – it is unused to such intimacy.” She closed her eyes with a shuddery sigh. 
 
    “Are you okay, Dara?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Aye!” she exclaimed quickly and unconvincingly. She leaned over and grabbed her tail, pulling it back and stuffing it down between her legs. She used both hands to hold it in place as it tried to escape and slowly her breathing returned to normal. It was hard to tell if she was flushed with her skin tone but it certainly seemed like it. 
 
    Melissa leaned close to my ear. “Did Olivia just give Dara a handjob?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “It sure looked like it,” I whispered back. 
 
    “You didn’t ever do that to her, did you?”  
 
    “Her tail doesn’t like me,” I told her. “It won’t let me anywhere near it.” 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” Olivia asked worriedly. 
 
    “Nay, nay, all is well,” Daraxandriel assured her, although she wouldn’t look at any of us. She cleared her throat and carefully freed up one hand to finish her pizza. Melissa and I exchanged an embarrassed glance and focused our attention on our plates. 
 
    We ate in silence for a couple of minutes with Olivia eyeing us suspiciously the entire while and then she suddenly sat up with a shocked gasp. 
 
    “Peter!” she exclaimed. “She’s doing it again!” 
 
    “Hmm?” I asked around a mouthful of pizza. I looked around just in time to see Susie’s butt and legs dive into the pool with scarcely a splash. Her clothes were scattered haphazardly around the spot where she’d been sitting. “Just ignore her,” I sighed. “If you don’t look, it’s just like it’s not happening.” I followed my own advice and turned back to my plate. 
 
    “Mayhap the waif has the right of it,” Daraxandriel said. “The waters may ease my – er, my tail’s current discomfort.” She struggled to unwind her tail from the arm of the chair when it tried to keep her from leaving us and then walked over to the shallow end of the pool. She stepped in gingerly and her tail did its best to climb over her shoulder as she waded in deeper. My eyes refused to blink when she finally peeled her dress over her shoulder and tossed it back onto the concrete deck, until Melissa poked me hard in the arm. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” she asked dangerously. 
 
    “Nothing!” I grabbed my Coke to prove that I wasn’t at all distracted and almost dumped the whole thing over my shirt when the hole didn’t line up with my mouth. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She sat back with her arms crossed, watching Daraxandriel with narrowed eyes and pursed lips. Then her gaze slid back to me and the corner of her mouth quirked up. “Does this count as number eight?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s supposed to be in the Brazos River but this way we won’t get in trouble.” 
 
    “Huh?” I had no idea what she was talking about. 
 
    She stood without answering and pulled her top over her head, revealing a cotton sports bra. Then she unzipped her skirt and stepped out of it, exposing a pair of white briefs dotted with stylized bunnies. 
 
    “Melissa!” Olivia squeaked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We,” Melissa informed her firmly, “are going skinny-dipping.”  
 
    She hauled Olivia out of her chair and pushed her towards the pool, ignoring her increasingly frantic protests. There, she simply shoved Olivia into the water and jumped in after her. A few seconds later, her bra and panties slapped onto the deck, followed shortly by Olivia’s dress, while I just sat there with my mouth hanging somewhere in the vicinity of my belly button. 
 
    This is it, Little Peter gloated, the culmination of all your hopes and wet dreams. Drop everything – and I mean everything – and get out there! 
 
    I can’t do that! I protested. They’ll see me! 
 
    So? 
 
    So I’ll get arrested or something! 
 
    Pfft, seriously? Susie’s walked in on you and me sharing some quality time at least a thousand times, Dara’s already seen you, Melissa wants to see you, and Olivia – He paused thoughtfully. Okay, Olivia might be a problem. The individual in question tried to climb out of the pool, saw me watching her, and immediately dropped back into the water. Heh, we were right about her, Little Peter observed smugly. Definitely a B-cup and a natural brunette. 
 
    Stop looking at them! 
 
    You’re the one with the eyes, he reminded me. You stop looking. 
 
    I couldn’t. Melissa hauled herself out of the water, sweeping her sodden locks out of her face, and then pattered around the pool to the diving board. She bounced on the end a couple of times, giving me another coronary, and then executed a perfect swan dive, resurfacing all the way down at the far end. She stood up, sputtering, not far from where Daraxandriel was standing and waved at me. 
 
    “Peter!” she called. “What are you doing way over there? Come on!” 
 
    “What? No!” I heard Olivia’s panicked voice but I couldn’t see her. I was surprised she hadn’t popped back into ghosthood yet. 
 
    Well? Little Peter asked smoothly. What are you waiting for, a written invitation? 
 
    I gulped and slowly pushed my chair back, turning away from the pool and its menagerie of mismatched mermaids in the futile hope that Little Peter would lose interest and fall back to DEFCON 4. Out of sight, out of mind, I told myself, to no avail. I struggled to get my shirt over my head and then reached for the button on my jeans just as my phone rang. 
 
    I froze with my heart in my throat and then pulled it out, afraid to look at the number. To my intense relief, it wasn’t Lilixandriel, but it was nearly as bad. It was Dad. I almost let it roll over to voice mail but given everything that happened over the last couple of days, that would probably cause more problems than it solved. I cleared my throat, took a deep breath, and answered. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” I said in what I hoped was a normal voice. 
 
    “Peter.” I’d never heard him sound so serious before. “I need you and Susie to come home right away.” 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong? Did something happen to Mom?” Did Lilith find her? I didn’t ask, although I desperately wanted to. 
 
    “No, she’s fine.” I dropped into my chair with a sigh of relief. “Something bad happened today and I just want the two of you back home where it’s safe until we deal with the situation.” 
 
    It was probably safer where we were but I’d never be able to convince him of that. “What happened?” I was pretty sure I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Police business,” he said grimly. 
 
    “Dad –” 
 
    “I know, I know, you’re one of us now. Almost,” he amended. He let his breath out slowly. “It turns out Agent Prescott was telling the truth. Lilith is a murderer, or at least an attempted murderer.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” I tried to sound surprised. 
 
    “I couldn’t believe it myself but the witnesses were pretty clear. Lilith – or Lily Cantrell, I guess she calls herself now – and another man, Alex Nader, kidnapped seven people today and tortured them in some sort of Satanic ritual. They were probably responsible for that smoke bomb incident in the cemetery this morning too.” 
 
    “Oh no! Are those people going to be okay?” 
 
    “They’re alive, although they’re pretty shaken up. Prescott and his team discovered where they were and rescued them. The crime scene – well, just be thankful you weren’t there.” 
 
    “So they caught Lilith?” I felt bad about feigning ignorance but I didn’t have much of a choice. 
 
    “Nader was killed in the raid but Lilith escaped. That’s why I want you home. She’s still out there somewhere and Prescott thinks she’s going to keep trying until we finally stop her.” That part was true, at least. 
 
    “Why would she be after us?” I argued. “She lived with us for a while and didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “She was using us to create an alibi for herself but I’ll just feel better with the two of you here. Actually, that reminds me. Where’s Dara?” 
 
    “She’s here.” She was currently trying to keep Melissa from splashing water on her tail. 
 
    “She’s been with you the whole time?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. You don’t suspect her, do you?” 
 
    “I’m not going to blame her for having a fugitive for a sister but it’s best to be sure. What about Olivia? Is she still with you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Prescott said she was the bait in a trap they set for Lilith in New Orleans, but that still sounds a bit fishy to me. What is she wearing?” 
 
    “Uh, wearing?” Absolutely nothing. She was standing behind Daraxandriel, trying to keep out of my line of sight, but Daraxandriel’s tail had wrapped itself around her upper thigh and the two of them were struggling to pry it off. 
 
    “She was wearing some sort of blue dress yesterday, right? My memories from last night are a bit foggy but I think that’s right.” 
 
    “Um, yeah, I think so. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Constable Lang found a dress that looks just like it near the crime scene. It’s too much of a coincidence that an outfit just like hers ended up in a place where Lilith was known to be.” 
 
    “That does sound strange,” I agreed, desperately trying to come up with a reason why Olivia’s dress would be there. 
 
    “Is she still wearing that dress?” 
 
    “Ah, no. Everyone’s in the pool right now.” Olivia managed to extract herself from the tail’s embrace and took refuge underwater, with only her eyes showing above the surface. 
 
    “All right. Bring her with you when you come home. I need to speak with her again. If that dress is missing –” He let his voice trail off ominously. 
 
    “I understand,” I said. Oh crap, I thought. How are we going to explain this? Melissa walked around the edge of the pool again, heading for the diving board again, and my eyes automatically followed every movement she made. Droplets of water gleamed like diamonds on every square inch of her body and I tried to shift Little Peter over without being too obvious about it. Then inspiration struck. “Dad, what about Melissa?” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “She’s going to be all by herself if we leave. If Lilith’s still out there somewhere, we really shouldn’t leave her alone.” 
 
    “Aren’t her parents there?” I heard the frown in his voice. 
 
    “Her father went out of town suddenly. Her mother lives in Houston.” 
 
    “I see. Well, you’d better bring her along too, then.” 
 
    “There’s really not enough room for everyone there,” I protested. “We should just stay here. We’ll keep all the doors locked.” 
 
    “I can’t protect you there, Peter.” 
 
    You can’t protect us there, either. “It’s a gated community,” I argued. “There’s a 24-hour guard on duty.” 
 
    “The entrance to the industrial district has a guard too,” he said heavily. “That didn’t stop Lilith and Nader from getting in and hurting those people. Come home, Peter. We’ll sort everything out when you’re here.” 
 
    I knew a losing situation when I saw it. “Yes, sir,” I said glumly. “We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “It’s only for a little while,” Dad promised. “We’ll catch Lilith and everything will go back to normal.” 
 
    “I hope so.” I wasn’t sure what constituted normal anymore. Even if we finally beat Lilixandriel, nothing was going to be the same. “Bye, Dad.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Peter.” 
 
    I hung up and massaged my forehead. This whole situation had disaster written all over it. If Lilixandriel still had imps watching the house, she’d know where we were the instant we drove up, and if we couldn’t explain away Olivia’s dress, Dad was going to think she was involved in some imaginary Satanist conspiracy. He might even start doubting Prescott’s story again and that would lead to a whole bunch of questions we couldn’t answer. 
 
    “We are so screwed,” I muttered, palming my eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Peter?” Melissa somehow managed to walk up beside me without me noticing. I turned to explain what just happened and came face-to-face with her prominent female assets in all their glorious perfection, still damp and goosebumped and tantalizingly erect. 
 
    “Guh.” That was the only sound I was capable of uttering right then.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment.” She took the seat beside me and gathered her hair into a thick bundle, wringing it out like a soggy dishrag. “But seriously, what’s wrong? You look worried.” 
 
    “I, um, Dad, ah, we need to, uh –”  
 
    Melissa reached over and tilted my head up, breaking my line of sight with her chest. “Up here, Peter.” 
 
    I swallowed with difficulty and did my best to focus on her dark eyes. “Dad wants us home.” I summarized the conversation for her and she sat back in alarm. 
 
    “We are so screwed,” she murmured. “What are we going to do?” 
 
     “I have no idea,” I admitted. 
 
    “Thy mien is troubled, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel observed, walking up behind Melissa. “Is summat awry?” She was only wet up to her hips and the droplets were already evaporating into steam from her body heat. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” Melissa told her tersely. “Susie! Olivia! Get over here, we need you!” 
 
    Daraxandriel took the chair beside Melissa and retrieved her sword as Susie reluctantly climbed out of the pool and joined us. She plopped into the seat on my other side with ill grace and started braiding her hair into a long, drippy rope. “What?” she asked grumpily. 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer but Melissa interrupted me. “Olivia!” she called. “We’re waiting!” 
 
    “No, that’s okay!” Olivia answered nervously. “I’ll just stay here.” All I could see of her over the edge of the pool were her eyes and the top of her head.  
 
    Susie heaved an impatient sigh and splayed her fingers on the table. All of the diamonds on her rings flashed and suddenly Olivia was crouching down beside the last chair. She squeaked in surprise and scrambled to sit, hunkering down with her arms crossed over her chest. “Oh my God,” she whispered. The bright pink in her cheeks and ears was probably a permanent fixture now. 
 
    “Okay, listen up everyone.” Melissa stood and planted her hands flat on the table, heedless of the fact that she was still completely and undeniably naked. “Here’s the situation.” She quickly recapped Dad’s orders and outlined the challenges facing us, while I tried to remember how to blink. 
 
    It’s too bad Mrs. Kendricks isn’t here, Little Peter said slyly. We’d have the whole range of sizes, from A to D. 
 
    Shut up! That image was all too easy to conjure up and I prayed Melissa wouldn’t ask me to stand and address the team. I had to admire the way she took charge of the situation, though. That was the Melissa I knew before Lilixandriel showed up on our doorstep. 
 
    “So, any ideas?” Melissa asked, looking around the table. 
 
    “Eep!” Olivia sat up straight, looking startled. 
 
    “Yes, Olivia?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that!” Olivia protested. “Somebody’s touching my leg!” 
 
    I hurriedly raised my hands to prove it wasn’t me even though I was well out of range and everyone else’s hands were already visible. Olivia reached down with a grimace, shifting around in her chair, and then held up Daraxandriel’s tail. It wriggled in her grasp, trying to escape. 
 
    “Thou most wanton appendage!” Daraxandriel exclaimed in dismay. “Do not impose thyself upon Olivia without leave!” 
 
    “No, it’s okay, it just startled me, that’s all.” Olivia let the tail encircle her forearm. “I like it. It’s nice and warm.” She stroked its head with a shy smile and Melissa and I both looked at Daraxandriel, who eyed her tail uneasily. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Melissa said, clearing her throat. “Does anyone have any ideas of how we can get to Peter’s house without being seen?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Susie pronounced, wiggling her fingers. 
 
    “We need to bring the van back too,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Piece of cake,” she assured me. 
 
    “It’s a two-ton hunk of steel, Susie.” 
 
    She thought that over with a frown and a twist to her lips. “Two pieces of cake.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I need to bring my car over anyway so I can get to work tomorrow,” Melissa said. “It’s a brand-new loaner so nobody will recognize it. I’ll go over first and take care of any imps.” 
 
    “Won’t Lilith get suspicious if her imps suddenly disappear?” 
 
    “If I hit them fast enough, they won’t be able to tell her what’s happening,” she argued. “She won’t know they’re gone.” 
 
    “Unless they’re supposed to check in periodically.” 
 
    “That’s still better than the alternative.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I said reluctantly, “unless someone has a better plan?” Four heads shook in unison. “Okay, so what do we do about Olivia’s dress?” 
 
    “Steal it back,” Susie asserted. 
 
    “No. Any other ideas?” 
 
    Olivia raised her hand hesitantly. “Get another one just like it?” 
 
    “That’s ... brilliant!” She smiled in appreciation and sat up taller. I tried very hard not to react to the fact that her breasts were now visible. “Dara, that was actually your dress, wasn’t it? Do you remember where Mom got it?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Daraxandriel blinked at me, looking a bit flustered. 
 
    “Have you been listening?” I asked her pointedly. 
 
    “Certes!” she insisted. She reached over and pulled her tail away from Olivia’s arm, trapping it in the crook of her arm. “Summat about thy dame’s carriage?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “No, about the blue dress Olivia was wearing. What store did it come from?” 
 
    “I do not ken the answer, Peter Simon Collins,” she said regretfully. “We did visit many shops.” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter, Peter,” Melissa said. “Men never pay attention to the details anyway. We just need something that looks like it.” 
 
    “I guess,” I said doubtfully. “Are there any clothing stores nearby?” 
 
    “We don’t need one. I should have something in my closet that will do. Let’s go.”  
 
    Melissa strode to the back door and Daraxandriel and Susie trailed her inside. Olivia looked at them, then looked at me, and then looked down at herself, before jumping to her feet and fleeing for the safety of the house. 
 
    I sank back into my chair, rolling my neck to work out the kinks. Did we really just have a topless roundtable discussion about imps and dresses? I asked myself. A quick glance at the articles of clothing scattered around the patio confirmed it. Justin will never believe me, not that I’d ever tell him. If Dad hadn’t called right then – 
 
    “Peter?” I jerked upright and gaped at Melissa standing in the doorway with a yellow towel wrapped around her waist and nothing else. “Are you coming?” 
 
    “Co – com – coming?” I stuttered. 
 
    “Upstairs. We need your help making sure we get the right dress.” 
 
    “Oh, ah, right. I just need to, um –” I searched around desperately for a reason to avoid standing up and I snatched my shirt from the table. “I’ll be right there, I just need to get, um, dressed.” 
 
    “You better hurry,” she smirked. “You’re going to miss all the fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, girls trying on clothes, girls taking off clothes ...” She let her voice trail off with a teasing grin as she turned away. “Oops.” Her towel slipped off but she caught it and draped it casually over her shoulder as she disappeared inside. 
 
    “Oh God,” I breathed. I made a note to kill Justin later for showing her that list. 
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    Human sexuality is a complicated and controversial subject. Homosexuals, in both male and female variants, have been around forever, and transsexuals in one form or another have appeared throughout recorded history. But just in the eighteen years I’ve been alive, we’re now dealing with bisexuals, metrosexuals, asexuals, pansexuals, and omnisexuals. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that contrasexuals, ubersexuals, and antidisestablishmentariasexuals were a thing. These are confusing times, especially for young adolescents. 
 
    I don’t believe homosexuality is a choice but I also don’t think it’s “natural,” in the sense that the species as a whole benefits from two boys or girls breeding, since they can’t. However, it doesn’t matter to me if two people of the same gender fall in love. As long as the individuals in question are happy being together, I’m good with that. 
 
    That said, I have to confess that I get very uncomfortable when I see two men holding hands or kissing in public. I’m not going to complain about it or insist that they’ll burn in Hell for it, but I’ll turn away and pretend it never happened. Two girls making out, though, is the hottest thing on the planet. Like I said, these are confusing times. 
 
      
 
    “Dark Angel to White Knight, over.” 
 
    I stared at my phone and then exchanged a look with Susie in the passenger seat beside me. “Huh?” 
 
    “Peter,” Melissa sighed over the speaker, “those are our call signs.” 
 
    “Why do we need call signs?” 
 
    “We don’t, I’m just trying to lighten the mood.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, go ahead, Dark Angel. Um, over.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize me, Peter.” 
 
    “I wasn’t, I was just – Never mind. What’s up?” 
 
    “I just pulled up in front of your house.” 
 
    “Any imps?” 
 
    “I’m checking. Hang on.” The call went silent and I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel nervously. We were parked about a mile from the house beside an empty lot but I scanned the area anyway. The only sign of life in the area was a couple of birds hopping around the grass looking for bugs. 
 
    I glanced back at the middle seat to see how the others were doing. Olivia looked understandably uneasy in her replacement dress. It was a lighter blue than the original and it had short sleeves and a low-cut neckline, but it was the closest match we could find in Melissa’s collection. Daraxandriel sat close beside her, her fingers intertwined with Olivia’s, but that appeared to be a ploy to keep Olivia from stroking her tail again. The appendage in question was draped across Olivia’s legs like a snake sunning on a rock. 
 
    “I’m back.” Melissa sounded a bit breathless. “There was one hiding under your car but I got it.” 
 
    “Mom must be home. Does the car look okay? No scratches or anything?” 
 
    “It’s fine, Peter.” I imagined her rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Good. Are you going to check the back?” 
 
    “Give me a sec. Shadow Step isn’t easy, you know.” 
 
    “Don’t strain yourself,” I cautioned her, “but make it fast. Dad’s going to be wondering what’s taking us so long.” 
 
    “Contradictory orders aren’t helpful. Peter. I’ll call you when I’m done. Dark Angel out.” The call dropped and I leaned back with a sigh. 
 
    “What’s my call sign?” Susie asked. She had her pink backpack cradled in her arms. 
 
    “Annoying Sister.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Too long. How about Fire Gem?” She flexed her fingers, making the diamonds flicker briefly. 
 
    “That sounds like a Saturday morning cartoon with dragons and fairies.” I glanced in the rearview mirror. Ghost Girl and Red Sonja were watching us with dubious expressions.  
 
    “You might want to hide that sword somewhere,” I told Daraxandriel, nodding at the blade propped up against the seat beside her. “Dad’s probably searching for the weapon that beheaded Alex Nader.” 
 
    “I did that,” Susie reminded me. 
 
    “Do not tell Dad that. Are you ready?” I asked Olivia. “Dad’s going to interrogate you as soon as we walk through the door.” 
 
     “I’m ready,” she said with a shaky nod. “I was with you the whole time, I don’t know what Lilith is planning, and this is the same dress I wore yesterday.”  
 
    “Perfect.” We’d wadded the dress up and walked on it to make it looked like it had been worn for a couple of days. Hopefully that, combined with the lingering after-effects of Bewilder, would be enough to fool Dad. 
 
    I checked the time, wondering what was taking Melissa so long. It felt like an hour since she hung up but it was more like two minutes. How long does it take to clear imps out of a residential property? I was willing to be Google didn’t have an answer for that. 
 
    My phone rang and I stabbed the answer button. “Melissa? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” she assured me. “There were three imps out back but the alley’s clear now. Come on in.” The yawn that followed set a new Guinness world record for duration. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked worriedly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she insisted, “just a bit worn out. I had to stay in Shadow Step the whole time so they wouldn’t see me coming. I just need to rest my eyes for a bit, that’s all.” 
 
    “Okay, go inside and let Mom know we’ll be there in a minute. Use the front door,” I added, in case she’d gotten too used to stealthing through walls. 
 
    “Roger that,” she said, in a voice that strongly suggested she was rolling her eyes again. “Dark Angel out.”  
 
    She hung up and I put the van in drive. It actually took us three minutes to reach the house since I stayed well under the posted speed limit to watch for imps along the way, but Melissa had executed her mission perfectly and we pulled into the garage unobserved. 
 
    Mom was in the kitchen checking something in the oven and she looked up in obvious relief as the four of us trooped in. “There you are!” she exclaimed, wiping her hands on her apron. “I was beginning to get worried.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” I assured her. “I guess Dad told you what’s happening.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, shuddering. “I can hardly believe it. Hellburn’s always been such a quiet little town. And to think Lilith is behind all this. You must be so heartbroken, Dara.” 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head. “Nay,” she said grimly. “Her continued existence is a blight upon this world. Her life is forfeit.” She brandished her sword and we all ducked out of the way. 
 
    “Perhaps we shouldn’t swing weapons in the house,” Mom told her hastily. “Why don’t you just put that up until you need it?” 
 
    “An I must,” she agreed reluctantly, “yet it needs must be cleaned and whetted ere I use it again. Dost thou have a solvent for demon blood, Dame Collins?” She rubbed at the mottling on the blade with her finger, to no avail. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I don’t but maybe silver polish will work just as well. Just put it on the counter out of the way and I’ll see what I can do. Welcome back, Olivia,” she added warmly. “Did you enjoy the sleepover?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Mrs. Collins,” Olivia replied shyly. “It was ... interesting.” Considering that she slept through one demon attack, killed another demon with her bare hands, was nearly killed by a third, and participated, albeit unwillingly, in an all-female skinny-dip, calling it interesting was a bit of an understatement. “I think yeep!” 
 
    She suddenly staggered sideways when Daraxandriel went to place her sword behind the sink, since her tail had wrapped itself around Olivia’s wrist like a leash. The three of them had a brief scuffle as Daraxandriel tried to free herself and the tail hung on for dear life. 
 
    “Well, it looks like you’ve made a new friend,” Mom observed uncertainly, “but maybe you should let Dara have her tail back. How about you, Susie?” she asked hopefully. “Did you have a good time?” 
 
    Susie considered the question. “I killed a demon lord,” she said. “That was fun.” 
 
    “Ha-ha, good one, Susie!” I jumped in hurriedly. “Always the comedian.” 
 
    “Susie doesn’t have a sense of humor,” Mom said doubtfully. 
 
    “Well, yes, but she says things that don’t always make sense and that’s practically the same thing,” I argued. 
 
    “I suppose,” Mom sighed. “But you’re wearing jewelry now, Susie? Where did you get all those rings?” 
 
    “Melissa gave them to me,” she said, holding her hands up to admire them. 
 
    “Melissa loaned them to you,” I reminded her sternly. “Speaking of which, where is she?” 
 
    “Melissa?” Mom echoed surprise. “Isn’t she with you? Your father said she’d be staying with us until her parents get back.” 
 
    “She came in her own car. She said she was here already.” An uneasy knot formed in the pit of my stomach. “I’ll check out front.” 
 
    I dropped my backpack on the floor and all but ran to the front door. Before I could yank it open, though, Dad came out of his office. He was still wearing his uniform and, more ominously, his gun belt. 
 
    “Peter,” he nodded somberly, “welcome back. Sorry we had to interrupt your party.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” I assured him, eyeing the door anxiously. 
 
    “Are you going somewhere?” he frowned. 
 
    “No! Melissa’s out front.” At least I really hoped she was. “I was just going to, uh, help her with her stuff.” 
 
    “All right. Just keep everyone inside the house, please.” Susie walked by on her way to her bedroom, ignoring us completely, and his eyes strayed to the kitchen. “Is that the same dress Olivia wore yesterday?” He didn’t sound entirely convinced of that. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely!” I winced at how over-emphatic that sounded but Dad just nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “Olivia!” he called. She turned around, startled. “Could I speak with you for a minute, please?” 
 
    She gulped audibly but nodded. “Yes, sir,” she said, casting a worried look at Daraxandriel before carefully removing the tail from her arm again and approaching us with her hands clasped together nervously. “Sir?” 
 
    “Let’s talk in my office.” Dad stepped aside and Olivia went in meekly.  
 
    Now I was torn. I had to find out what happened to Melissa but one wrong word from Olivia and the whole thing would blow up on us. Dad solved my dilemma for me by closing his door behind him. I sent a silent prayer to whichever god was in charge of situations like this and went outside. 
 
    A silver Lincoln sedan sat by the curb behind the Mustang but I couldn’t see through its tinted windows. I hurried over and peered through the driver’s window, shading my eyes with my hands, and saw Melissa just sitting there with her eyes closed. 
 
    “Melissa? Are you okay?” I tapped on the window but there was no reaction. I tried the door and it opened. She seemed to be asleep, her chest rising and falling slowly. “Melissa?” Still nothing. I gently shook her shoulder. “Melissa, wake up.” 
 
    “See, a real boyfriend would have woken me up with a kiss.” Her eyes were still closed but she puckered her lips. 
 
    “This is no time to be fooling around,” I told her, relieved and annoyed at the same time. “I was worried about you!” 
 
    She shook her head with a sigh and looked up at me. “That’s the problem with you, Peter,” she grumbled, “you never want to fool around. Move.” She pushed me out of the way and climbed out. 
 
    “I’m a bit busy trying to keep everyone alive!” I protested. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” She opened the back door and extracted a large travel case. She shoved it into my arms and then she stacked her briefcase and her purse on top before removing a garment bag. She bumped the door closed with her hip, locked the car, and headed for the front door. “Hurry up, I want to hang this up before everything gets wrinkled.” 
 
    “I’m not your slave, you know,” I groused. 
 
    “Good one.” She waltzed straight into the house, leaving me to close the front door without any hands. “Hello, Mrs. Collins.” 
 
    “Hello, Melissa,” Mom greeted her, coming out of the kitchen. “I’m so sorry you have to stay with us for a while.” 
 
    “It’s fine, I don’t mind,” Melissa assured her. “I’ll be in Peter’s room, right?” She headed down the hall with Mom following in her wake. 
 
    “Wait, what?” They both ignored me. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure what the best arrangement is,” Mom apologized. “Dara and Peter normally sleep together, except when Lilith was here, of course.” 
 
    “Where did Peter sleep then?” 
 
    “On the couch in the den, but that’s only large enough for one. Could you sleep with Susie, maybe? Dara and Susie don’t really get along and Olivia’s a special guest. I can’t ask her to sleep with anyone else.” 
 
    “Susie’s not really my type.” Melissa stood in the doorway to my room and surveyed it thoughtfully. “Would she even agree to double up?” 
 
    “No.” We all heard that clearly through Susie’s door. 
 
    “Well,” said Mom, clearing her throat, “maybe we should wait and see what Olivia and Dara have to say.”  
 
    “Concerning what matter?” Daraxandriel asked, walking up behind me. 
 
    “The sleeping arrangements.” Melissa went into my room and looked for a hook to hang her garment bag on. “Peter, just put my stuff on the bed until we get everything sorted out.” She opened the closet, studied the wall of clothing facing her, and finally just hung the bag over the closet door. 
 
    “Yes, master,” I muttered as I obeyed. Thankfully she didn’t hear me. 
 
    “These are my chambers,” Daraxandriel protested. 
 
    “Actually, they’re mine,” I pointed out. None of the women paid me any heed. 
 
    “It’s just temporary,” Melissa reminded her. “Peter and I are moving in together in three days.” She eyed the contents of my room critically. “Haven’t you started packing yet?” 
 
    “That’ll take all of twenty minutes,” I told her. “There’s plenty of time.” 
 
    “Nonsense, there’s no sense in procrastinating. Where are your boxes?” 
 
    “Boxes?” 
 
    “Moving boxes. To pack your things in.” She heaved a sigh at my expression and turned to Mom. “Mrs. Collins, do you have any boxes we can use?” 
 
    “We might have some in the garage. I’ll go check.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Melissa told her with a warm smile that vanished as soon as Mom was out of sight. “I’m beginning to wonder if you really want to move in with me, Peter.” Her eyes had a dangerous glint. 
 
    “It’s not that!” I protested. “I’ve just been really busy.” 
 
    “We’ve all been busy but somehow the rest of us manage to get things done.” She sat down on my bed and bounced experimentally. “You need a new mattress.” 
 
    “It’s perfectly fine,” I argued sourly. “Right, Dara?” 
 
    “Nay, thou art mistaken, Peter Simon Collins,” Daraxandriel told me. “In truth it does strain my back in certain positions.” 
 
    “What sort of positions?” Melissa asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anyway,” I forged on. “Dara can sleep here since she’s used to it and you can take the couch in the den.” 
 
    “What about you and Olivia, then? Where are you two going to sleep?” 
 
    “We’re sleeping together?” Olivia appeared in the doorway looking aghast. “Peter!” 
 
    “No, that’s not what she meant! You and I don’t need to sleep, so everyone gets their own bed. Problem solved.” 
 
    “Why don’t we need to sleep?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Because I have the Philosopher’s Stone to keep me awake and you can just turn back into a ghost overnight.” 
 
    “I can’t do that!” Her ears were turning pink again. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because –” Olivia looked around at the others listening in and moved closer to me. “Because my nightgown is ruined,” she whispered. 
 
    “Still?” I asked, surprised. “It didn’t get fixed when I healed you?” She shook her head. “Well, it’s not like –” I stopped. Reminding her that I’d already seen her in the altogether wasn’t going to make her feel any better about the situation. “So that’s why you stayed human all this time? You don’t want me to see you as a ghost?” She nodded, unable to meet my eyes. 
 
    “So that leaves us with three people and two beds,” Melissa observed pointedly. “Who gets the couch and who’s sharing the bed?” The three girls eyed each other but no one volunteered an opinion. Obviously none of them wanted the couch but they also weren’t thrilled with the idea of pairing up. 
 
    I finally dug into my pocket and pulled out two quarters and a nickel. “Here,” I said, “let’s settle this fairly.” I distributed the coins, one to each of them. “Flip them and whoever gets matching heads or tails get the bed. Odd man out – odd woman out, I mean – gets the couch. Okay?” 
 
    Melissa inspected her nickel doubtfully. “What if they’re all the same?” 
 
    “Then just flip again. There’s only a one-in-four chance of getting all heads or all tails. Ready?” They all gave their unenthusiastic assent and balanced their coins on their thumbs. “Okay, on three. One, two, three.” 
 
    Melissa flipped hers and snatched it out of the air, slapping it on the back of her hand. Daraxandriel caught hers in both hands and peered at it, while Olivia had to chase hers across the floor before finally corralling it. “Sorry,” she apologized breathlessly. 
 
    “All right, show me what you have. Melissa, tails. Olivia, heads. Dara, heads. There you go. Melissa gets the couch.” Daraxandriel and Olivia looked at each other like I’d just told them to eat their peas or there wouldn’t be any dessert, while Melissa glared at her nickel for betraying her.  
 
    “So, Olivia,” I hurried on before anyone demanded a recount, “how did it go with Dad? You’re not wearing handcuffs, at least.” 
 
    “No, it was fine,” she said, tucking her hair behind her ear, “but he asked me if I wanted to call my parents and tell them I was all right.” She looked miserable when she said that. 
 
    “What did you tell him?” I asked uneasily. Olivia’s parents just buried her a short while ago but we told Dad they were in on Prescott’s scheme to catch Lily Cantrell. Them hearing their dead daughter’s voice on the phone would be a disaster of epic proportions. 
 
    “I said we agreed not to contact each other until Lilith was captured, just in case someone was watching them.” 
 
    “That was very clever, Olivia,” Melissa nodded approvingly. Olivia flashed a half-hearted smile that faded away almost immediately. 
 
    “I miss them,” she said quietly. “I’m never going to see them again, am I?”  
 
    Melissa shot me a helpless look but I didn’t know what I could say to cheer her up. “Probably not,” I admitted finally and Olivia nodded sadly. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, “it’s not your fault. At least I can stay here with you guys, right?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Melissa told her firmly. “Right, Peter?” She jabbed me with her elbow when I hesitated. “Right?” 
 
    “Right, except –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Dad expects her to go back home to New Orleans when all this is over. How are we going to explain her moving in with us instead?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Melissa breathed. “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Oh.” Olivia seemed to wilt and she turned away from us so we wouldn’t see her wiping at her eyes. “It’s okay,” she murmured. “I’ll just go away. I don’t want to cause any problems for you.” 
 
    “Nay!” Daraxandriel insisted, taking her hand to pull her back into the group. “Peter Simon Collins will find an answer for thee, that thou might remain with us.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to –?” I started to protest but Melissa stopped me with another painful jab, inclining her head towards Olivia and her big, hopeful, imploring eyes. “We’ll think of something,” I sighed resignedly.  
 
    “Thank you, Peter,” Olivia told me sincerely. “You’re the best friend I ever had. Oh!” Daraxandriel’s tail poked its head up under her arm and she laughed, hugging it tightly. “You too.” She nuzzled it with her cheek and Daraxandriel’s eye twitched as she bit her lip to keep silent. 
 
    “Here we go!” Mom walked in with three cardboard boxes folded flat and a roll of packing tape. “This is all we had, I’m afraid. We’ll have to pick up some more tomorrow.” She finally noticed everyone’s expressions. “Is everything okay?” she asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Mrs. Collins,” Melissa assured her, rising to take the articles from Mom. “We’ll get started with these.” 
 
    “All right. I have to go check on the cake but just let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
    “Why are we having cake?” I asked. 
 
    “I just thought we needed cake, what with all the terrible things going on,” Mom explained. “It’s chocolate,” she added temptingly. 
 
    “With icing?” Olivia asked eagerly. 
 
    “And sprinkles, if you want them,” Mom chuckled. “Come on, you can help me.” Olivia followed Mom out, forcing Daraxandriel to accompany them when her tail refused to let go of her. 
 
    “Poor Olivia,” Melissa sighed once they were out of sight. “I can’t imagine what she’s going through. Well, I guess I can, actually,” she corrected herself somberly. 
 
    “How?” I asked her skeptically. “You’re not dead.” 
 
    “I almost was,” she reminded me. “I was alone in the dark for a long time.” She reached out with a half-smile and took my hand in hers. “But you’re not kicking me out of the house, are you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I told her. “Who else would pack my stuff?” 
 
    “Keep that up and no one will need to,” she warned me. “All right, let’s see what you have.” 
 
    It didn’t take Melissa any time at all to fill two of the boxes and part of the third with my books and DVDs and she started going through my dresser to see what articles of clothing could be safely packed away until the move. My contribution to the whole process was grumbling under my breath while I taped up the boxes. 
 
    “That’ll have to do for now,” Melissa declared, studying the rest of my room with her hands on her hips. “You’re not keeping those posters, are you?” The tone of her voice made it clear that Asuna Kagurazaka and Rias Gremory, the red-headed anime beauties of my adolescent dreams, were not welcome in the new apartment. I maintained a diplomatic silence as she retrieved her garment bag and her purse. “I should check out my room,” she said unenthusiastically. I hefted her other two bags and followed her into the den. 
 
    “It’s not bad,” I told her as she sat down on the couch with a dubious expression, “as long as you don’t roll over.” 
 
    “If you say so.” She kicked off her shoes and lay down. Since she was shorter than me, she actually fit between the armrests without bending. “I guess this is okay,” she sighed. “At least I can watch porn on the TV.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She snorted in amusement. “Honestly, Peter, do you believe everything anyone tells you?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not used to people teasing me,” I said defensively. “Mom and Dad are usually pretty straight with me and Susie only tells the literal truth or bald-faced lies.” 
 
    “Scary. So is the cake ready, do you think? I could use some chocolate.” 
 
    Mom was just putting the finishing touches on the cake when we walked in, carefully arranging seven candles in a circle like a wax Stonehenge in a field of creamy chocolate icing and colorful sprinkles. Olivia and Daraxandriel were already seated at the table with their plates and forks ready, gazing raptly at the operation like pets hoping for a treat from the dinner table. 
 
    “Seven candles?” I observed bemusedly. “What’s the occasion?” 
 
    “There isn’t one,” Mom admitted. “I thought it needed something extra but these were all the candles we had.” 
 
    “It looks beautiful, Mrs. Collins,” Olivia told her. “It’ll be a shame to cut it.” That didn’t stop her from eyeing it hungrily. 
 
    “Why don’t you do the honors, dear,” Mom suggested, “since you’re visiting from out of state.” 
 
    “Oh no, I couldn’t. Could I?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Of course you can.” Mom rifled in a drawer for a lighter and touched the flame to each wick before placing the cake in front of Olivia. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Make a wish first,” Melissa insisted. 
 
    “Okay. Um.” Olivia bit her lip as she considered that and then squeezed her eyes closed for a moment before sucking in a huge breath and blowing out the candles in one quick blast of air. Daraxandriel looked puzzled by the entire ritual but the rest of us clapped dutifully. 
 
    “So what did you wish for?” I asked Olivia as Mom handed her a knife. 
 
    “Peter!” she chided me. “If I tell you, it won’t come true.” She made a cut precisely halfway between two of the candles and then another between the next pair. “Who wants the first piece?” She extracted the wedge and maneuvered it onto one of the plates. 
 
    “Dibs!” Melissa said quickly, almost snatching the plate off the table. She forked a morsel into her mouth and closed her eyes in bliss. “Ambrosia,” she breathed. 
 
    “Nay, ambrosia is gold and like unto honey,” Daraxandriel corrected her. She received the next slice and set on it eagerly. 
 
    Olivia doled out the next three to me, Mom, and herself and silence fell over the table, other than the scrape of forks on porcelain and a few murmurs of appreciation. Daraxandriel finished her portion before I even got halfway through mine, leaving only a few crumbs and a smudge of icing on her plate. She eyed the remaining two-sevenths of the cake disconsolately. 
 
    “Would you like some more, Dara?” Mom asked her. 
 
    “Nay, I am replete,” she said unconvincingly. “Sir Collins and Susie should have their fill as well.” 
 
    “Here, you can share the rest of mine,” Olivia offered, sliding her plate over. 
 
    “Nay, thou shouldst by rights have thy full allotment.” She stared at her cake longingly. 
 
    “I insist.” Olivia touched a forkful of cake to Daraxandriel’s lips and it vanished instantly. She laughed and reached to get another. 
 
    “Nay, Olivia, thou needs must get thy fair share.” Daraxandriel used her own fork to return the favor and they took turns feeding each other. Daraxandriel’s tail crept up above the table to poke around the plates and Olivia ended up smearing icing across Daraxandriel’s cheek when she turned to admonish it. 
 
    “Oh, sorry!” Olivia exclaimed. She scraped it off with the side of her finger and then looked around for a napkin, but Daraxandriel took her hand and licked the chocolate off instead, closing her eyes as she savored the flavor. “Oh.” Olivia looked flustered but she didn’t pull away. 
 
    “Chocolate must never be wasted,” Daraxandriel told her. She used her own finger to scoop up a stray blob of icing and gently dabbed it on Olivia’s lips. Olivia slowly licked it away and then she sucked the rest off Daraxandriel’s fingertip. They stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment and then leaned closer, pressing their lips together in a slow and sensuous kiss. 
 
    Mom, Melissa, and I sat there with our own forks hovering in midair and our mouths hanging open. “Oh my God,” Melissa whispered. “What did you put in this cake?” 
 
    “It’s just a regular store-brand mix,” Mom protested. “It’s never done that before.” 
 
    “I think chocolate might be an aphrodisiac for succubi,” I said uneasily. There was definitely some tongue involved in that kiss now. “Lilith couldn’t stop eating Mom’s chocolate chip cookies.” 
 
    The two chocolate lovers finally broke apart, breathing heavily, and Daraxandriel’s tail nudged Olivia on her chin, startling her. Bits of cake were stuck to its head with icing and she took hold of it gently, teasing it with her tongue for a moment before wrapping her lips around it. Daraxandriel drew in a shuddering breath and clutched the edge of the table but she didn’t make any effort to stop Olivia. 
 
    “Oh my God, Peter!” Melissa hissed. “Do something!” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Anything! Hurry!” Olivia had both hands around the tail now as Daraxandriel arched back in her chair. 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Uh, guys? Dara? Olivia?” Daraxandriel’s breath was coming in short gasps now. “Dara!” 
 
    Daraxandriel’s eyes popped open and Olivia jerked back, staring at me blankly. The tail wriggled in her grasp and realization slowly dawned on her face. She hurriedly released the tail and hid her hands behind her back, ducking her head as her ears turned bright red. Daraxandriel grabbed her tail and jammed it back down under the table, looking everywhere except at us. 
 
    Melissa reached over and pulled their plates to our side of the table. “Maybe that’s enough chocolate for now,” she said firmly. 
 
    “Mayhap,” Daraxandriel mumbled. Olivia nodded meekly, shifting her chair over to put some space between them. 
 
    “I’ll just put the rest of this up for later,” Mom said hurriedly, retrieving the cake plate and placing it on the counter well out of reach. Melissa started gathering up the plates but then she paused, giving me a speculative look before aiming her last forkful of cake at my mouth. I flinched back automatically and she rolled her eyes in exasperation. 
 
    “You are the least romantic person on the planet,” she declared. 
 
    “I am not,” I argued. “Susie is.” 
 
    “Being second least romantic isn’t something to be proud of, Peter.” She ate the cake herself and carried the rest of the plates to the sink. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dad walked into the kitchen, surveying us with a dubious expression. Daraxandriel and Olivia quickly turned away from each other, as if to avoid giving away any hint of recent events. 
 
    “We were just having cake,” Mom explained brightly. “Would you like some? It’s chocolate,” she added hopefully, casting a sidelong glance at Daraxandriel. 
 
    “Mom!” I protested, aghast. 
 
    “There’s no harm in trying, Peter,” she insisted, but Dad shook his head. 
 
    “Maybe when I get back,” he said. 
 
    “You’re leaving?” Mom asked, surprised. 
 
    “I’m going out on patrol. The more eyes we have out there, the sooner we’ll find Lilith.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” I told him. Cruising the empty streets at night was better than just sitting here waiting for Lilixandriel’s next move. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, Peter,” he said somberly, “but it’s too dangerous. You’re not equipped to deal with someone like her.” 
 
    We’re better equipped than you are, I thought. I couldn’t tell him that, though, so all I said was, “Be careful, Dad.” 
 
    “I will. Keep the doors locked,” he told Mom. “Don’t let anyone in and call me immediately if anything happens.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Don’t worry about us.” She hugged him and kissed him and stepped back with a gentle smile to watch him leave, with only her tightly-knotted fingers betraying what she really felt about him being out there alone, hunting for a dangerous fugitive.  
 
    I wanted to tell her not to worry about Dad, that we were likely to see Lilixandriel long before he did, but that revelation wouldn’t make her feel any better about the situation. It certainly didn’t do a thing for my piece of mind. 
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    Most quests in Legends of Lorecraft have pretty straight-forward goals, even if it takes you a while to actually achieve them: slay an enemy, find a talisman, rescue a princess, that sort of thing. Some of them, however, force you to choose between two or more possible outcomes, none of which you want to happen.  
 
    In the quest Lorian Dawnstar, for example, the titular Lorian inadvertently encounters the spirit of a long-dead sorcerer who steals her soul and stashes it away in an ancient reliquary along with thousands of others it gathered over the centuries. Destroying the sorcerer frees her along with all of the other souls, many of whom belong to some truly nasty characters. Convincing the sorcerer to free Lorian, on the other hand, requires taking the amulet currently sealing the Black Gate, one of the many entrances to the demon Netherworld. Doing nothing at all drives Lorian’s betrothed insane with grief, sending him on a murderous rampage through the castle. You’re damned if you do, damned if you don’t, and damned if you give up and go home. 
 
    It’s just a game, of course, and whatever you decide to do won’t affect you personally. Fortunately, these sorts of choices rarely come up in real life but when they do, you can always fall back on that old adage: the needs of the many outweigh the needs the one. In other words, pick the option that helps the most people. Unless the one is very special to you, in which case all bets are off.  
 
      
 
    I sat in the dark in the front room, thumbing through the police alert texts, searching for any sign that Lilixandriel had been spotted. There were a whole bunch of coded messages from around the time we were battling Orixnador and for a couple of hours afterwards but the feed had been pretty quiet since then, mostly just regular check-ins from the patrols. The latest one was marked COP – Chief of Police – which reassured me that Dad was still okay. 
 
    I set my phone down beside me on the couch and stretched my back to loosen the kinks. I wasn’t physically tired, thanks to the Philosopher’s Stone, but I felt mentally worn out. The stress of the last couple of days was really wearing me down and I toyed with the idea of scrounging up a blanket and lying down here for a couple of hours. This couch was shorter than the one in the den, though, and there was no way I’d fall asleep with my legs dangling over the armrest. 
 
    I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. Other than the soft rumble of the AC, the house was absolutely quiet. I hadn’t seen Susie since she made a brief appearance to claim her slice of cake but she normally went to bed early, so she was out of the picture. Daraxandriel and Olivia held out as long as they could, staying as far away from each other as possible, but they finally nudged the rest of us out of my room and shut the door. I wondered how they were making out together on my narrow bed and that unfortunate turn of phrase conjured up an image that made me shift uncomfortably on the couch.  
 
    Melissa seemed reluctant to go to bed but she couldn’t give me a convincing reason when I asked her why. Instead, she helped Mom with her cleaning binge as she worked off her anxiety about Dad, even polishing Daraxandriel’s sword until the blade gleamed. The two of them finally called it a night around eleven and disappeared into their rooms, leaving me alone with my grim thoughts. Now I just had to wait until everyone was fast asleep before I put my ill-conceived and very possibly fatal plan into action. One way or another, it would all be over tonight. 
 
    A faint metallic click sounded somewhere in the house and I listened carefully, trying to discern the source. It wasn’t repeated and I finally convinced myself it was one of the doors shifting when the AC fan kicked on. A couple of minutes later, though, a toilet flushed, followed by a faucet running. Someone’s in the bathroom, I realized. That’ll set the schedule back. I hunched down on the couch, resigning myself to a longer wait. 
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    I jumped and flailed my arms and legs before I identified Melissa’s voice coming out of the shadows. I sat back and clutched my heart. “Jesus,” I muttered. “Don’t scare me like that.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Even with my dark-adjusted eyes, her black spaghetti-strapped slip made it look like her torso was missing. “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    “Just thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Dying. “Nothing important,” I told her. “What are you doing up?” 
 
    “I had to pee.” She hesitated and then sat on the other end of the couch, pulling the hem of her slip down as far as it would go over her bare legs, which wasn’t very far. “And I’m afraid to close my eyes,” she admitted quietly. 
 
    “You’re afraid of the dark?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I’m afraid of the darkness.” She lifted her hand and let the flames flicker over her palm. They were even blacker than the shadows around us. “I afraid of hurting someone if I fall asleep.” 
 
    “You won’t,” I told her firmly. I slid over beside her and took her hand in mine, smothering the fire. “You’re stronger than you think.” 
 
    “You’re the strong one, Peter,” she said sadly. “You’re not afraid of anything.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I couldn’t believe she actually thought that. “I’m a nervous wreck.” 
 
    “You’re not,” she insisted. “You ran in to save all of us from Dr. Bellowes and you killed that hellhound by yourself and you teleported down to protect Susie from that shadow thing and you were the first in to rescue those people in that warehouse.” She shook her head. “You’re so incredibly brave.” 
 
    “I was scared to death,” I corrected her. “Besides, what about you?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “You were right there with me every time. You risked your life over and over to help everyone else. If I’m so brave, what are you?” 
 
    Her eyes were dark bottomless pools as she searched my face, threatening to draw me in and drown me. Her lips parted as if she was going to say something but she just looked at me. I waited for her to do something but the glimmer of hope in her eyes faded out and she turned her head away. Belatedly, I realized that I’d missed another signal. 
 
    Melissa started to get up but I took hold of her shoulders and pulled her back, turning her to face me. She resisted for a moment, trying to pull my hands away, until I leaned in and kissed her. She stiffened in surprise and then melted into me, pressing her mouth against mine with desperate eagerness. Her tongue fought its way in and tasted mine. 
 
    She climbed up onto the couch and pushed me backwards, falling on top of me and straddling my hips. She broke away from our kiss with a gasp and sat up, stripping off her slip and letting it fall to the floor. All she wore was a skimpy pair of briefs. 
 
    “Melissa –” I gulped but she came down for another kiss that took my breath away. The fingers of her right hand interlocked with my left and her other hand guided mine to her breast, holding it tight enough for me to feel her arousal and the pounding of her heartbeat. She rocked her hips right on top of Little Peter and a yearning whimper escaped her throat. 
 
    I broke free from the kiss, gasping for breath, and I tried to push her back before things got out of hand, but that just gave her access to my waist. She yanked at my belt, wrestling with the buckle for a moment before she got it open, and then reached for the button of my jeans. I grabbed her wrists and pulled her hands away. 
 
    “Melissa, stop!” She stared at me as if she didn’t recognize me. Her eyes were wide and pitch-black now. “We can’t do this.” 
 
    “Why not?” Her voice was raw, almost feral. “I want you, Peter. I need you.” 
 
    “This isn’t like you. You’re not thinking straight.” I got one leg out from under her and sat up, easing her off of me. 
 
    “What?” She drew back away from me. “What did you say?” 
 
    “This isn’t normal. You’ve been through a lot and you’re just confused.” Her pale breasts almost glowed in the dark and I looked aside to avoid the distraction. 
 
    “I’m not normal?” There was a brittle edge to her voice. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I said!” 
 
    “Oh my God.” She pushed herself as far away from me as she could. “It’s happening again. You think I’m crazy, like all the other boys.” She hugged herself, shivering. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.” 
 
    “What? No, that’s not true!” I tried to take her hands to reassure her but she shoved me back and jumped to her feet. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” She snatched up her slip and ran from the room. I was only a couple of steps behind her but she managed to slam the den door in my face. 
 
    “Melissa!” I rattled the door knob but it was locked. “Melissa, open up!” 
 
    Silence. I pulled up Teleportal and jumped into the room. Melissa gasped and clutched her slip against her chest. 
 
    “Get away from me!” 
 
    “I just want to explain –” I stepped towards her and her hand burst into black flame. 
 
    “You’ve already said enough. Get out.” The flames ran up her arm and over her body, wreathing her in a shadowy aura. 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” I persisted. “I don’t think you’re crazy.” 
 
    “It’s too late, Peter, it’s obvious you don’t want me.” Tears dripped down her cheeks. “I threw myself at you, I played coy, I teased you, I did all those things on your stupid list, and for what? You can’t even stand to look at me now.” Her words were coming in short, broken gasps now. “I’m a broken freak.” 
 
    “No, you’re not! Just let me –” I tried to take hold of her, hoping she’d banish the dark fire, but she backed out of reach.  
 
    “Don’t touch me!” She swept her hand around and something hit me hard, sending me stumbling backwards. “I thought you were different, Peter,” she sobbed. “I thought you could love me despite everything.” The flames were darker and wilder now and her hair was snapping in a wind I couldn’t feel. “I thought I could finally stop pretending to be someone I’m not.” 
 
    All the anger drained out of her suddenly and she collapsed to her knees, but the black fire still burned around her. “I’m tired of fighting it,” she whispered. “There’s no point.” She looked up at me and her eyes were completely black, without a speck of white at all. “Goodbye, Peter,” she said and she faded into shadow and vanished. 
 
    “Oh no,” I breathed. “No no no.” I recognized her Shadow Step spell but I had no idea what her range was. I ran to the door and fumbled with the knob until I remembered it was locked. I got it open and ran out into the hall, searching desperately for her.  
 
    “Melissa?” I called as loudly as I dared. I was surprised no one else was up demanding to know what all the noise was about. I searched the front room and Dad’s office and the kitchen and the garage, but there was no sign of her. I even checked the back yard and ran out into the street out front but she was gone. 
 
    I came back in and dropped onto the couch, sick to my stomach. This was all my fault. I knew she was struggling with her powers and I knew the demon battles were taking their toll on her and I knew about her troubled past and I knew she desperately needed someone to love her and I still rejected her. Now she was out there somewhere wearing nothing more than a skimpy nightgown, alone and afraid and spiraling downward into darkness, and I had no way to find her and bring her back. 
 
    “Shit. Shit shit shit.” I gripped my skull with both hands, trying to squeeze an answer out of my stupid skull. Maybe one of the patrols will find her. I searched around for my phone, finally finding it on the floor, but there were no alerts about a half-naked teenager wandering the streets.  
 
    I can’t call her, she doesn’t have her phone with her. Can someone track her magically? Agent Prescott, maybe? He followed Lilith all the way from New Orleans. I sat up hopefully and then slumped again. No, he needed that bond with Olivia to do that. Could Mrs. Kendricks do it? Melissa’s in her coven. No, I thought eagerly. Not her, Susie! Susie found me in Hell with just my cellphone. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and ran back to the den. Melissa’s clothing was folded and stacked neatly on the coffee table and her other bags sat on the floor nearby. I started rifling through them, searching for something personal Susie could use to track her, but my movements slowed as an uneasy realization struck me.  
 
    How long is it going to take Susie to find her? How long will it take us to calm her down and bring her back here? Someone’s going to have to stay up with her the whole time to make sure she doesn’t try to hurt herself or leave again, but I have to make that phone call while everyone’s asleep so they don’t try to stop me. If I wait too long, it’ll be too late. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered, sitting back on my heels. I had to decide between saving Melissa and saving everyone else. 
 
    I don’t know how long I knelt there in the dark, staring at nothing, but I finally got to my feet and left the room. I walked to the front door, feeling numb, and stopped there with my hand on the latch. Mom still had my key and I couldn’t wake her up to get it from her. I had the van keys but the garage was right beside her bedroom. With her senses attuned to listening for Dad’s return, I’d never be able to leave that way. 
 
    I had a spare key fob for the Mustang but it was in my room. Daraxandriel was a heavy sleeper, fortunately, but I had no idea about Olivia. If she did wake up, though, I could hit her with Sleep to knock her out again, so I walked down to my door and listened. Hearing nothing, I carefully eased it open. 
 
    I expected to find the two of them curled up under the blankets on opposite sides of the bed, so it took me a moment to recognize what I was actually seeing. They were lying together with Daraxandriel’s arms wrapped around Olivia’s ribs and her tail twined around her leg. The covers were completely kicked off, so it was obvious they were both naked, Olivia’s pale skin a stark contrast to Daraxandriel’s dark reddish hue. Both of them smiled in their sleep as they breathed in unison. 
 
    The cake incident notwithstanding, the sight of them together like that threw me for a loop. Granted, Daraxandriel was always too hot and Olivia’s corporeal body was cooler than normal, so it made sense for them to snuggle up like that. Besides, Daraxandriel already agreed to date me and Olivia insisted I was her boyfriend, so their clinch had to be perfectly innocent, just two friends who were very comfortable being with each other. The whole business with Daraxandriel’s tail was just Olivia’s playful innocence combined with her ignorance of demon anatomy. That kiss they shared, though ... 
 
    That was a problem for tomorrow, I reminded myself, assuming we all lived long enough to see it. I crept into the room and slid my night table drawer open, reaching in for the spare fob. I winced when it scraped against the wood but neither of them stirred. I tiptoed out of the room and let out a sigh of relief when the door latch clicked quietly closed. 
 
    I locked the front door behind me when I left and hurried to my car, scanning the house for any telltale lights as I unlocked it. I searched the yard and the street for cats, not that that mattered much anymore, but the block was devoid of any sign of life. I eased into the driver’s seat, shutting the door as quietly as I could, and then I grimaced in anxious anticipation as I turned the key in the ignition. The deep thrum of the 5.0-liter V8 starting up seemed to reverberate throughout the neighborhood and I waited for Mom to appear on the porch demanding to know where I was going, but nothing happened. I took a steadying breath, shifted into drive, and pulled away from the curb, waiting until I was all the way down the block before turning on the headlights. 
 
    I didn’t have a particular destination in mind, other than a need to get as far away as possible from the house and everyone inside, so I zig-zagged through the back streets while keeping an eye out for Melissa and police cars. I finally pulled into the parking lot of a dry cleaners without seeing either one and took out my phone. 
 
    I stared at it for the longest time, feeling a queasy fluttering in my stomach. As soon as I made the call, there’d be no going back, but I couldn’t see any other way to end this once and for all. I scrolled down to her number, took a shaky breath, and tapped Call. Her phone rang once, twice, three times before she answered. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins.” Lilixandriel feigned surprise didn’t fool me for a second. “This is most unexpected.” 
 
    “I give up, Lilith,” I told her before my courage failed. “I surrender.” I closed my eyes and let my breath out. That’s it, it’s done. 
 
    The silence on the other end persisted for quite a long time. “I am pleased thou hast seen the right of it,” she said finally, “and yet I confess I am skeptical of this sudden change of heart. Thou didst defeat Orixnador and his hounds and escaped unharmed. Whyfor should I believe thy capitulation is true and not some feint to ensnare me?” 
 
    “I was lucky today but a lot of people got hurt, people I care about. They could have died. The next time, they probably will and I don’t want that to happen. Call off your demons and you can have the Stone.” 
 
    “How very noble of thee,” she sneered. “Yet hast thou forgotten the consequence of thy proposal? Soulstones do not trade masters lightly.” 
 
    “I’m going to get killed anyway,” I said harshly. “You said that yourself. But this way no one else gets hurt and we both win something.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “My friends won’t have to face another demon lord and you won’t have to stab him in the back to get the Stone for yourself.” 
 
    Lilixandriel chuckled in my ear. “Thou hast a devious mind, Peter Simon Collins. ‘Tis a pity we find each other at cross-purposes. We would make formidable allies.” 
 
    “Not interested,” I told her flatly.  
 
    “How blithely doth thou discard an opportunity few are offered,” she sighed dramatically. “And what of thy companions? Are they in agreement with thy terms?” 
 
    “They don’t know about this.” 
 
    “Verily? Whyfor not?” 
 
    “Because they’d try to stop me.” 
 
    “Ah, that rings of truth. Certes, my dear clutch-mate seems enamored of thee, though I cannot discern the reason. Yet another failing of her ill-fated spawning,” she said dismissively. 
 
    I swallowed my angry retort. “Do we have a deal or not?” 
 
    “Thine offer is most generous,” she agreed, “and yet I needs must be cautious. Thine ilk do not often give up their lives so cavalierly. I must be assured of thy veracity.” 
 
    “I’m telling the truth,” I insisted. “Tell me where to meet you.” 
 
    Lilixandriel laughed softly. “Thy word alone does not suffice, Peter Simon Collins. Come to the cemetery where thou didst encounter Uxbranidorn this morn – alone and unenchanted, mind thee – and await my instructions.” She hung up before I could object to her plan. 
 
    So far so good, I told myself, but I had to grip the steering wheel tightly to keep my hands from shaking. At least she’s willing to meet me. There was a chance she’d have another demon lord waiting for me at the cemetery but that wouldn’t matter as long as she was there too. I figured the odds were still in my favor, since I couldn’t see her letting her champion just walk away with the Philosopher’s Stone. 
 
    I left the parking lot, trying to ignore the little voice in the back of my head telling me there was still time to abandon this whole crazy scheme and go home. The rest of the FBI’s Occult Investigations team would be here in the morning, including Prescott’s boss, who was apparently some badass demon hunter. We’d have more than enough firepower to deal with whoever Lilixandriel threw at us. There was no reason to throw my life away confronting her by myself. 
 
    It was all a lie, of course. The fact that Lilixandriel answered my call meant she was back on Earth and there was no reason for her to be here unless she already had her next champion ready to go. The victims from the warehouse proved that hiding from her wouldn’t do us any good. She’d use any means at her disposal to draw us out into the open, even if that meant killing innocent bystanders. I couldn’t wait for the cavalry to ride over the hill and save the day. I was on my own. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the cemetery parking lot was empty when I pulled in, although the Whataburger behind me had a handful of cars in the drive-through. I kept the engine on as I scanned the area for Lilixandriel or her latest demon lord, but all I saw were the rows of marble headstones in front of me, gleaming in my headlights like macabre Post-It notes on a blackboard. 
 
    I tapped my fingers nervously on the steering wheel, wondering if Lilixandriel was playing me somehow. Maybe she’s at the house slaughtering everyone in their sleep, I worried, although that didn’t really make any sense. The Philosopher’s Stone was here with me. Killing them wouldn’t do anything except piss me off. I seriously considered calling someone over there, though, just to be sure. Susie, maybe, or Melissa. No, I remembered despondently. She’s not there. 
 
    I searched the shadows between the gravestones on the slim chance that Melissa’s dark depression drove her here, but I couldn’t see a thing in the shadows. I wracked my brain for some way to locate her or contact her and searched through my spells, but they were all about killing or immobilizing demons. Clerics could use Summon to teleport party members to them but Halana Lyresong, my only cleric character, didn’t have it yet. 
 
    “Where are you?” I murmured. “I hope you’re okay.” 
 
    My phone rang then but my hope that Melissa had come to her senses and was looking for me evaporated when I saw the name on the display. 
 
    “I’m here,” I answered dully. “Where are you?” 
 
    “All in good time, Peter Simon Collins,” Lilixandriel told me. She sounded very pleased with herself. “I needs must ensure thou art unaccompanied.” 
 
    “I’m alone,” I insisted. 
 
    “So it would seem, yet glamours may fool the eye. Open the door of thy carriage.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “My imps will ride with thee, as surety against deception.” Something small and black landed on my hood, startling an oath out of me, and slanted yellow eyes peered at me through my windshield. “Make haste, Peter Simon Collins. Midnight approaches.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” I watched the imp nervously. I didn’t think it could break through the glass but I wasn’t certain. 
 
    “All shall be revealed in the fullness of time. Open thy carriage, that we may bring our bargain to a swift conclusion.” 
 
    I couldn’t reach the passenger door so I carefully opened my door, keeping an eye on the imp. I wasn’t expecting another one to bound across my lap and land on the passenger seat and I flinched when it hissed at me. That gave the one on the hood time to leap down to the ground and jump in as well, slinking its way into the back seat. 
 
    “Okay, they’re in,” I reported, trying to sound nonchalant. “Now what?” 
 
    “Abide.” 
 
    The imps crawled around the entire interior, under the seats, on the back dash, and between my legs. One of them sniffed me while the other batted at my phone, but they finally positioned themselves on the passenger seat, watching me unblinkingly. I seriously considered popping them with a spell but that would leave a mess all over the seats and make Lilixandriel question my motives. 
 
    “It would seem thou hast been truthful with me,” she said over the phone, but she didn’t sound completely convinced. “Proceed now to the library.” 
 
    “The library?” I echoed doubtfully. “What’s there?” 
 
    She sighed irritably. “Thy questions grow tiresome. An thou dost truly desire to end our conflict this night, proceed apace and await my call. Speak to no one.” She hung up, leaving me and the imps staring at each other. I expected them to leave now that their security check was done but they showed no inclination to move. I closed my door reluctantly and pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
    I felt my tension ratchet up as I made my way across town to Milton Street. Not only was I getting closer to my final confrontation with Lilixandriel, but Dad was still out there somewhere. The rest of the department wouldn’t have any reason to pull me over as long as I obeyed the speed limits but Dad expected me to be at home with Mom and Susie. If he spotted me, it was all over. 
 
    The lights were out in the library as I approached but it looked otherwise normal. Of course, all of the damage Bellaxragor inflicted on it was in the back and I wondered if I was supposed to drive into the alley. The entire parking lot was barricaded off, though, making that impossible.  
 
    I pulled over to the curb and my two travelling companions hopped up onto the dash, peering around. Three more cats showed themselves on the steps leading up to the front doors and a couple of suspicious-looking shadows lingered across the street. My phone rang again and Lilixandriel spoke before I could say anything. 
 
    “Thou hast done well, Peter Simon Collins,” she told me. “My minions report none have followed thee and no magical bond marks thee.” 
 
    “I told you that,” I said tersely. 
 
    “I have not survived this long upon thy world by being incautious,” she chided me, “but I am now satisfied. Let us meet, thee and I, and consummate our accord.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Upon the bridge that spans the river to the north.” 
 
    “On the highway? Isn’t that a bit ... public?” 
 
    “Fret not, Peter Simon Collins,” she chuckled, “we shall remain undisturbed. I shall see thee there anon, but make haste,” she warned. “The hours unfold swiftly and even I cannot slow their progress.” The call dropped, leaving me wondering what she was talking about. It sounded ominous. 
 
    I rolled down the passenger window and tried to shoo the imps out but they refused to be evicted. I finally put the window back up and headed north. This is it, I told myself grimly. Just a few more minutes and it’ll all be over. 
 
    Highway 174 was hardly a major thoroughfare but it did carry its share of traffic between the Metroplex and the smaller communities in central Texas. Even this late at night, a semi or a gas truck would barrel through every few minutes, but the road was eerily empty as I headed towards the river. Even the side streets looked deserted. 
 
    I slowed as I approached the bridge, wondering exactly where I was supposed to meet Lilixandriel. Kimball Bend Park, just on this side of the river, made the most sense. The area was almost pitch black and there weren’t likely to be any couples making out there on a Wednesday night. I was about to call Lilixandriel and ask her when my headlights picked up something bright in the middle of the road ahead. 
 
    For a startled moment, I thought it was a ghost floating in mid-air, but it resolved into a woman wearing a white blouse and black skirt, just standing there in the center of the bridge. I came to a stop about a hundred feet away, staring at her as I tried to swallow the huge lump in my throat. 
 
    Lilixandriel looked almost exactly like she did when I first met her just a few days ago, like a corporate executive magically transported from a demonic board meeting somewhere. Her spiky silver hair and curving horns glittered in the headlights as she smiled at me, revealing her fangs, and she toyed with the collar of her blouse as she waited for me. The buttons were undone all the way down to her navel. 
 
    I took a couple of deep breaths to steady myself and then turned the car off, leaving my headlights on so I could still see what was going on. I opened my door and the imps immediately leapt for the opening and scurried away, but they didn’t join Lilixandriel. Instead, they disappeared in the opposite direction, which didn’t do a thing for my composure. I was sorely tempted to do the same thing. 
 
    It was too late now, though, so I got out and walked towards her, coming to a halt about twenty feet away. We eyed each other, me anxiously and her with a triumphant smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “Well met, Peter Simon Collins,” she greeted me. “Dost thou have thy soulstone upon thee?” I didn’t trust my voice so I pulled it out from under my shirt and let it lie against my chest at the end of its chain. The ruby gleamed brightly in the darkness. “Excellent,” she nodded, holding out her hand. “Surrender it to me.” 
 
    I gripped the Stone tightly, feeling it pulse in time with my heartbeat, but I didn’t remove it. “You promised to leave everyone else alone,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Certes,” she agreed easily. “Once the soulstone is bound to me, I will depart this wretched place and ne’er return.” That would only happen after I was dead, of course.  
 
    My headlights petered out a short distance behind her and I couldn’t see if there was anyone else on the bridge. The unbroken darkness reminded me uneasily of the Blind Worm’s deadly void. “Where’s your champion, Lilith?” I asked.  
 
    “I do not require the services of a lord of Hell to dispatch thee,” she sneered, her hand still outstretched. 
 
    Oh, really? Then why haven’t you done it already? I surreptitiously cast Clarity on myself, just in case she tried to succubus me. I had to stay in control for this to work.  
 
    “All right, I’ve done my part,” I called out loud, but I wasn’t talking to Lilixandriel. “Take it from here, Amy.” 
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    They say your life flashes before your eyes when you’re about to die. I can’t verify that from personal experience – my recent brushes with death didn’t last long enough to let me take a trip down memory lane – but it seems unlikely. If I’m about to draw my last breath, I have to believe that my thoughts would be on what happens next, not reminiscing about my seventh birthday. 
 
    For most Christians, the afterlife boils down to two basic options: Heaven or Hell. There’s some debate whether limbo and purgatory are actual things but nowadays most scholars consider them to be clumsy attempts to cover up the inconsistencies in the rules. Regardless, if you’re good enough, you get to pass through the Pearly Gates and hang out with the angels. If not, you get the express elevator to a brimstone bath and eternal torment. The idea behind all this, of course, is to encourage you to be good.  
 
    Unfortunately, the promise of a reward or the threat of punishment only works if there’s some immediate and obvious causality with your actions. Telling me that I’ll be jabbed with pitchforks in fifty or sixty years because I told a lie or stole a comic book from the store today really isn’t enough of an incentive for me to reconsider my actions. If God really wants us to obey His rules, He needs to give us His feedback a lot faster. 
 
      
 
    The only sound I heard was, literally, crickets, scraping their wings at each other somewhere in the distance. I looked around surreptitiously, just in case Amy was behind me, but she was conspicuous by her absence. Lilixandriel lowered her hand with a frown, further proof that the Spawn of Darkness hadn’t made an appearance. 
 
    “What is this foolery?” Lilixandriel asked coldly. “Who is Amy?” 
 
    I cleared my throat nervously. “Amy? Any time now.” The one weak spot in my plan was the fact that I had no way to contact Amy beforehand and let her know what I intended to do. She had to know what was going on, though. This was the perfect opportunity for her to take out Lilixandriel once and for all and gain her father’s gratitude. There wasn’t even a demon lord here to bother with. 
 
    Except Amy wanted you to defeat one or two more demons first, my treacherous mind reminded me, and she told you to make sure Melissa was there to help out.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, feeling a prickle of sweat on my forehead. If Amy didn’t think the timing was right to step in and save the day, I was screwed. 
 
    A phone started ringing and I realized it was mine, sitting in the console in my car. I wanted to run back and answer it, hoping it was Amy or Mrs. Kendricks or just about anyone else, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off of Lilixandriel. She was looking really pissed now. The ringing stopped and Lilixandriel’s glowing eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Thou hast played me false, Peter Simon Collins,” she said dangerously. “Thou hadst no intention of submitting to me.” 
 
    Wait a minute. A flicker of hope blossomed in my chest. It’s just her and me here. She doesn’t have any magical protection. I can take her out myself. I kept my expression neutral as I carefully targeted her with my right hand and flipped to my damage spells with my left. 
 
    “Thy soulstone and thy life are forfeit,” she went on. heedless of her imminent doom, “and any who side with thee against me shall suffer the same fate.” 
 
    My finger hovered over Lightning Strike but I paused as a niggling doubt wrapped itself around my thoughts. She already had a demon lord ready to go before I called her. She’s not dumb enough to send it away before she has the Stone in her hands, so where is it? 
 
    That question was answered a moment later when Lilixandriel turned slightly and spoke over her shoulder. “Nyx, I have need of thee.” 
 
    What I should have done was immediately teleport out of there. What I actually did was stare into the gloom, trying to discern where the new demon lord was coming from. The darkness behind Lilixandriel was so deep it seemed almost tangible and then the hairs on the back of my neck stood up when I realized it was tangible, a solid wall of roiling shadows that stretched across the bridge, over the river, and up into the sky. 
 
    My headlights couldn’t penetrate the darkness but it started flickering in places, like lightning in a storm cloud, and the surface bulged towards us as if something was pushing through it. A moment later, Lilixandriel’s new champion stepped out onto the bridge and stopped. 
 
    Nyx was a succubus, but one as different from Daraxandriel and her sister as day was from night. She was taller than Lilixandriel, even in her bare feet, and her horns were smooth and recurved. Her flawless skin was pale alabaster, her eyes were the icy blue of a glacier, and her hair spilled down her back like diamond threads. If she had a tail I couldn’t see it beneath the long wrap-around skirt she wore low on her hips, but her torso was bare, exposing her full breasts. She was absolutely, unquestionably, and indisputably the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, a Rembrandt portrait compared to a toddler’s crayon scribble. 
 
    I had just enough presence of mind remaining to cast Clarity on myself again, trying to cancel out the effect she was having on me, but nothing changed. Either my spell  wasn’t strong enough to overcome her influence or she actually was that perfect. I licked my suddenly dry lips. 
 
    Nyx’s gaze passed right through me as she looked around, as if I didn’t impinge on her awareness at all. “What wouldst thou have of me, Lilixandriel?” She spoke with the voice of an angelic choir, soft and smooth and resonant. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins holds the soulstone we seek.” Lilixandriel pointed right at me and this time Nyx focused on me. There was no emotion at all in her features. I was of no consequence to her whatsoever, less interesting than some crawling insect. “Seize it and kill him.” 
 
    Nyx’s eyes dropped to the Philosopher’s Stone and I clutched it reflexively, feeling its warmth against my sweaty palm. “That is our Dread Lord’s stone, taken from his trove,” she said, as if she was commenting on the weather. “How didst he come to possess it?” 
 
    “Daraxandriel stole it,” Lilixandriel said dismissively. 
 
    “Daraxandriel.” Nyx frowned ever so slightly, the first expression I’d seen cross her face, as if she was trying to recall where she’d heard that name before. 
 
    “It matters not,” Lilixandriel insisted impatiently. “Slay him and reclaim the stone from his corpse.” 
 
    She’s just a succubus, I told myself, she can’t hurt me. I didn’t believe that for an instant, though, and I hastily cast Arcane Shield and Iron Hide on myself. Nyx didn’t notice, or maybe didn’t care, as she reached out her hand in a graceful motion and grasped a long staff that hadn’t been there a moment before. 
 
    It looked like a piece of scrap iron from a wrecking yard, as if someone had taken an rusted length of square metal tubing, cut it into random pieces, scrambled them up, and then welded them back together with their eyes closed. There wasn’t a single place along its entire length that didn’t look painful to hold, although Nyx seemed to manage it just fine. 
 
    The top was bent around into a crude angular loop that held a fist-sized lump of black stone. It looked like a broken shard of coal but it began to glow with a greenish-blue inner light when Nyx lifted the staff a few inches off the ground. Something about the movement implied that the thing was incredibly heavy.  
 
    A fiery white pentagram flashed on the ground right beside me and Susie stepped through the portal opening in her oversized pink-and-white robe. She gave me a cursory once-over and then glanced around, eyeing Nyx and Lilixandriel. 
 
    “I found him,” she said into her cellphone. “Yeah, he’s on the bridge.” 
 
    “What you are doing here?” I hissed at her in dismay. “Get out of here!” 
 
    She ignored me. “Lilith is here with another succubus.” She listened for a moment. “I don’t know. Let me check.” She gestured with her free hand and the jewels on her rings flared in unison. A pentagram appeared under Nyx’s feet and sputtered out immediately. Another one tried to form around her neck but faded out as well. “Yeah, she’s pretty tough. Okay.” She pressed her phone against her almost-non-existent chest. “Mrs. Kendricks says we should get out of here.” 
 
    “You think?” I couldn’t keep a rising note of panic out of my voice. 
 
    Nyx hadn’t moved at all during all of this, although Lilixandriel looked taken aback. She recovered quickly, though, and jabbed her finger at us. “Stop them,” she snapped, “ere others follow!” 
 
    All Nyx did was set the staff down, a drop of maybe two inches, but the impact rocked the bridge with a hollow boom that echoed all around us. Susie, Lilixandriel, and I all stumbled about as the pavement rippled under our feet. Susie’s portal was snuffed out like a candle and the silvery aura of my Arcane Shield vanished. The Mustang’s panic alarm went off, whooping in the darkness as the lights flashed on and off. 
 
    Susie recovered first and held her phone to her ear. “You might want to – Hello?” She looked at the display and then shoved her phone into her robe pocket with an annoyed scowl. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I grabbed Susie’s arm and tapped Teleportal, envisioning our kitchen, but it stubbornly refused to appear around us. The spell icon was grayed out, as were most of my other spells. “Oh, shit, she’s blocking my powers!” 
 
    Susie didn’t seem to be having the same problems, though. Her portal reappeared behind us and Daraxandriel immediately jumped through, brandishing her sword. A moment later, Olivia joined us, looking around fearfully before she hid behind me. Unlike Susie, both of them were fully dressed. 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel exclaimed. “Art thou well? We did fear –” Her words cut off when she caught sight of the two demons facing us and her mouth fell open. “Lady Nyx?” she gasped in a strangled voice. She looked like she was about to prostrate herself on the ground. 
 
    “Daraxandriel.” Nyx perfect features remained neutral but an edge of contempt crept into her voice. “I recall thee now.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Lady Nyx?” I asked Daraxandriel. “Who is she?” 
 
    “She’s a 9, isn’t she?” Susie asked, holding her hand over her head. 
 
    “She is the Dread Lord’s handmaiden,” Daraxandriel whispered. “She stands at His side by the Burning Throne and bears the Crooked Staff until He has need of it.” 
 
    “That’s bad, right?” I asked uneasily. The staff didn’t look like much but it was obviously a very powerful weapon. 
 
    “It is dire, Peter Simon Collins,” she said grimly. “We are surely doomed.” The tip of her sword wavered in her white-knuckled grip. 
 
    “Everyone out of here!” I ordered. 
 
    I tried to push Susie and Olivia through the portal but Nyx raised and lowered the Crooked Staff again. The shockwave was stronger this time, sending us to our hands and knees, and the portal evaporated like fog in sunlight. The Mustang’s alarm sputtered and died as its lights dimmed. 
 
    “We’re going to need some help with this one,” Susie groused, getting to her feet.  
 
    All of her rings flashed and suddenly Mrs. Kendricks was there. She wore her long nightgown and her hair was down, as if she’d just gotten out of bed. She had a cellphone in her hand but she immediately dropped it and raised her hands. Her multicolored pentagram appeared under our feet and we jumped into the smaller circles as a silvery dome snapped into place above us. 
 
    “Susie, what are you doing?” she asked breathlessly. “You were supposed to leave with Peter!” 
 
    “They’ll just follow us,” Susie shrugged. “Incoming.” 
 
    I shot an anxious look at Nyx but she seemed to be content to just stand there watching us. Instead, more portals started flashing around us, each one depositing a young woman on the ground before vanishing. The first one was Stacy, wearing a t-shirt and panties and trying to pull on a pair of athletic pants. She took one look around and immediately kicked them aside as she formed her own copy of her mother’s pentagram. “What’s going on?” she demanded angrily. 
 
    The other newcomers were similarly clad in pajamas and nightgowns, as if Susie had snatched them all from their beds. I recognized Tara Kingsley, also holding a phone, and a few of the other faces were familiar, so I guessed these were all of the members of the coven, except for Melissa. 
 
    The witches gaped at their new surroundings in astonishment but they jumped at Mrs. Kendricks’ urgent orders and formed two groups of five within their own protective pentagrams. Stacy remained alone in hers, squinting at Nyx without her glasses. Nobody had a wand and I wondered how much of a problem that was going to be. 
 
    “Where’s Agent Prescott?” I asked Susie. We were going to need everyone we could find if we were going to have any hope of beating Nyx.  
 
    Susie shook her head as she lowered her hands, looking tired. “I don’t know him well enough.” 
 
    “He’s coming,” Mrs. Kendricks told us, her attention fixed on Nyx, who stood absolutely motionless. “Tara warned us there was a powerful demon near the river.” 
 
    “Nyx!” Lilixandriel snapped in frustration. “Make haste!” 
 
    Nyx tapped the staff again and the ground bucked under our feet. Cracks radiated out in all directions and something large splashed into the river. One more of those and the entire bridge was probably going to collapse. All of the pentagrams and shields shattered and Olivia popped, gasping as she tried to cover herself with the tattered remnants of her nightgown. 
 
    “Witches, attack!” Mrs. Kendricks shouted, raising her hands to the sky, and suddenly Nyx disappeared beneath a bombardment of fire and ice and lightning and rocks and wind and probably a whole bunch of things my eyes weren’t equipped to detect. It was like watching a fireworks factory go up all at once, blackening the ground and filling the air with cinders and smoke. 
 
    Bit by bit, the barrage diminished as the witches sagged in exhaustion. A few cries of dismay went up as the haze dissipated and Nyx was left standing there, completely untouched and unfazed. Lilixandriel crouched behind her, looking up with a shocked expression that probably matched mine. The misshapen stone on the staff glowed brightly, casting an ugly green-blue hue all around. 
 
    “We have to get everyone out of here,” Mrs. Kendricks murmured to Susie. “We’re no match for her.” 
 
    Susie set her jaw stubbornly but before she could argue, one of the witches pointed back down the road. “Someone’s coming!” she called out. 
 
    In the distance, a pair of headlights lit up the highway, approaching at a speed far higher than the posted limit. The roar of the vehicle’s engine grew quickly louder and I started to worry whether it was actually going to slow down. Some of the witches seemed to have the same thought and they scurried to the railings on either side, but the driver of the black SUV slammed on his brakes and it squealed to a shuddering halt just inches from the Mustang’s rear bumper. The doors flew open and Prescott and Singh jumped out, brandishing their wands. 
 
    “Everyone get back!” Prescott ordered as his silver pentagram flashed under his feet. 
 
    “Ryan,” Singh said in shocked disbelief. “I think that’s Nyx.” 
 
    His back was to the SUV’s headlights so I couldn’t be certain but his lips seemed to form a short, single-syllabled word. He scanned the area quickly, assessing the situation, and his gaze fell on us. “Arial?” he asked incredulously. “I thought you were at home!” 
 
    “Later, Ryan,” Mrs. Kendricks told him tersely. Her pentagram reappeared around us. “Susie, can you beat her?” 
 
    “No.” Susie sounded irked by that. 
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not strong enough,” I admitted, “and she’s blocking most of my spells.” The tightening of Mrs. Kendricks’ lips said it all. We were in over our heads. “Amy!” I called out. “We really need you!” 
 
    The only person who didn’t look at me oddly was Nyx, who just stood there watching us, and I wondered why she wasn’t attacking us. Lilixandriel realized the same thing at the same time and she stepped out of Nyx’s shadow, indicating all of us with an angry sweep of her arm. 
 
    “Whyfor dost thou stay thy hand?” she demanded with a shrill edge to her voice. “Slay them and retrieve the soulstone!” Nyx didn’t react and Lilixandriel reached for the staff herself with an angry snarl. Nyx’s head turned slightly towards her and Lilixandriel recoiled, snatching her hand back as if Nyx had threatened to bite it off. 
 
    “Get out of here!” I told Susie urgently. “Take as many of the witches with you as you can.” 
 
    “You need me, Peter,” she argued. She reached over and took hold of the Philosopher’s Stone. Her rings flashed and a piece of the roadway the size of a water cooler vanished and reappeared a hundred feet in the air, right above Nyx’s head. It dropped like a meteor and shattered into rubble before it touched her. Lilixandriel yelped and covered her head but Nyx didn’t even blink. “Fudge,” Susie grumbled. 
 
    “Where the hell are you, Amy?” I muttered. I looked around with a sickly knot in my gut and spotted a brand-new problem to add to the pile. Red and blue strobe lights flashed in the distance, heading our way, and the wail of a police siren hung right on the edge of audibility. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks saw it too and her shoulders sagged. “Ryan?” she asked pleadingly but he just shook his head grimly. As soon as Nyx decided to attack, we were all dead. “Goddess grant us a miracle,” she said softly. 
 
    Forget the miracle, we need Amy, I thought, but it was obvious she wasn’t coming. Maybe she really was a figment of my imagination after all. Regardless, my plan had failed badly. No, worse than that, it put everyone else at risk and there was only one way to fix it. 
 
    “Lilith!” I called. “I give up. You win.” I walked towards her, pulling the chain over my head. 
 
    “Peter!” Mrs. Kendricks called out, aghast. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Peter Simon Collins!” Daraxandriel caught me by the hand and tried to haul me back into the pentagram. “Has thy sense abandoned thee? Nyx shall slay thee!” 
 
    “It’s the only way.” I pried my hand loose and then took her by the shoulders, looking into her fearful eyes. “If I don’t do this, you’ll all die.” 
 
    “Yet what of thine own life? Is it of so little worth to thee?” Desperate tears ran down her cheeks, vaporizing into steam. “What shall I do without thee?” 
 
    “It’s the only way,” I told her again. “Right, Lilith?” I called over my shoulder. “If I give you the Stone, you’ll let them go?” 
 
    Lilixandriel’s smug smile was back in place, now that she knew she’d won. “Certes, Peter Simon Collins,” she assured me smoothly. “I bear them no ill-will.” 
 
    “Don’t let her have the Stone, Peter!” Prescott told me. “You don’t know what she’s capable of doing with it!” 
 
    I had a pretty good idea, actually. I also knew that Lilixandriel was lying. She’d kill everyone here just out of spite, except that she needed Nyx to do it and Nyx couldn’t seem to be bothered. I could only hope that she’d just deal with me to get the Stone and then leave. 
 
    “Goodbye,” I whispered to Daraxandriel and I bent to kiss her on the forehead, feeling her horns scrape against my skin. 
 
    “Peter –” Her voice broke but she didn’t try to stop me when I released her and stepped back. Susie was frowning at me, as if she wasn’t sure what I was doing, but Mrs. Kendricks and Olivia were both staring at me in dismay. I turned away resolutely and faced Nyx. 
 
    “Here it is,” I told her, holding up the Stone by its chain. “Do what you have to do.” 
 
    Nyx ignored me. Instead, she looked up at the sky over our heads as if there was a particularly fascinating constellation up there. I followed her gaze, wondering what was going on, and my breath caught in my throat. 
 
    Melissa hovered there, still clad in her black slip, outlined in shadows blacker than the night sky. Her hands were spread to either side and her hair snapped and waved in some private breeze. There was just enough light to tell that she was looking right at me, but her eyes were solid black. 
 
    “Kill her!” Lilixandriel shrieked in equal parts rage and panic. “’Twas she who slew Bellaxragor and weakened Orixnador nigh unto death!” 
 
    Nyx pursed her lips and I flinched as she raised the Crooked Staff again. Its stone flared, casting its cold light in all directions. “Melissa!” I shouted in horror. “Watch out!” 
 
    I needn’t have bothered. Black flames shrouded Melissa’s hands and Lilixandriel scampered out of the way as shadows leapt out of nowhere to engulf Nyx and her staff, or at least they tried to. The light from the black stone shredded the wisps of darkness as they swirled around her and none of them touched her. Melissa’s attack intensified as the flames spread up her arms but it was no more successful and the shadows faded away into nothingness. 
 
    Behind us, the police car roared up and turned sideways, boxing in Prescott’s SUV, and the officer jumped out, crouching behind the hood with his service pistol drawn. To my horror and dismay, I realized it was Dad. 
 
    “Nobody move!” he ordered sternly. “Keep your hands in sight!” He scanned the crowd arrayed in front of him with a doubtful scowl. It probably looked like an outdoor slumber party with all the girls standing around in their nightclothes. Thankfully he spotted Lilixandriel first instead of Susie or me. “Lily Cantrell,” he said sharply, “you’re under arrest for suspicion of murder, attempted murder, and kidnapping. You with the light, step aside.” 
 
    Lilixandriel’s lips curled in a sneer. “Kill him,” she told Nyx, “and take the soulstone. Make haste!” 
 
    “Don’t move!” Dad barked, shifting his aim to Nyx as she lifted the Crooked Staff again. “Drop that weapon! I’m prepared to use deadly force!” She ignored him and let the staff drop to the pavement. 
 
    The boom was deafening and all of us were thrown to the ground as the vehicles jounced and rocked with the quake. Somewhere in the darkness behind Nyx, another section of the bridge groaned and snapped off with a deep-throated crunk, sending up a sheet of spray as it hit the river. 
 
    Above, Melissa’s black aura flickered and faltered and she dropped halfway to the ground before she recovered. A roiling sphere of black smoke burst from her hands, speeding straight at Nyx’s head. The succubus watched it come and then took one step to the side. The sphere missed her by inches and silently gouged a deep rut in the roadway behind her before fading out. 
 
    “What the hell?” Dad finally noticed the girl hovering overhead, although it wasn’t clear if he recognized who she was.  
 
    Coils of shadows surrounded Nyx, trying to bind her, but they fell apart. Finger-lengths darts of inky blackness shot at her from all directions and every one was snuffed out before striking. The ground under Nyx’s feet turned into a murky, roiling pit of darkness, sending Lilixandriel retreating again, but Nyx didn’t even seem to notice it was there. Every attack Melissa threw at her failed and her shadowy aura thinned as the flames wreathing her hands flickered out. Melissa’s face was pale and gaunt, as bad as Olivia’s had been in her hospital videos. 
 
    “Melissa, stop!” I shouted. 
 
    “Peter?” Dad gasped in surprise. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Give up!” I insisted heedlessly. “You’re not strong enough to beat her!” 
 
    For a moment, I thought she was going to listen to me, but then her face hardened and she raised her hands. Her aura deepened again as, all around her, the witches gasped and stumbled, falling to their hands and knees. Dizziness swept through me and the world turned gray as I staggered, trying to stay on my feet. The Philosopher’s Stone flared brightly in my hand and I gripped it desperately, feeling its warmth spread up my arm. 
 
    “Stop! You’re killing them!” Even Lilixandriel swayed on her feet but Nyx remained unmoved and unaffected. “Melissa!” 
 
    She ignored me. She clenched her fingers into a burning fist and a column of black fire slammed down on Nyx, engulfing her into raging darkness. The shock wave knocked everyone back but the staff’s light burst through a moment later and dissipated the shadows. Nyx stood there untouched but now she looked annoyed. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” I muttered. I searched through my spells for anything that might at least distract Nyx but I had nothing.  
 
    Nyx raised the staff again but this time she pointed the stone at Melissa. The green-blue light gathered itself in for a moment and then burst out in a blinding beam, striking Melissa like a wrecking ball and sending her spinning through the air. Her aura flared, absorbing the impact, but Nyx’s attack sapped whatever energy she’d stolen from the rest of us. Melissa’s shadows vanished and she tumbled heavily to the ground not far from Dad. 
 
    “Melissa!” I ran towards her but skidded to a confused halt as I realized Amy was standing right there beside her. She hadn’t been there a moment before. 
 
    “This is perfect,” Amy chuckled, rubbing her hands together in glee. “You actually made her mad. Get up, Melissa!” she urged her. “You’re almost done.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Melissa levered herself up painfully. Blood dripped from ugly scrapes on her arms and legs. “She’s too strong.” 
 
    “You’re stronger. Finish the job.” Amy reached down and hauled Melissa to her feet. 
 
    “How?” Melissa looked around vaguely, like she was waking up from a bad dream. 
 
    “Take the Philosopher’s Stone. Use its power.” Amy looked right at me and smiled, exposing her fangs. 
 
    “Amy, what the hell are you doing?” I asked, aghast. “Kill Nyx and Lilith! That’s what you wanted!” 
 
    “That’s Amy?” Mrs. Kendricks asked wonderingly. “She’s real?” 
 
    “The Stone will give you the power to defeat anyone, Melissa,” Amy said into her ear, “anyone who thinks you’re weak or worthless. Peter doesn’t deserve it. Take it and make it yours.” 
 
    “Melissa, no!” I shouted. “Don’t listen to her!” 
 
    She turned to look at me and a cold shiver ran down my spine. Her eyes were pitch black again and her teeth were bared in rage. She gestured and the Stone shot out of my hand into hers, its chain nearly ripping my fingers off. She gripped it in her fist and black flames exploded around her, almost obscuring her from view. Everyone scattered for safety as she faced Nyx once more. Nyx’s icy gaze, though, was fixed on Amy. 
 
    “Amaryx,” she said like she wanted to spit out a bad taste. “By what means art thou freed from thine imprisonment?” 
 
    “Does that really matter now, Mother?” Amy sneered. “You’ll be dead in a moment. Kill her!” she ordered and Melissa raised her hands. 
 
    This time, the flames burst out of the ground and enveloped Nyx like writhing thorns, grasping and clawing and stabbing at Nyx from all directions. They snagged her hair and the fabric of her skirt but none of them seemed to be causing any damage. 
 
    “Kill her!” Amy shrieked, stamping her feet. “Kill her, kill her, kill her!” 
 
    “I can’t,” Melissa gritted through her teeth. The staff’s light tore the shadow thorns apart and more sprung up in their place, but her assault was beginning to falter. “She’s too strong.” 
 
    “Then kill Peter and take the Stone for yourself!” Amy ordered. “Snuff Nyx out.” 
 
    “Nay!” Lilixandriel shouted angrily. “The soulstone is mine!” 
 
    Melissa turned her inhuman gaze back to me and lifted her hand, but then she hesitated. “Peter,” she whispered. 
 
    “He doesn’t love you,” Amy told her insidiously. “He knows what you are and he despises you. They all do. Take the Stone.” 
 
    “Do it,” I said, spreading my hands. “Amy’s right. Kill me, it’s the only way to beat Nyx.” My voice was a lot steadier than I thought it would be. “Save everyone else. Please.” 
 
    “Peter, no!” Dad stared at me in anguish. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mrs. Kendricks asked in dismay. 
 
    Melissa’s hand came up again. “I – I’m sorry, Peter.” Black tears trickled down her cheeks. “I have to kill her.” 
 
    “I know,” I told her quietly. 
 
    “Hurry!” Amy demanded. 
 
    “I wish things were different.” Melissa’s lips quivered. “I wish I was a better person.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I told her. “I love you just the way you are.” I took a shaky breath and stood up straight, hoping my demise would be painless. 
 
    “Do it!” Amy screamed. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for Melissa to obliterate me, but nothing happened. I peeked cautiously and saw her staring at me. 
 
    “What did you say?” she asked in disbelief. The flames shrouding her faded away and the shadows attacking Nyx dissolved into nothingness. “You love me?” 
 
    “No, he’s lying!” Amy grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Kill him! Kill her! Kill everyone!” 
 
    “Enough,” Nyx said in a voice colder than the Antarctic. The stone dimmed into a solid black lump as she lowered the staff to the ground, but this time there was no earthquake. “Are we not done with this charade?” 
 
    “We are.”  
 
    That deep male voice rolled and echoed all around us, with no hint as to where it came from. We all looked around for the speaker but nobody new, demon or human, appeared in our midst. 
 
    “Who was that?” I asked Mrs. Kendricks but she just shook her head. Then her eyes widened and I spun around. 
 
    The wall of darkness Nyx had been hiding in was still there but now its entire surface was covered with eyes, thousands of them, all gleaming brightly. I’d seen something just like this a month ago, trapped within a pentagram with Susie and Dr. Bellowes. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I whispered. It was Metraxion. 
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    Contrary to popular belief, the Peter Principle wasn’t named after me, although it certainly explains a lot about how my life is going. It was actually developed by a sociologist named Dr. Laurence Peter, who observed that competent people continue to be promoted into higher and more challenging positions within a company, until they finally end up in roles they’re not qualified to handle. At that point, they either stay where they are forever, struggling to make it through the day, or they get fired for incompetence. 
 
    A variation on this theme is No good deed goes unpunished. If you’re the kind of person who enjoys helping others out, you’ll quickly find yourself inundated with requests for assistance. Over time, people will automatically expect you to pitch in whenever they run into trouble and they’ll start resenting you if you balk for any reason. You can go from hero to goat in the blink of an eye, even if you’ve done absolutely nothing wrong. 
 
    Pretty much the only way to avoid these situations is to keep your head down, don’t make waves, and avoid eye contact with anyone. Do just enough to get by and don’t call attention to yourself. That way, no one expects you to be particularly useful and your name never comes up when there’s a special project to be done. Sure, you’ll just be an office drone your entire life but drones can live long and contented lives. That’s a big plus, in my mind. 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I yelled at Lilixandriel. “She wasn’t enough to kill us ten times over, you had to bring him too?” She wasn’t listening to me, though. She was backing away from the eyes, fear imprinted on her face. “Oh, crap, he’s not supposed to be here, is he?” 
 
    Everyone except Nyx was following Lilixandriel’s example, trying to get as far away from Metraxion as possible, even if they didn’t realize who and what he was. Some of the witches hid behind the cars while others huddled together under protective shields. Daraxandriel grabbed my arm, looking like she was about to wet herself. 
 
    “Flee, Peter Simon Collins!” she begged me desperately. “Metraxion is the Bane of the Broken Plane, he shall not hesitate to crush us into the dust.” 
 
    “Metraxion?” Singh gasped. “Didn’t he disappear centuries ago?” Prescott just shook his head grimly. 
 
    “Melissa,” Susie called, “you should probably hurry up and kill Peter. You’re going to need the Stone for this.” 
 
    “Be quiet, Susie!” Dad told her, placing himself in front of her and gripping his pistol in both hands. “Peter, all of you, get out of here!” I didn’t know what good he thought a handgun was going to do against one of the most powerful demon lords in Hell but I felt a ridiculous surge of pride in him even as I shook my head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Dad,” I told him. “We got this.” I was lying, of course. We were so screwed it wasn’t funny. Our only hope was for someone to actually go ahead and kill me so that Melissa could bond with the Philosopher’s Stone but Amy seemed to be the only person who actually wanted me dead at the moment. 
 
    Instead, Daraxandriel stood by my side and raised her sword, even though her whole body was trembling. Susie moved around to Dad’s other side and Mrs. Kendricks and Stacy lined up beside her. Prescott and Singh flanked them and Olivia, still in ghost form, huddled close to Daraxandriel.  
 
    One by one, the other witches crept closer, forming another line behind us. Lilixandriel was trapped between us and Nyx while Melissa stood off to the side, looking lost, and Amy balled her fists up in rage. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Metraxion?” she shouted. “You’re ruining everything!” 
 
    “Silence, child.” Metraxion’s voice rumbled like thunder and Amy backed up uneasily, her face turning even whiter than its normal pale hue, as the eyes started to shift towards the center of the shadow wall. No, the wall itself was shrinking, collapsing into a much smaller shape in the center of the bridge. A moment later, the eyes winked out and the shadows condensed into a human silhouette. 
 
    The shape acquired color and volume as it walked forward, becoming a man dressed in a black business suit with a dark red shirt and a black tie. His hair was black as well and his face and hands were ruddy brown. If it weren’t for his stark attire and the additional pair of eyes where his eyebrows should have been, you wouldn’t have given him a second glance on the street. 
 
    Metraxion stopped beside Nyx and looked us over, each pair of eyes moving in different directions. It was even creepier than his normal appearance. “Thou art unharmed, Nyx?” he asked. His voice still seemed to come from everywhere. 
 
    Nyx didn’t deign to respond to that. “This one is dangerous,” she said, nodding in Melissa’s direction. “She needs must be destroyed.” 
 
    My heart jumped into my throat but Metraxion just nodded thoughtfully. All of his eyes fell on Lilixandriel. “Thou hast conspired against our Dread Lord, Lilixandriel,” he said. 
 
    “Nay, my lord Metraxion!” Lilixandriel pointed a shaky finger at Nyx. “She did seek to claim our Dread Lord’s soulstone for her own! I lured her to the mortal plane, that these witches might slay her for her betrayal!” 
 
    “Liar, liar, pants on fire,” Susie muttered. 
 
    “And what of Orixnador?” Metraxion asked. “What of Uxbranidorn and Sadraximbril and Bellaxragor?” 
 
    “All of them!” Lilixandriel insisted desperately. “All of them strove to overthrow our Dread Lord!” 
 
    “Thou most faithless spawn,” Nyx said, every word dripping with contempt. “E’er hast thou striven to advance thyself without heed to the consequence. Our Dread Lord overlooked thy transgressions for the souls thou delivered unto Him but the cost of thine ambition has now exceeded thy worth.” 
 
    Lilixandriel drew in her breath in horror. “Thou hadst no intent to turn against Him. Thou didst come here to entrap me.” 
 
    “Lilixandriel,” Metraxion told her solemnly, “thou art forsworn and thy life is forfeit.” 
 
    “Nay!” A shadowed gate appeared beside her and she bolted for it. Just as she stepped into it, though, Metraxion lifted his hand and the shadows closed in around her, collapsing into themselves before fading out. Lilixandriel’s scream hung in the air for a long time. 
 
    “And now thee.” Metraxion turned his attention to Amy, who retreated to put Melissa between her and the demon lord. “Thy presence here is unexpected and unwanted. How didst thou escape thine imprisonment?” 
 
    “Susie did it!” Amy jabbed her finger in our direction and Metraxion’s upper eyes shifted over to inspect Susie speculatively. Susie, for her part, looked bored and ready to go home. 
 
    “Nonetheless, thou didst incite this witch to slay her lover and take the soulstone, that she might challenge Nyx, thine own mother. Whyfor?” 
 
    “Why?” Amy’s voice had a hysterical edge to it. “Why? Because she abandoned me! Because she stuck me in a jewel and forgot about me! Because she should have just killed me instead of locking me away forever!” 
 
    “An that is thy wish.” The Crooked Staff’s stone began to glow again and Amy ducked down behind Melissa with a yelp. A fiery white portal appeared under Melissa’s feet and a moment later she appeared in front of me. I pulled her close as Amy looked around desperately for an escape route. 
 
    “Nyx,” Metraxion cautioned her. “Our Dread Lord would seek retribution for her demise.” The succubus pursed her lips irritably but the glow faded away. “Yet I cannot force her back within the soulstone, for it is bound to this boy.”  
 
    Metraxion turned all four eyes on me and my blood froze in my veins. Melissa pushed herself away from me and raised her fist with the Philosopher’s Stone still clutched in her fingers. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” she warned him and she burst into black flames again.  
 
    “Nay, stay thy hand, witch,” Metraxion told her calmly. “Peter Simon Collins shall keep his life and his soulstone, in repayment of my debt to him.” 
 
    In the sudden, shocked silence that followed his statement, everyone’s necks creaked as they turned their heads to stare at me. “What is he talking about, Peter?” Prescott asked uneasily. “Why does a demon lord owe you a debt?” 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly. “It’s a bit of a long story,” I hedged. 
 
    “Yet the bond between Amaryx and thy soulstone persists,” Metraxion went on, “weakened but unbroken. We cannot return her to our Dread Lord, unless thou dost accompany us.” 
 
    “No!” Mrs. Kendricks, Daraxandriel, Susie, and Melissa all closed ranks around me. The domed shield that sprang up around us swirled with white and silver and black and thrummed with power. 
 
    The barest hint of a smile touched Metraxion’s lips. “Then thou needs must become her guardian, Peter Simon Collins, for she cannot remain free of restraint.” Amy blinked at him and then her gaze slid over to me. She smiled slowly with a thoughtful glint in her eyes. 
 
    “What?” I protested in alarm. “No! She nearly got us all killed! Take her, kill her, do something with her! I don’t want her!”  
 
    “Thou hast taken our Dread Lord’s soulstone and made it thine, Peter Simon Collins,” he told me solemnly. “Didst thou truly believe we would leave a soulstone unbound without reason, where any might come upon it?” Daraxandriel stirred nervously at my side, keeping her gaze averted from him. “Amaryx is thy responsibility now, an thou wish it or no.” 
 
    “But I don’t know what to do with her! I don’t even know what she is! If Nyx is her mother, why isn’t she a succubus?” I at least had some experience with those. 
 
    Metraxion’s lower eyes cast a questioning glance at Nyx, but she seemed to have tuned the rest of us out again, like someone forced to wait for her ride before leaving a tedious party. “She was spawned of Nyx, yet she is our Dread Lord’s creation.” 
 
    “But she is a demon, right?” I asked doubtfully. Nothing about Amy looked unusual, except maybe her pointy canines. “I need to know what I’m dealing with if you want me to keep her here,” I pressed when Metraxion didn’t respond. 
 
    He studied me for a long while. “Art thou aware of the battle that is to come between our Dread Lord and His Adversary?” 
 
    “Who?” Metraxion gestured to the starry sky over our heads. “You mean God? The war between Heaven and Hell?” 
 
    “Our Dread Lord seeks to reclaim His rightful place, yet His victory is not yet assured. The legions of demons and angels will be well-matched upon the battlefield, yet His Adversary holds an advantage that needs must be overcome ere the trumpets sound.” 
 
    “Metraxion,” Nyx warned him. “Do not reveal our Dread Lord’s intent unto these ... creatures.” 
 
    “It matters not,” Metraxion assured her with a dismissive flick of his wrist. “The knowledge shall not avail them, for they cannot impede His progress.” Nyx shook her head, clearly unconvinced, but she remained silent. 
 
    “So what advantage does the, uh, Adversary have?” I asked. I couldn’t see what any of this had to do with Amy. 
 
    “He can create souls. The divine spark He reclaims upon each host’s demise adds to His glory and His power. Our Dread Lord cannot challenge Him until They stand as equals afore each other.” 
 
    “So the Dread Lord is trying to make souls?” I asked doubtfully. “And Amy’s one of them?” 
 
    “Amaryx was the first of His creations to thrive, yet she lacks the true spark of divinity.” Amy scowled resentfully at him but didn’t dispute his statement. “Despite this, our Dread Lord saw fit to let her live, yet she proved too fractious and disruptive. Nyx and I shut her away within the soulstone to restore the peace of His court.” 
 
    “You never told Him what you did!” Amy shouted. “You hid me away and forgot about me! All of you did!” She glared at Nyx, who ignored her. 
 
    “And you want me to keep a leash on her?” I asked incredulously. “I can’t control her, she just pops in and out whenever she wants!” Amy crossed her arms and favored me with a smug smile. 
 
    “I cannot bind her completely,” Metraxion said regretfully, “for the blood of our Dread Lord flows through her veins, but I can chain her power.” He raised his hand and Amy’s smile vanished as shadows rose up around her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She tried to dodge out of the way but her feet were welded in place. The dark tendrils crawled up her legs and across her torso. “Stop! I’m His daughter, you’re not allowed to hurt me!” She tried to snap her fingers but the darkness wrapped itself around her arms and covered her face as she struggled to free herself. “Stop!”  
 
    For a moment, Amy was completely enshrouded, and then the shadows crawled into her body and vanished. She fell to her knees, staring at her hands in horror. “What did you do?” she wailed. “I’m human! I can’t do anything!” 
 
    “She seeks to deceive thee, Peter Simon Collins,” Metraxion told me, sounding amused. “She still retains a remnant of her power.” 
 
    “Shut up, you stupid demon!” Amy jumped to her feet, shaking her fists at him furiously. “You’re supposed to be on my side, not theirs!” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “What did I do to deserve this?” I didn’t mean for Metraxion to hear me but he smiled. 
 
    “Thou dost consort with witches and demons, Peter Simon Collins. How canst thou expect elsewise?” 
 
    “Metraxion,” Nyx said coldly, “let us quit this place. Our Dread Lord will wonder at our long absence from His side.” 
 
    The demon lord inclined his head in acknowledgement. “I would give thee a final warning ere we depart,” he told me gravely. 
 
    “What?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Word of thy soulstone has spread across the Burning Lands. Lilixandriel shall trouble thee no more, yet others may come seeking to wrest the stone from thee.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I complained with a groan. “Haven’t we been through enough already? Can’t you tell them to leave us alone?” 
 
    “Whyfor should I?” His smile didn’t touch any of his eyes this time. “My debt to thee is discharged and we are enemies anew, Peter Simon Collins. We shall meet again in the days to come.” He nodded to Nyx and they both dissolved into smoke, sinking down through the ground and leaving behind a faint odor of brimstone. 
 
    Our piebald shield flickered out and Melissa wrapped her arms around me tightly, burying her face against my chest. “I’m so sorry, Peter,” she whispered. “I almost killed you again.” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” I reminded her.  
 
    She shook her head stubbornly. “But I wanted to. I wanted to kill you and Nyx and everyone else. I wanted to go killing until someone killed me.” 
 
    “That was Amy,” I told her firmly, “not you. Speaking of which.” I looked around but the Spawn of Darkness was nowhere to be seen. “Where did she go?” 
 
    “There she is!” someone called.  
 
    I followed the pointing fingers and spotted Amy sneaking away along the side of the road, almost invisible in her black outfit. She yelped when she realized we were on to her and tried to make a run for it, but she vanished in a flash of white fire and reappeared right in front of me. I caught her arm before she could bolt again and she yanked herself free with a frustrated hmph, glaring at me resentfully but staying put. 
 
    Dad pulled Susie and me into a brief but fierce hug before releasing us and casting a harried look at everyone gathered around us. “Can anybody explain to me what just happened?” he asked plaintively. 
 
    “Holograms,” Susie insisted, “and a freak earthquake.” 
 
    “Really,” he said dryly. “And Melissa flying?” He eyed Melissa doubtfully, as if he half-expected her to take off again. 
 
    “One of those wire things they use in movies,” Susie said, despite the fact that Melissa was very clearly not wearing a harness. 
 
    “I see. And that white pentagon thing that just happened?” He waved his hand at Amy. 
 
    “More holograms.” 
 
    “I think your father deserves to know the truth, Susie,” Mrs. Kendricks sighed. “All of it.” 
 
    “No!” she protested. “He’s not going to believe us anyway.” 
 
    “I’m guessing it has something to do with that,” Dad said, nodding to the wand in Prescott’s hand. The FBI agent looked down at it ruefully. 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything, Chief,” he said, “the whole truth this time. Let’s get everyone out of here first, though.” Now that the immediate crisis was over, the other witches were huddled up in groups of two and three, looking tired and worried and embarrassed in their pajamas and nighties. 
 
    “And do something about this,” Dad agreed, eyeing the shattered bridge. “The next person to cross over is going to have an unpleasant surprise.” 
 
    “Allow me.” Mrs. Kendricks frowned in concentration and drew a complex pattern in the air. A row of orange traffic cones popped up like mushrooms across the roadway and safety barriers appeared in each lane, flashing their orange lights. Stacy stepped forward and repeated the spell, and lights blinked at the far end of the bridge as well. “It’s just a glamour,” Mrs. Kendricks explained, “but it should do until you get the crews out here.” 
 
    Dad raked his fingers through his hair and let his breath out in a whoosh. “Well, that’s certainly ... something,” he said unsteadily. 
 
    “Holograms,” Susie muttered. 
 
    Melissa finally released me and stepped back, wiping at her eyes with a tremulous smile. They were normal again, if hollow and bloodshot. “I guess this is yours,” she said quietly, opening her hand to show the Philosopher’s Stone nestled in her palm. She shook out its chain and looped it over my head, pressing the Stone against my heart. It gleamed brightly, as if it was glad to be back. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her. “Oh, you’re hurt!” Long, ragged scratches marred her hands and forearms and her knees were bloodied. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she shook her head. “I’ve had worse.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid.” I pulled up my spells, relieved to see that they were functioning again, and cast Restore on her. Her wounds closed up and vanished, leaving only dirt and dried blood behind, and Dad’s jaw fell open. 
 
    “And how do you explain that, Susie?” he asked bemusedly. 
 
    Susie glared at me, as if I somehow betrayed her. “Magic,” she admitted sullenly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25 
 
      
 
    Stage magicians rely on misdirection and sleight of hand to perform their tricks. They make you look over there while they palm that card over here, or they show you a supposedly empty hat that actually hides a rabbit in a secret compartment. Their setup and their movements and their patter are all carefully designed to create the perfect illusion in your mind. Even when you know it’s all fake and you’re watching for the trick, even if they demonstrate the mechanics to you, you still can’t figure out how they did it. 
 
    Ironically, actual magic is far less impressive. If you can wave your wand and say “Abracadabra” to change your lovely assistant into a potted plant, that’s great and all, but it’s hardly amazing. It’s just something you can do, like multiplying numbers in your head or whistling. Accomplishing the same feat with just a box, a mirror, and some carefully timed lighting effects takes real talent and an incredible amount of practice. 
 
    I guess that’s why it’s just as well that everyone can’t do real magic. Not only is the risk of abuse alarmingly high, it would just reduce magic to the level of driving a car. Pretty much everyone can do it, they all think they’re good at it even if they’re not, and no one thinks twice about it. Magic should never be boring. 
 
      
 
    “Metraxion is right.” Special Agent Fay Morgan was an attractive blonde of indeterminant age, somewhere between twenty-five and fifty-five depending on how the light struck her. She stood at the back of the police station’s only conference room, facing Dad along the length of the table. There were only ten chairs so I had to stand as well. “More demons will come. A soulstone is too great a prize to ignore, especially when it’s bound to –” she paused to choose her words. “– an inexperienced witch.” 
 
    “Warlock,” Susie muttered. She was still peeved about letting Dad in on the secret. 
 
    “Enchanter,” I corrected her. Melissa hid a smile behind her hand. She looked a lot better now after a shower and a few hours of sleep. 
 
    “Even though he beat four other demon lords?” Dad grimaced, as if he couldn’t believe he was saying those words out loud. 
 
    “With a lot of help,” Morgan pointed out. “Will they be there to help him the next time?” 
 
    “Yes,” came the chorus from my side of the table, along with Daraxandriel’s  “Aye.” Amy hunched down in her chair and blew a raspberry instead. 
 
    “The coven will stand watch as well,” Mrs. Kendricks added. She sat between Prescott and Stacy on the other side of the table, with Singh and Shelby taking up the remaining chairs. Shelby looked like she should have stayed in the hospital, with her haggard features and the sling on her left arm. 
 
    “And what about your team, Agent Morgan?” Dad pressed. He had dark circles under his eyes and I doubted he got any sleep last night. “Will you help protect – the Stone?” He probably intended to say Peter but changed it at the last moment. 
 
    Morgan sighed. “We have a very small team, Chief Collins, and a very large country to cover. That said, I take Metraxion’s warning very seriously. Now that Lilixandriel’s been, ah, dealt with, I’m temporarily assigning Agent Prescott to monitor the situation from here. Once we have a handle on the threat level, we’ll adjust accordingly.” 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks and Prescott glanced at each other out of the corners of their eyes and then carefully looked away. Judging from the amusement teasing the corner of Agent Morgan’s lips, she knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    “So what do we do about what happened on the bridge last night,” Dad asked, “and what Lilith – Lily – she did in that warehouse? The Mayor’s looking for answers, the press is waiting in the parking lot ready to jump on the next person to walk outside, and there’s a whole town of nervous people out there. What do we tell them?” 
 
    “The only witnesses to the events on the bridge are in this room,” Morgan reminded him, “plus the members of Miss Kendricks’ coven.” Mrs. Kendricks stirred and then subsided without saying anything. Morgan clearly knew about her actual marital status. “The damage to the bridge can be explained away by an earthquake. They’re rare in this area but not unknown.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Susie groused. 
 
    “As for Lilixandriel, the lack of a body leaves us in a bit of a quandary. I have better things to do than conduct a nationwide manhunt for someone I know is dead, but too many people were hurt to pretend nothing happened and my director dislikes unresolved cases.” 
 
    “Does he know about –?” Dad waved his hand around the room doubtfully. 
 
    “No, and I’d like to keep it that way. Agent Prescott suggested a plan that may work, though. Ryan?” 
 
    Prescott sat up straighter and cleared his throat. “The only way we’re going to be able to close out this case is to account for all of the players. Orixnador, a.k.a. Alex Nader, is in the morgue, so we’ll claim his body and dispose of it before anyone takes too close a look. As for Lily Cantrell, we need to show the public that she’s been captured so they’ll stop worrying about her.” 
 
    “How?” Dad frowned. “She’s dead or in Hell or wherever.” 
 
    “We’ll meet the press outside and announce that we’ve captured Lily and we’re taking her to Dallas before extraditing her to Pennsylvania. We’ll let them take pictures of us loading Lily up and driving off. Once we’re out of sight, we’ll stage a failed escape attempt. Officially, Lily Cantrell will be killed in the scuffle and everyone can get on with their lives.” 
 
    “So you’ll use a double?” 
 
    “An exact double.” Prescott nodded across the table at Daraxandriel. 
 
    “She doesn’t have silver hair,” Dad pointed out. “The witnesses were very clear on that.” 
 
    Morgan made a short but complicated gesture. “Now she does.”  
 
    “Verily?” Daraxandriel gasped. Her crayon red hair was now gleaming silver, glittering under the fluorescent lights. She pulled a lock of her hair down to see but it was too short, so she pulled up the hem of her dress and looked between her legs. “By my Dread Lord, I semble Lilixandriel!” Melissa hastily made her cover up, blushing on her behalf. 
 
    “And then you’ll bring Dara back, right?” I asked carefully. “You’re just going to fake her death?” All of the Hellburn residents looked at the FBI agents, who looked at Agent Morgan. Amy just smirked to herself. 
 
    “Of course,” Morgan said firmly. “We don’t want to upset the balance.” 
 
    “What balance?” 
 
    She looked at me in surprise. “Don’t you see it? You’ve been at the center of it this entire time, Peter.” I shook my head. I had no idea what she was talking about. “I’ll try to explain. Those of us who follow the Goddess and the Hunter seek to maintain balance between all things.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Good versus evil and all that. That’s why you fight demons.” 
 
    “It’s not quite that simple. Everything has its place in the world but too much of one thing or too little of another throws the world off kilter. Order brings stability but too much order leads to stagnation. Chaos brings change but too much chaos results in anarchy and destruction. There has to be balance.”  
 
    “Okay, I see that, I guess. But what does that have to do with me?” 
 
    Morgan’s smile shifted her to the younger end of the age bracket. “The Goddess has seen fit to make you the counterbalance to these remarkable young women.” She walked down the length of the table and stopped behind Susie. “I just met all of you a couple of hours ago but it’s easy to see you’re a very upright young man, Peter. You have a strong sense of what is right and proper and just. Susie, well, doesn’t.” Susie shrugged indifferently. “So, moral,” she gestured to me, “and amoral.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I allowed doubtfully. 
 
    Morgan moved down to Melissa. “The powers Amy granted you are very precise. They do what they do and that’s it. The powers Melissa has are whatever she imagines them to be and her control of those powers is, shall we say, suspect.” Melissa hugged herself and shrank into her chair, not looking at anyone. “Order and chaos.” 
 
    She moved on Daraxandriel, who was still fingering her silver hair uneasily. “Our two worlds have been at odds since time immemorial but you two have bridged that gap. Human and demon.” 
 
    Olivia looked up at Morgan anxiously as she approached. “We mourn the loss of friends and family,” Morgan said gently, “but we forget sometimes that the spirits of the departed continue on, in Heaven and in Hell.” 
 
    “Or here,” Olivia murmured sadly, and Morgan touched her shoulder sympathetically. 
 
    “So, living and dead.” She arrived at Amy’s seat and looked down at her in distaste. “Any guesses on this one?” 
 
    “Good and evil,” everyone chorused. Amy stuck her tongue out at us and pouted. 
 
    “Balance is necessary,” Morgan went on, returning to her spot at the end of the table. “Without you, Peter, all of them would spiral out of control. With you, they’re a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “Even Amy?” I asked, eyeing the Spawn of Darkness dubiously. 
 
    “Even Amy,” Morgan acknowledged with a nod. “If she hadn’t shown up when she did, that hellhound would have killed you and Lilixandriel would be wearing your Stone. Amy’s here for a reason, even if you don’t know what that reason is.” 
 
    Everyone in the room was looking at me now with expressions ranging from hope and surprise to thoughtfulness and doubt to, in Amy’s case, sullen resentment. I cleared my throat nervously. “But what does all that mean?” I asked, trying not to sound whiny. I didn’t want to be everyone’s counterbalance. “What happens next?” 
 
    “If I knew that,” Morgan said wryly, “I’d be the Goddess.” 
 
    “Maybe she is the Goddess,” Susie suggested to Melissa. “She’s sneaky that way.” 
 
    “Or maybe she’s something else,” Melissa whispered back. “Did you notice her name? Fay Morgan? Morgan le Fay? That can’t be a coincidence.” They both looked at Morgan speculatively and she smiled back at them. 
 
    “My parents were great fans of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table,” she explained in amusement. 
 
    “Because they liked the stories,” I asked carefully, “or because they knew them personally?” 
 
    “Let’s just focus on the problem at hand,” Dad interjected. “Dara, are you okay with Agent Prescott’s plan? Are you willing to help?” 
 
    “Aye,” she said unenthusiastically. “Would I need to speak as Lilixandriel does? Did?” she correctly herself, looking forlorn. 
 
    “You won’t need to say anything,” Prescott assured her. “Just look evil and defiant in front of the cameras.” She nodded but I had my doubts she’d be able to pull that off. She was the spitting image of Lilixandriel now but her facial expressions and posture were completely different. 
 
    “And I shall be restored afterwards?” she asked, touching her hair again. “Peter Simon Collins prefers me as I was.” I studied my shoes carefully as Morgan cocked an eyebrow at me and Melissa’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Of course,” Morgan said, “although –” Her voice trailed off thoughtfully. 
 
    I looked up worriedly. “What?” 
 
    “Lilixandriel showed her true appearance in that warehouse and the victims described her in detail, horns and all. Daraxandriel may need to disguise herself after all this is over, so that people don’t confuse her for her sister.” Daraxandriel gasped in horror and grabbed her tail protectively. “At least when you’re outside,” she amended apologetically. 
 
    Daraxandriel looked miserable. “I shall be ugly,” she said sadly as her tail nuzzled her cheek. 
 
    “It’s impossible for you to be ugly,” I told her firmly, “no matter what you look like.” That didn’t make as much sense as I’d hoped but at least it made her smile gratefully. 
 
    “We should get her booked and into a cell, Chief,” Prescott said, getting to his feet, “so that everything’s as legit as possible before we head out. Do you have an officer you can trust, someone who won’t ask too many awkward questions?” 
 
    Dad nodded. “Sergeant Finney handles the jail. He’s a no-nonsense sort of man.” He chewed his lip worriedly. “How much of the truth do we share with him and the others?”  
 
    “None, Chief,” Morgan told him seriously. “We caught the culprit and killed her accomplice. End of story.” 
 
    “They deserve to know what they’re dealing with,” he persisted, “especially if we expect more trouble later.” Trouble meant demons. 
 
    “Forewarned is forearmed, you mean?” Morgan sighed heavily. “Ask yourself this, Chief: will your people stop protecting the public because magic exists?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Dad frowned. 
 
    “If someone calls 911, will your officers respond any differently when the situation happens to involve a demon?” 
 
    Dad opened his mouth and then closed it. “No,” he said finally. 
 
    “Will they hesitate to put themselves in harm’s way to protect a civilian in danger if they know the assailant’s glowing eyes and tail are real?” Morgan inclined her head to Daraxandriel. 
 
    “No.” Dad looked around the table, clearly unhappy. “So ignorance is bliss, is that it?” 
 
    “Hardly that, but unless you start recruiting witches to join the force, any talk of magic will just be an unnecessary distraction for your people. Let them do their jobs as they’ve always done them and let us worry about the rest.” 
 
    “Except you’ll be gone,” Dad pointed out. 
 
    “You have them,” she countered, gesturing around the room. “They’ve done remarkably well so far.” 
 
    “They’re just kids!” he protested. 
 
    “I wish I could wave my wand and make all this go away, Chief,” she said ruefully, “I really do, but ignoring the truth doesn’t change it. This is your world now and you’re going to have to figure out how to survive in it.” She looked at Dad’s face and sighed. “Let’s talk after we finish our little stage play,” she said, nodding to Daraxandriel. “We might be able to come up with some ideas that’ll help you. I can’t stay long, though,” she added regretfully. “I need to get back to London.” 
 
    “London?” Dad asked, surprised. “The FBI doesn’t operate there, does it?” 
 
    “The witching community is very loose-knit but we help each other out when there’s need. One of my counterparts in England disappeared last month without a trace and we’re quite worried. He was one of the foremost demon hunters in the world. If someone – or something – got him, it’s a cause for concern for all of us.” 
 
    “You think a demon killed him?” Dad frowned. 
 
    “That’s the most likely explanation but we just don’t know. That’s why I need to get back.”  
 
    Dad nodded somberly as I shot a worried look at Mrs. Kendricks. Dr. Bellowes? I mouthed to her. She shook her head ever so slightly and her eyes pleaded with me to stay quiet. I wondered why she didn’t want to admit that we killed William Bellowes. It was in self-defense, after all. I held my tongue and resolved to talk to her when we had a moment alone. 
 
    “All right,” Prescott said, oblivious to our silent exchange, “let’s do this. Dara – or Lily, I should say – are you ready?” Daraxandriel nodded uneasily and got to her feet. “Maybe you should leave the sword here,” he suggested dryly when she reached for it. “Chief, would you do the honors? Let’s make it official.” 
 
    Dad took his handcuffs from his belt and approached Daraxandriel with a bemused expression. “Lily Cantrell,” he told her, “you’re under arrest for attempted murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy to commit murder, among other charges to be determined later. Put your hands behind your back,” he added gently. “I’ll keep the cuffs loose.” 
 
    I gave Daraxandriel an encouraging nod when she looked at me and she complied, letting Dad guide her out of the room by the elbow after they stopped to disentangle her tail from Olivia’s arm. Prescott and Singh went with them but Shelby lingered behind, coming over to nod to me awkwardly. 
 
    “I just wanted to say thanks,” she said, not actually looking at me, “for helping us in the warehouse. For saving my life,” she added reluctantly, as if she didn’t want to admit it. “I thought you were just going to be in the way, but I was wrong.” Now she finally looked me in the eye and smiled, sort of. “Thank you.” She held out her hand and I took it. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her. “I’m sorry you got hurt.” I pulled up my spell bars with my left hand and tapped Restore, letting the spell flow through our handshake. Shelby jerked back with a gasp, blinking at me in surprise. 
 
    “What did you do?” She looked down at herself and then carefully moved her other arm in the sling. “Did you just heal me? How did you do that?” 
 
    “Sorry. I wanted to come by the hospital but we got a bit sidetracked last night.” 
 
    “You should probably keep that sling on until we leave, Paula.” Morgan looked amused by our encounter. “We don’t want people asking questions about your miraculous recovery.” Shelby nodded, flexing her fingers like she’d never seen a hand before. She gave me an odd look and then hurried out to catch up with her fellow agents. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll have a chance to speak again before I leave, Peter, but thank you.” Morgan held out her hand and I shook it. “You’re a remarkable young man. I look forward to having you on my team some day.” 
 
    “Have you been talking to Dad?” I asked suspiciously.  
 
    “No, why? Does he want you to follow in his footsteps?” 
 
    “He’d like that but I don’t know. I never expected any of this to happen,” I said, waving my hand around vaguely. 
 
    “Sometimes our futures choose us instead of the other way around,” she smiled. She was still gripping my hand and the sleeve of her jacket had pulled back, exposing her wrist. A plain silver bracelet hung there, bearing a large oval ruby that gleamed with its own light. 
 
    “That’s –” I started to say, but she released my hand and pulled her sleeve down again, looking me right in the eyes. She knew that I knew what that was. I had one of my own, after all. 
 
    “Good luck,” was all she said. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to tell me, you’ll need it?” I asked acerbically. 
 
    “I didn’t think I needed to,” she laughed, leaving me to take it either way. “Goodbye, Peter. Take care, all of you.” She headed for the door but Melissa got up hastily. 
 
    “Agent Morgan!” Morgan turned and cocked a questioning eyebrow at her. “About that chaos thing, um –” She threw an anxious look at me and then knotted her fingers together. “Is there anything you can do so it’s not quite so ... chaotic?” 
 
    “You’re afraid of losing control again.” Morgan said it as a statement of fact, not a question. 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted. “Can you fix me?” 
 
    She shook her head regretfully. “I’m afraid the only person who can alter your powers is the person who gave them to you.” 
 
    We all looked at Amy, who studied her fingertips. “Nope, can’t help you,” she said with a shrug. “Metraxion took all that away from me.” She was probably lying but there was no way to prove it. Melissa looked crestfallen and Morgan rested a hand on her arm sympathetically.  
 
    “Having great power is a blessing and a curse,” she acknowledged solemnly, “but have faith, Melissa. You’re stronger than you think. Listen to the people you trust and let them guide you.” She was looking right at me when she said that. 
 
    “All right,” Melissa said glumly. “Thanks anyway.” She eyed Amy resentfully. 
 
    “I’ll check in on you after I return from London,” Morgan promised. “Hopefully things will stay quiet until them,” she added with a smile. “Goodbye, everyone.” She strode out the door without looking back. 
 
    “I need to head out myself,” Melissa sighed. “I promised Mr. Franklin I’d try to get there by noon.” She patted her hair, settled her skirt about her hips, and straightened her blouse. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Very professional,” I assured her. 
 
    “You’re supposed to say beautiful, Peter,” she chided me. 
 
    “That too.” She just rolled her eyes, grabbed her purse from the table, and blew me a kiss as she ran out. 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can get a picture of Dara in a jail cell,” Susie announced, heading for the door. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Why not?” she shrugged and left. Olivia hesitated and then trotted after her. 
 
    “We might as well head home,” Mrs. Kendricks said to Stacy. “Ryan’s going to be tied up for quite a while.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” Stacy frowned. 
 
    “Oh, well, I was going to invite him over for dinner tonight,” she said, looking uncharacteristically flustered. “I thought perhaps you two should get to know each other a little better, since he’ll be staying in town for a while.” She shot me a nervous glance and Stacy eyed us suspiciously. 
 
    “What are you not telling me?” she demanded. “Why should I care about a guy you knew twenty years ago?” 
 
    “It’s actually a very interesting story,” Mrs. Kendricks assured her, although her smile didn’t quite match her tone. “I think you’re both going to want to hear it.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she grumbled, obviously unconvinced. “Can I invite Todd over?” 
 
    “Let’s just keep it to the three of us tonight,” Mrs. Kendricks said firmly. She waved her daughter out the door and looked back at me with an uncertain expression. 
 
    “Good luck,” I told her with an encouraging nod. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, with a genuine smile this time. “You, too.” She left and I let my breath out with a sigh. 
 
    “So we’re finally alone.” I turned and found the tip of Daraxandriel’s sword pointed right at my heart, with Amy at the other end. “I should just kill you now and get it over with.” 
 
    “The Philosopher’s Stone won’t let me die,” I reminded her. 
 
    “No, but it would still hurt a lot,” she countered. “You deserve it, for screwing everything up.” 
 
    “You tried to get Melissa to kill me and take the Stone,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It’s not like you were going to be able to kill all those demon lords,” Amy sniffed disdainfully. “She was the only one who could do enough damage and force my father to come up here and rescue me.” She flopped back into her chair and tossed the sword on the table. “It would have worked too, except Nyx showed up first,” she grumbled. “Stupid bitch. I hate her.” 
 
    “So she really is your mother?” I asked doubtfully. I couldn’t imagine two people, human or demon, who were less alike. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” she muttered. “So now I’m stuck here forever until He comes looking for me.” 
 
    “Just imagine how I feel.” 
 
    “Disappointed, I’m sure, since you’re not going to get your wish.” 
 
    “My wish? What wish?” 
 
    “Remember? I promised you a wish if you beat all of Lilixandriel’s demons. Well, you didn’t, so you’re going to have to find some other way to convince me to have sex with you.” She stuck her nose in the air. 
 
    “What?” I sputtered. “I don’t want to have sex with you!” 
 
    “Don’t pretend, Peter, I can see it in your eyes.” She heaved a fake sigh. “It’s going to be hard on both of us, denying our feelings for each other now that we’re living together.” 
 
    “I don’t have feelings for you! You’re evil!” 
 
    “And you’re good, remember? Opposites attract.” 
 
    “No, they don’t! There’s nothing going on between us.” 
 
    “Is it the age thing?” she pouted. “I told you I’m older than I look.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s the age thing and the evil thing and the nearly getting me killed thing!” 
 
    “What if I was blonde?” she suggested. “Would that make a difference?” Now her hair was a gleaming honey gold. The weird thing was, I didn’t see it change. It was as if she’d always been blonde and I only just now noticed. 
 
    “Uh, no, that doesn’t change anything,” I insisted. 
 
    “I can be older, if that’s the sort of thing you like.” The woman sitting in the chair was still Amy, but a very fit forty-year-old Amy, with legs that went on forever and a bosom that overflowed the bodice of her dress. Her voice was a rich and sensuous contralto oozing from her full and smiling lips. 
 
    “Uh –” I cleared my throat. “Stop that, I’m still not interested.” She’s a half-succubus, I reminded myself firmly, she’s just playing tricks with my mind. 
 
    “Oh, darn, did I overshoot the mark?” she smiled, teasing a lock of her still-blonde hair. “I just assumed, from the way you were ogling Agent Morgan –” 
 
    “I wasn’t ogling her!” 
 
    “Could have fooled me.” Eighteen-year-old Amy, perky, fresh-faced, and buxom, rose to her feet and hooked her arm in mine. “Don’t worry, I’ll get it right eventually,” she assured me, coyly catching her lip with her teeth. She was just an inch shorter than me now but her dress wasn’t any longer, so she was showing a lot of skin. “Come on,” she said, retrieving Daraxandriel’s sword as she tugged me towards the door. “I want to show everyone my new boyfriend.” 
 
    “What?” I dug in my heels. “I’m not your boyfriend.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” she insisted. “Who else have I got?” 
 
    “I thought you had a rule against fraternizing with humans.” 
 
    “I changed my mind,” she shrugged carelessly. 
 
    “I already have a girlfriend. Two or three of them,” I added doubtfully, “depending on who you ask.” 
 
    “Well, now you have four.” 
 
    “I don’t want another one!” 
 
    Amy heaved a put-upon sigh. “Look at it this way, Peter. When my father comes to free me, He’s going to slaughter everyone involved in keeping me here and take back His soulstone. If I tell Him you’re my boyfriend, maybe He won’t actually kill you.” She smiled winningly at her sound reasoning. 
 
    “The Dread Lord’s coming here?” I asked uneasily. “When?” 
 
    “As soon as I figure out a way to let Him know where I am. Nyx and Metraxion ruined my original plan,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Your original plan involved killing everybody,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I know, it was perfect,” she said with a disappointed tsk. “Oh, well, I’ll think of something. It’s going to be a big surprise.” Her grin exposed her fangs. 
 
    “I don’t like surprises,” I reminded her. 
 
    “You don’t even know what it is yet. Come on.” She took my hand and hauled me out of the conference room. “Let’s go tell everyone the good news about us.” 
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    And they all lived happily ever after. Those seven words convey a sense of completion, an assurance that the tale has been wrapped up neatly with a bow and set on a shelf, never to be looked at again. The princess has been rescued from an untimely demise, the wicked witch has been dispatched with extreme prejudice, and wedding bells have rung for the besotted couple. There’s nothing left to do except wish them well and move on. 
 
    But you really have to wonder: what happens next? Is the wicked witch’s equally evil sister plotting revenge in a dank cave somewhere? Do the couple’s offspring set out on their own improbable adventures? Does the prince finally realize the princess was actually a clingy, co-dependent piece of eye candy with no useful life skills and does he start an illicit yet torrid affair with the beautiful scullery maid down in the castle kitchens?  
 
    No story, happy or not, ever truly ends. There’s always a path left untrodden, a quest still to be undertaken, an innocent love yet to blossom. As long as there are characters we care about, there are stories waiting to be told about them. All it takes is patience. Sooner or later, those tales will be written. 
 
    I can’t wait to see what happens next. 
 
      
 
    “This is the last one.” I set the box down on the kitchen room table and arched my back, hearing every vertebra in my spine crack in protest. 
 
    “What’s in it?” Melissa, wearing a distractingly snug t-shirt and denim shorts, was sorting through our combined utensils, slotting each one into its proper place in the drawer organizer. 
 
    “I have no idea.” It probably wasn’t two dozen cans of sliced peaches like the box claimed, although it certainly felt like it. Melissa paused in her labors to give me that look and I sighed to myself as I picked up the scissors from the table and slit the packing tape. “Bowls and plates,” I reported. 
 
    “Bowls up there, plates up there.” She pointed to the pair of cabinets closest to the fridge. 
 
    “I’m used to getting my bowls from under the counter.” I got the look again. “But up there is probably much better.” I dutifully stacked the dishes in their designated locations, knowing full well that Melissa would probably rearrange them as soon as my back was turned. “Where did Dara and Olivia get to?” 
 
    “They’re hanging Dara’s clothes in their bedroom. Is Amy doing anything useful?” 
 
    “She’s keeping one of the chairs warm in the living room.” 
 
    “I guess not getting in the way is technically useful,” she grumbled. “Explain to me again why she’s not living at your parent’s house?” 
 
    “Because she’s evil and we have to keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “Susie could do that.” 
 
    “Susie can’t tell the difference between good and evil. She’d just as likely to go along with whatever schemes Amy hatches as stop them.” 
 
    “Your sister has to be adopted,” Melissa muttered under her breath as she resumed her sorting. 
 
    I took the empty box out to the hallway to add it to the recycling stack. Amy watched me with a sullen glower from the leather lounger by the fireplace. She was black-haired tweener Amy again, probably to make herself look too small and weak to fetch and carry for Melissa. She wore one of Susie’s linen sundresses and it was still too big for her. 
 
    “I’m bored,” she declared. 
 
    “You could help unpack,” I suggested. The living room was knee-deep in boxes we still hadn’t gotten to. 
 
    “I’m not that bored. Is the TV hooked up yet?” 
 
    “I told you, not until Monday.” 
 
    She heaved a why-do-these-things-always-happen-to-me sigh. “You’re my boyfriend, you’re supposed to entertain me.” 
 
    “I’m not your boyfriend.” 
 
    “You’ll change that tune when my father shows up,” she predicted. “Did your mother bring chocolate cupcakes? I don’t care for the yellow ones.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Mom’s not coming over until later.” The doorbell rang and Amy smiled at me. “That’s not Mom,” I insisted. 
 
    I heard a tentative knock on the door downstairs and then a familiar cheerful voice called up the stairs. “Hello? The door was unlocked. Is everyone decent?” 
 
    “Up here, Mom!” I called, eyeing Amy dubiously. She just slid off the chair with a smug grin and joined me at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Mom trudged gamefully up the steps from the entryway, pausing on the second floor landing to catch her breath before continuing on. Susie and Dad trailed along behind her. 
 
    “My goodness,” she puffed, fanning herself with her free hand when she finally reached the top. “You should install an elevator in here.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that,” I assured her. “I thought you weren’t planning to come over until tonight.” 
 
    “Susie and I had a late lunch with your father so we thought we’d all drop in before he went back to work. Hello, Amy!” she smiled. “Have you been helping Peter out?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Amy patted the pile of flattened boxes beside her. “We got a lot done. Are those cupcakes?” she asked eagerly, already reaching for the Tupperware container in Mom’s hand. 
 
    “Just a little housewarming treat for everyone. Share!” she called as Amy scurried off with the whole thing. “She’s such a charming girl,” Mom observed. 
 
    “Mom,” I sighed, “she’s an evil demon-succubus thing, remember?” Explaining the truth to her had gone surprisingly well, all things considered. Apparently it cleared up a few questions she always had about Grandma Marjorie as well. 
 
    “I know that, but I’m sure she’ll come around if we just treat her with kindness and respect.” Dad, Susie, and I all rolled our eyes simultaneously. Mom was nothing if not positive and upbeat. 
 
    “Mrs. Collins!” Melissa came out of the kitchen with a big smile. “You’re here early. Oh, Mr. Collins! Welcome to our humble abode.” She spread her arms to take in the entire townhouse. 
 
    “It’s quite a bit larger than I expected,” Dad observed, looking around with an approving nod. “Weren’t you originally planning to move in here all by yourself?” 
 
    “Well, I have a lot of stuff. Come on, I’ll give you the grand tour.” Melissa waved them back into the kitchen, leaving Susie and me in the hallway. 
 
    “Have you moved into my room yet?” I asked her. 
 
    “Not yet. I might just turn it into a workshop.” She wandered away and started peeking through every door she passed. 
 
    “Did I hear Dame Collins?” Daraxandriel came up the stairs, towing Olivia with her tail. “Didst thou not claim she would arrive nigh unto supper?” Daraxandriel wore one of my t-shirts, while Olivia had another of Susie’s dresses, although it fit her a bit snugly. Mom was definitely going to have to do another shopping run for our two newest guests. 
 
    “Change of plans,” I told her. “She brought –” I was about to say cupcakes, but I reconsidered that in light of the cake incident, “– Dad and Susie along. Are you guys done unpacking?” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to unpack,” Olivia pointed out. 
 
    “And thou needs must assemble thy bookcase,” Daraxandriel told me, “that I may place thy manuscripts.” 
 
    “Manga,” I corrected her. “I’ll do it after Mom and Dad leave.” 
 
    “So my bedroom and the master bath are down that way,” Melissa swept by, leading Mom and Dad along like a museum guide, “and there’s another half-bath just over there for guests to use. We’re using the other bedroom for storage right now. Dara and Olivia are bunking together downstairs and Amy has her own room. There’s another full bath down there for them to share.” 
 
    “Where is Peter going to sleep?” Mom asked curiously. 
 
    Melissa cleared her throat as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “We’ll get everything sorted out tonight. So that’s the formal dining room, except we don’t have a dining set so we’re going to use it as the gaming room. The living room is through here.” The tour group continued on around the corner. “We still need to get a proper couch or a sectional for –” Melissa’s voice cut off with a gasp of horror. “Peter!” 
 
    I ran into the living room, envisioning all sorts of possible disasters that might be awaiting me, from spiders to electrical fires to Amy’s father. Instead, I found Amy sitting in the lounger with Mom’s Tupperware container sitting open on top of one of the cardboard boxes. Her hands and face were smeared with chocolate icing and three cupcake wrappers lay crumpled on the floor. She looked at us like a five-year-old caught with her arm elbow-deep in the cookie jar. 
 
    Daraxandriel drew in her breath in dismay. “Thou didst bring chocolate without informing me?” 
 
    “I’ll get a cloth,” Melissa gritted. “Don’t touch anything,” she pointed a warning finger at Amy before hurrying off. 
 
    “They’re very good, Mrs. Collins,” Amy mumbled around a mouthful of cupcake.  
 
    “I’m glad you like them, Amy,” Mom told her as she retrieved the Tupperware and snapped the lid back on, “but maybe we should save some for the others.” 
 
    “I shall hold those for thee, Dame Collins,” Daraxandriel offered eagerly, reaching for the container. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Melissa arrived with a damp washcloth. “Peter, put those in the kitchen. You, give me those hands,” she ordered Amy sternly. 
 
    I took the container from Mom, fending off Daraxandriel’s grasping hands and tail, and brought it into the kitchen. I set it on the table and then, after glancing around to make sure there were no witnesses, I carefully peeked under the lid. There were fifteen cupcakes left, six with chocolate icing and nine with white. 
 
    They won’t miss a white one, I reasoned, and they’ll blame Amy anyway. Maybe there was an advantage to having a resident evil-doer after all. Before I could turn that thought into action, though, the doorbell rang again. I heaved a sigh and closed the lid. 
 
    “I’ll get it!” I called, wondering who it was this time. 
 
    I wound my way down the stairs to the entranceway, speculating on the probable cost of Mom’ elevator idea, and opened the door. Mrs. Kendricks stood there on the doorstep, with Stacy and Prescott behind her. 
 
    “Hello, Peter,” she smiled warmly. “I hope you don’t mind us dropping in unannounced.” 
 
    “No, not at all,” I told her. “The more the merrier.” I stepped out of the way and they filed in, looking around curiously. “Everyone’s upstairs.” 
 
    “We were on our way to Dallas and we just wanted to pop in quickly,” Mrs. Kendricks explained as she started up. “We won’t get back until late tonight.” 
 
    “Dallas? What’s the occasion?” She had on her usual sort of outfit but Stacy was wearing a dress instead of her normal athletic duds and Prescott had on a white button-down shirt and dress slacks. He was also carrying a large gift bag with tissue paper sticking out of the top. 
 
    “We’re having dinner with Todd,” Stacy told me with a shy smile, an expression I’d never seen on her face before. It was a bit disconcerting, actually. “I want him to meet my father.” 
 
    “Your –?” Stacy and Prescott grinned at each other and Mrs. Kendricks watched them with an embarrassed smile of her own. “So you finally told them, huh?” 
 
    Stacy’s smile faded into her more normal scowl. “Wait a minute. You knew?” She turned on her mother. “You told him but you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “Oh, I, uh, I just –” I stammered. 
 
    “He guessed,” Mrs. Kendricks told her calmly. “I wanted to wait until the right moment to tell you both at the same time and things were a bit hectic until recently.” 
 
    “Well, fine,” she grumbled. “Way to ruin the surprise, Mother.” 
 
    “Nobody else knows,” I said helpfully. Stacy just rolled her eyes and followed her mother upstairs. 
 
    The living room was quite crowded with the eleven of us jammed in there, until Dad and Prescott stacked enough boxes against the wall to clear the center of the floor. The revelation of Stacy’s parentage spawned delighted hugs and handshakes all around, as if Stacy was eighteen hours old instead of eighteen years, but that was nothing compared to the excitement that followed Melissa’s shriek. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she exclaimed, covering her mouth with one hand and pointing with the other. “Is that what I think it is?” A large diamond ring graced Mrs. Kendricks’ left hand. 
 
    “Arial did me the great honor of agreeing to become my wife,” Prescott said modestly, although his smile stretched from ear to ear. That prompted another round of hugs and kisses and congratulations, although Susie, Amy, and I stayed out of the way. 
 
    “So I’ll get a diamond when Cameron proposes to me?” Susie mused thoughtfully. She inspected the rings on her fingers, as if deciding which one to swap out for her hypothetical engagement ring. 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath on that,” I told her. “The two of you are only fifteen.” 
 
    “Does that matter?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “When we get married,” Amy warned me, “my diamond better be bigger than hers.” 
 
    “We’re not getting married. Ever.” She just smiled to herself. 
 
    The cupcakes were brought out again to celebrate the occasion and Amy managed to snag two more chocolate-iced ones before anyone could stop her. Daraxandriel and Olivia fed theirs to each other, but other than Daraxandriel’s tail getting a bit familiar under Olivia’s skirt, they remained well-behaved. 
 
    The womenfolk – minus Susie and Amy – gathered around Mrs. Kendricks to offer advice and suggestions on the nuptials, leaving the menfolk on the outskirts. 
 
    “Well,” I observed to Prescott, “that was fast. You haven’t even been here a week.” 
 
    “You think so?” he countered. “As far as I’m concerned, I’m nineteen years late.” He shook his head ruefully. “To think I had a daughter all this time. I wished I’d known. We lost so much time together.” 
 
    “Well, at least you avoided the potty-training, puberty, and driver’s ed years,” Dad chuckled. 
 
    “Except now she’s going off to college in a couple of months. That doesn’t give me much time to catch up.” 
 
    “You have the rest of your life,” Dad reminded him. “Enjoy every minute of it.” Prescott refrained from pointing out that the life expectancy of demon hunters tended to be low. 
 
    “Ryan!” We all turned at Mrs. Kendricks’ call. “I think it’s time for our housewarming gift.” Prescott retrieved the bag from its perch on the lounger and handed it to her. She in turn presented it to Melissa. “It’s a tradition among the Pennsylvania Dutch to give these to young couples moving into their first home, to watch over them as they start their new lives together.” 
 
    “We’re not a couple,” I reminded her hastily, “and there’s five of us living here.” 
 
    “Hush, Peter,” Melissa told me. “Thank you so much, Mrs. Hendricks. I can’t wait to – oh.” She peered through the tissue paper and then extracted a painted statue of a chubby, bearded man with a red stocking cap. “It’s a garden gnome.” She checked the bag and pulled out another, this one an equally rounded woman wearing a white apron. “Two of them. Well, that’s very ... thoughtful of you.” Melissa looked at me for help. 
 
    “They’re very nice,” I told Mrs. Kendricks doubtfully, “but we don’t have a garden. Or a yard,” just in case that wasn’t clear. 
 
    She laughed. “I’m well aware of that. These ones are special, though.” She took the female gnome from Melissa and placed it on one end of the mantel, whispering “Vigilo,” and then she positioned the male gnome at the other end. “Protego.” I half-expected them to suddenly come to life and bow to her or something, but they just stood there like perfectly ordinary, inert plaster gnomes. “May you never need their help,” she told us solemnly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Melissa told her. “I’m sure they’ll fit right in.” Her smile was looking a bit iffy, though. The gnomes looked really out of place amid the rest of her furnishings. 
 
    Mrs. Kendricks laughed again. “You can move them wherever you like. Just keep them within the bounds of your property.” 
 
    Amy sidled up to me. “They’re watching me,” she whispered uneasily. 
 
    “You’re imagining things,” I told her. Their bright blue eyes weren’t even pointed in our direction. 
 
    “I don’t like them,” she said, hunching her shoulders. 
 
    “I’m sure the feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    The impromptu party broke up shortly after, with Mrs. Kendricks, Prescott, and Stacy eager to get on the road and Mom, Dad, and Susie following them out a few minutes later. Melissa gave us about thirty seconds to enjoy the silence before clapping her hands and putting us back to work. 
 
    By the time the sky darkened outside, a third of the boxes still hadn’t been touched, but most of the kitchen stuff was put away, the downstairs bedrooms were more or less sorted out, and we’d made a significant dent in Melissa’s cardboard treasure trove in the second bedroom. Melissa finally called a halt and ordered in Chinese for the troops, a welcome break from pizza. 
 
    “We’ll have to run to the store tomorrow to get groceries and cleaning supplies,” she mused, picking through the remains of her chicken fried rice. “If there’s anything you guys need, put it on the list.” The notepad on the fridge was already half full. 
 
    “So where am I supposed to sleep tonight?” I asked. My dresser and hanging clothes were in the second bedroom but there was no bed in there. Daraxandriel had mine from the house and Olivia and Amy would be using the ones from Melissa’s spare bedrooms. 
 
    “We’ll have to measure all the windows and get curtains as well,” Melissa went on as if she hadn’t heard me. 
 
    “Do you have an air mattress or something I can use until we get another bed?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll need to get extra door keys made for everyone.” She was definitely avoiding looking in my direction. 
 
    “Melissa –” 
 
    “Is everyone finished?” she asked with a cheery lilt, gathering up the remains of her meal. “Remember, everyone’s responsible for keeping this place clean.” 
 
    “Melissa, where am I sleeping?” I insisted. She kept her back to me, mumbling something as she dumped her containers into the trash. “What was that?” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “With me,” she said meekly. 
 
    “Melissa!” I shot a shocked glance at Daraxandriel but she didn’t seem angry or upset, just puzzled. 
 
    “But – don’t you want to be with me?” Melissa asked hesitantly. “I thought – after everything that happened –” 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” I assured her hastily. “It’s just –” I faltered. I didn’t know how to explain my feelings, especially with everyone else watching us. I wasn’t even sure I knew what my feelings were. 
 
    “Oh.” All of the life went out of her and she turned away. “It’s okay. We’ll get some blankets or something for you.” 
 
    “Melissa –” 
 
    “Nay, Peter Simon Collins, ‘tis for the best,” Daraxandriel told me firmly. Melissa and I both looked at her in surprise. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked her. 
 
    “’Twould be unseemly for thee and Melissa to share her bed, for I wish to court thee myself.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I wish to court thee,” she repeated, lifting her chin defiantly. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? You spent all of last month trying to get Melissa and me together. Why are you courting me now?” 
 
    “Thou didst save me from Parathraxas,” Daraxandriel argued. “Thou didst take me in when I was cursed and banished by my Dread Lord and thou hast thwarted Lilixandriel’s schemes. I would have perished but for thee and I desire to show thee my gratitude.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” Olivia protested. “I want to court him too!” 
 
    “Oh, this is going to be good,” Amy smirked. 
 
    “You can’t court him!” Melissa told them with sudden heat. “He’s my boyfriend!” 
 
    “I can court him if I want to,” Olivia insisted. “He rescued me too and he’s the only person who can see me. When I’m a ghost,” she amended after a moment. 
 
    “But you and Dara are already sleeping together! Why are you interested in Peter at all?” 
 
    “My tail’s flirtation with Olivia is of no moment,” Daraxandriel told her archly, reaching over to pull it off of Olivia’s lap. “I would win Peter Simon Collins’ soul. Heart,” she corrected herself quickly. “I would win his heart.” 
 
    “Dara’s nice to be with,” Olivia admitted, her ears turning pink, “but I want a real boyfriend.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this!” Melissa snapped, throwing up her hands in exasperation. “Why is it so difficult to have sex with you, Peter? I should haven’t to fight off our friends to be with you. I love you and you love me and that should be all that matters.” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Or where you lying when you said that?” 
 
    “No, I meant it,” I told her hurriedly, “but –” 
 
    “Peter,” she said with quiet menace, “it shouldn’t be this hard to figure this out. Which one of us do you want to be with?” 
 
    “Um, Melissa, your hands are on fire.” She looked down. Black flames danced around her clenched fingers and up her arms. She thrust them behind her back and glared at me. 
 
    “I think you should sleep with all of us,” blonde teenage Amy grinned. “It’s only fair.” 
 
    “You stay out of this,” I told her. 
 
    “Nay, Amy has the right of it,” Daraxandriel said with a nod. “We all desire to court Peter Simon Collins. Whyfor make him choose amongst us out of hand? An one of us pleases him above the others, then mayhap he may claim her hand and set the rest aside.” 
 
    “Does that mean we’re taking turns?” Olivia asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I’m in,” Amy said. “Who gets to go first?” 
 
    “This is a really bad idea,” I said uneasily. 
 
    “Shut up, Peter,” Melissa snapped. “This doesn’t have anything to do with you.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it does, actually.” 
 
    “Then you should have picked one of us when you had the chance. All right, fine, if that’s the way you want to play this, let’s do it right.” She grabbed her purse from the counter and rooted through its cavernous interior. “Where is –? Ah.” She slapped a string of purple plastic squares on the table. 
 
    Daraxandriel picked them up and looked them over curiously. “Tro-jan?” she pronounced haltingly. 
 
    “Melissa!” I exclaimed in shock. “Why are you carrying condoms around in your purse?” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “I got them before prom, when Brent and I were going to – well, never mind that! Here.” She tore off three of them, stuffed the remainder back into her purse, and uncapped a marker pen. She wrote 1, 2, and 3 on the backs of each packet and flipped them face up, scrambling their positions like a street corner card sharp. “Okay, each of us will take one and we’ll go in that order. We’ll spend one week each with Peter and then he’ll decide who he wants to be his girlfriend.” 
 
    “Nay!” Daraxandriel protested. “Such a plan unfairly favors the first.” Olivia nodded her concurrence. 
 
    “Okay, five days, then.” 
 
    Daraxandriel shook her head. “One day,” she countered. 
 
    “That’s not enough time!” Melissa argued. “I have to work on weekdays.” 
 
    Daraxandriel and Olivia looked at each other. “Three days?” Olivia suggested tentatively. Daraxandriel considered that and then agreed. 
 
    “Fine,” Melissa said tersely. “Everyone pick a number.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Olivia said doubtfully. “Why are there four now?” 
 
    I flipped them all over, revealing the numbers 1, 2, 3, and 4. I picked up the last one and scowled at Amy. 
 
    “What?” she shrugged. “I deserve a chance to be your girlfriend too.” She plucked the condom from my hand and placed it back on the table with the rest. 
 
    “No, you don’t!” I grabbed the packet but there were still four lying on the table. I took another one and then another and another, but no matter what I did, there were always four condoms left. “How are you doing that?” I demanded in frustration. 
 
    “Peter, stop that, you’re just getting in the way.” Melissa made me drop my growing prophylactic collection. “If Amy wants to court you too, let her. It serves you right for not picking me right away. Now get out and let us finish this.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Out!” Her imperious finger pointed to the hallway. I looked for support from the others but every one of them indicated I should follow Melissa’s orders. 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead, but I went. 
 
    The living room was dark, illuminated only by the floodlights around the community pool in the courtyard below. I fumbled my way into the corner, shifting the boxes aside to reach the pair of floor lamps standing there, and then hunted around for a wall outlet to plug one of them into. The shade was missing so the bare bulb cast stark shadows everywhere. The gnomes on the mantel looked vaguely sinister but I turned my back on them as I sank into the lounger. 
 
    The discussion in the kitchen seemed to be growing a bit heated, although I couldn’t make out any of the words. I told myself I should go back in there and put a stop to this ridiculous game. I knew who I wanted to be with. 
 
    So why don’t you tell them that? Little Peter asked insidiously. Just march back in there and tell her you love her and you want to be with her the rest of your life, however short that turns out to be. 
 
    Because she deserves someone better than me. 
 
    Like who? Every single girl in there is alive because of you. Except Olivia, because she’s dead, but that wasn’t your fault. 
 
    Well – 
 
    Or maybe you just like the idea of four beautiful women playing Bingo with condoms for the chance to sleep with you first. 
 
    No, that’s not it at all! I protested. 
 
    Then what? Little Peter asked scornfully. Why are you being such a dweeb about this? 
 
    Because that’s what I really am, I thought miserably. I’m not a hero. I’m a dweeb. 
 
    They don’t think so, Little Peter told me scornfully. Maybe you should start listening to them for a change. 
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    I looked up, startled. Melissa stood there at the end of the hall, looking nervous and downcast and frightened all at once. She had a purple square clutched in her fingers. 
 
    “Oh.” I cleared my throat and sat up. “So you won, huh?” She licked her lips and took a shuddery breath before holding up the condom and turning it to show me the back. It said 2. “Oh.” Something squeezed my heart and my breath caught in my throat. “Who got number 1 then?” 
 
    She looked down at her hands, twisting the plastic packet between her fingers, and then tossed it onto one of the boxes. “Dara.” 
 
    “Oh.” I looked past her but the hallway was empty. “Where is she?” 
 
    “They all went to bed.” 
 
    “Bed? All of them?” She nodded. “I’m confused,” I confessed. “Isn’t she supposed to be here?” 
 
    “I told them they could have the rest of the cupcakes if they let me go first.” 
 
    “You bribed them with cupcakes?” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “They’re chocolate.” She looked up at me uncertainly. “Tell me you don’t mind.”  
 
    Whatever was keeping my heart from beating finally let go. “I don’t mind,” I assured her. I held out my hand to her and a tentative smile brightened her face.  
 
    She came over and knelt at my feet, taking my hand and pressing it against her cheek. “I know you actually love Dara and I know I’m being selfish but I just wanted to be with you for a little while before you go be with her.” Her tears were warm against my palm. 
 
    “I do love Dara,” I told her, “and I love you and I suppose I even love Olivia a little bit. But,” I lifted her face to look at me, “I want to be with you.” 
 
    She drew her breath in sharply, her eyes wide and hopeful, and then she drew back, shaking her head. “No, you don’t. You’re just feeling sorry for me.” She pulled my hand away. “The crazy chaos girl.” 
 
    “I need a little chaos in my life,” I said firmly. “Don’t you remember what Agent Morgan said? We balance each other, Melissa. We need each other.” 
 
    “You balance Dara too,” she retorted, “or did you forget that part?” 
 
    “Oh, right. Well –” I couldn’t think of a clever comeback to that. “Look, do you want to be my girlfriend or not?” 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously. “Yes?” 
 
    “You don’t sound very enthusiastic.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just that I’ll only have you for three days before it’s Dara’s turn.” 
 
    “We’ll just tell her that you won and the courting is over.” 
 
    “Really?” The hopeful gleam reappeared in her eyes. “You mean it? I won?” I nodded and she nearly knocked the entire chair over backwards leaping into my lap and wrapping her arms around my neck. “I love you, Peter Collins!” 
 
    Her kiss bruised my lips and went on long enough to darken the edges of my vision. Then she stopped and pulled back slowly with an uneasy expression. 
 
    “What wrong?” I asked her. 
 
    “Those gnomes are watching us.” 
 
    I twisted around in the chair. “No, they’re not.” 
 
    “They still give me the creeps. Come on, let’s go to my room. Our room,” she corrected herself shyly. She jumped off my lap and pulled me to my feet. “Oh, no, wait, I have to get everything ready. I want our first time to be perfect. Don’t move.” She ran into the hall and reappeared a moment later. “Did you happen to run across a box of candles while we were unpacking?” 
 
    “Candles? No.” 
 
    “Damn it. Okay, I’ll think of something.” Melissa disappeared again, leaving me alone with the gnomes. 
 
    I looked around doubtfully, unsure of what to do with myself and feeling a nervous flutter in my stomach. My gaze fell on Melissa’s discarded condom and I pocketed it, just in case. 
 
    “Art thou well satisfied, Peter Simon Collins?” Daraxandriel’s eyes glowed in the darkness of the dining room before she stepped into the light. She looked ridiculously pleased with herself. “We have both achieved our heart’s desires.” 
 
    “Both of us? But ... you let Melissa take your place.” 
 
    “I swore to thee when we first met that Melissa would be thine,” she reminded me, “and it shall finally come to pass this night, despite thy stubborn resistance to thy fate.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. I thought you wanted to court me.” 
 
    “I grew impatient waiting for thee to heed the whispers of thy heart instead of thy mind.” 
 
    “So you told Melissa you wanted to court me so she’d fight you for me and I’d realize who I really loved.” She grinned at me, showing her fang. “Sneaky.” 
 
    “I am a succubus,” she preened. 
 
    “But you didn’t get my soul,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I received a far greater prize,” she proclaimed. She raised her cupped hands, cradling a chocolate-frosted cupcake like a precious jewel. 
 
    “That’s your heart’s desire?” I asked dubiously. “You sold me out for a cupcake?” 
 
    “A chocolate cupcake,” she pointed out, waving it in front of me. 
 
    “Peter!” Melissa’s voice carried down the hallway, quavering a little. “I’m ready!” 
 
    I took a step and then hesitated, looking back at Daraxandriel. “Dara –” 
 
    “Go and be with thy true love, Peter Simon Collins,” she said, nudging me with her tail.  
 
    I turned to face the open doorway at the end of the hall, squared my shoulders, and took a deep breath. “Any last-minute words of advice?” 
 
    “Love her with all thy heart and mind and soul, Peter Simon Collins,” she said earnestly. “As I do thee,” she added in a murmur, but when I looked back in surprise, she was contemplating her cupcake. “And in the morning,” she went on, “procure her fries.” 
 
    “Melissa doesn’t really like fries. How about flowers for her and fries for you?” 
 
    She smiled and dipped her horns in a nod. “Such would be acceptable. Go,” she urged me, “and be happy.” 
 
    “And you’ll be here in the morning, right?” I asked. I wasn’t sure why that was so important to me. “You’re not leaving or anything?” 
 
    “Fear not, Peter Simon Collins,” she assured me, “for I shall be ever at thy side, come what may. Except tonight. Tonight, thou needs must be with thy love and I,” Daraxandriel raised the cupcake into the light, “I have chocolate cake.” 
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